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Introduction

When you hear that some people are “going back to the land”, what kind of images come to mind?

Perhaps it is the Great Unwashed: the scruffy, long-haired, hashish-smoking drop-out who retires to a commune in the country where illegal substances and unrestricted fornication provide the background to life, and which is usually paid for by government handouts in the form of welfare extracted from unwilling but hard-working taxpayers.

Perhaps it is the survivalist: that over-earnest patriot who moves his family – lock, stock and barrel – to a homestead in the wilderness where a non-bumpy road is regarded as the “contamination of civilization”, where the nearest neighbour is about fifty miles away, and where the holed-up family waits anxiously for Red Dawn – the arrival of the Commie hordes.

Perhaps it is the man who was, until recently, something “big” at the Stock Exchange or at “Goldman, Goldberg and Goldblatt: Investment Analysts and Financial Consultants”; but who, out of the blue, sells his plush city residence and moves to the wide-open countryside. Being a sober kind of gentleman, he has been instrumental in keeping the rat race of modern society going, but has now decided to drop out – having made his “stash” fromthe relentless exploitation of others – and live out his days in Arcadian bliss.

There are, of course, any number of images that come to mind when the subject is the return to the land, but whatever image it is, it is one that is exceptional, eccentric, expedient, or plain crazy. Yet it ought not be any of those, for a return to the land is, above all, a call to the ordinary, decent citizen to seek sanity and salvation. That it does not appear a call to the ordinary, but to the extraordinary, is really a measure and judgement of the times – times which are intellectually diseased, culturally decadent and spiritually moribund.

It is hardly necessary to be a Professor of History at an accredited university to know that the bulk of people living on the land, living off the land, has been the general condition of humanity throughout the centuries. It is not something that was merely true in the ancient world, or only in the medieval world, but something that remained the case in most European countries up until the bloody and futile catastrophe known as World War I. The peasant and the farmer were the norm in all the great civilizations, and their contribution to life in all its aspects was perfectly complemented by that smaller, but important, class of men who constituted the Crafts. They were in a mutually satisfactory and symbiotic relationship: the Glove that graced the Hand, the Poem that expressed the Principle, the Song that was born of Love.

It is, therefore, truly a sign of the times that a return to the land, a return to the norm, a return to humanity’s true home, is regarded as out of the ordinary – even “weird” to use the language of “street-wise” man. That non-Catholics should find a return to the land “weird” is bad enough, a sufficient cause for weeping; but that Catholics should feel likewise is nothing less than scandalous, perhaps even blasphemous, for it clearly betrays a gross misunderstanding of one aspect of the life of the Holy Family. It is little remembered by the mass of Catholics that Christ’s life was full of symbolism, and one area, in particular, where the significance of the symbolism has been lost in our time is in the choice of His birth place. Does it not strike the reader as peculiar that Christ was not born in the great city of Jerusalem, or the capital of the ancient world, Rome? These were the sites of spiritual and political power, and yet Christ is born in Bethlehem and raised in Nazareth. Neither is a megalopolis nor even a city. Each is modest, ordinary, humble. They are the abodes of simple peasants and craftsmen; not of Princes and Captains of Industry. Even the mildest of reflections would reveal that Christ’s lesson was plain and simple: “I choose the Peasant and Craftsman and the Land because that is the Will of My Father”. Why? Because life on the land, as peasant or craftsman, means contact with Nature – and the author of Nature is thus apprehended directly, daily and, one might even say, almost instinctively. The Art – Creation – and the Artist – God – are correlated so that even the simpleton can see the truth, but in the city the Art is deformed or destroyed, and the Artist is obscured or obliterated in the mind’s eye of millions of men and women.

This position on the Land and its centrality to Civilization and to Catholicism is not a matter of merely private opinion. It is an expression of the mind of the Church. Fr. Vincent McNabb, O.P., for example, wrote the following in The Church and the Land: “If there is one truth more than another which life and thought have made us admit, against ourprejudices and even against our will, it is that there is little hope of saving civilization or religion except by the return of contemplatives to the land!”

In the Joint Pastoral Letter of the Hierarchy of Quebec issued in November, 1937, and entitled “On the Rural Problem”, their Lordships stated the following boldly:


Dare We then affirm that rural life is the normal state for the masses? In a century such as ours, with its various allurements and demands, when the farmers, in most countries, have been uprooted from the soil and concentrated in the cities, it is unwelcome advice, it seems, to urge so many new city-dwellers to return to the land, or even to induce those who still dwell upon it to remain there. We are willing to admit that rural life must not henceforth be regarded in terms of the isolation and hardships that so long weighed upon our farmers, who, like the rest of us, are entitled to profit by scientific improvements and inventions. Nevertheless, in spite of the developments of mechanical production, the basic industry must ever remain that of obtaining from the soil the daily bread of humanity.



The statement is one rich in both content and vision. It says categorically that life on the land is the norm, and it is so because without such life there is no daily bread; that is to say, if the land is not worked, we starve. It draws attention to the phoney nature of city life, with its neon lights and its “conveniences”. It makes clear that genuine advances in science and technology – while properly subordinated to a sane, agrarian order – must be used to the benefit of the farmer in order that his lot might be ameliorated greatly, thus destroying the media-induced lie that Holy Church opposes genuine Progress, and demonstrating rather Hermaternal love for the tillers of the soil. For an institution that is reputedly “out of date” and “out of touch”, the Church is remarkably in tune with the interests and sympathies of humanity!

Now it might be argued – tendentiously – that the return to the land is something vouchsafed to a particular kind of Catholic; that it is a legitimate vocation, if a minority one. But is that really so? Granted that, in a period of immense societal decadence, it will be missionaries “possessed” by a vision, by a vocation, who will lead the return to the land and to sanity, it remains nonetheless the case that the call is made to the majority of Catholics – not to the mere enthusiastic few. Why? Because life on the Land gives the Faith roots in rich soil, whilst life in the City for the Faith is sterile and ultimately destructive of the Catholic Church. This is seen not merely in the decline of city parishes, but even in the decline of the numbers of Catholics born. The point was eloquently made by our own Fr. McNabb, and confirmed as well by the work of the Americans’ “National Catholic Rural Life Conference”. There can be no argument on this matter, other than by sophists who play games with statistics to the detriment of reality.

It has also been argued – rather perversely – that a return to the land by Catholics would be a sign of retreat, if not of outright defeat, and that it corresponds to a neglect of their apostolic duties towards non-Catholic city dwellers. This kind of argument can only be maintained by those who have a very superficial grasp of Catholic Social Teaching generally, and of a Return to the Land specifically. It ignores a number of important points which radically transform the discussion. Firstly, “the advance” towards the city was notthe by-product of free will, rather it was done through legal trickery and persecution. This being so, the position held in the city is not of its nature a Catholic one at all; thus, giving it away involves no loss whatever for Catholics and for Catholicism. Indirectly it is even a gain, for it permits Catholics to position themselves – literally and figuratively – on their natural terrain! Secondly, and perhaps more pertinently, a retreat is not a defeat. There have been any number of occasions in history when a body of people have been on the point of being overwhelmed by superior forces, who have chosen to retreat and regroup – and whose decision to do so allowed them not only to survive but to go on to victory. A return to the land would be a sign of understanding and intelligence, for it would demonstrate that Catholics had at long last grasped reality: the world hates us because we possess the Truth, and it will not rest until we cease to exist. If we have to retreat, therefore, in order to prepare the counter-attack, so be it! Finally, there is the simple fact that the most truly persuasive apostolate of all is the living of an integral, Catholic life on the land. Actions, it is said, speak louder than words, and if that is so then the move to a wholesome, natural, and Catholic way of life is tantamount to preaching the Good News from the housetops.

This call to the land is not restricted to Catholics imbued with zeal for the subject. The land, its appeal, its centrality to man’s existence is so elemental, so ingrained – one might even exaggerate (on the right side of the argument) by claiming that it is almost genetically encoded in human beings – that it finds its advocates even outside the visible confines of Holy Church. Thus, H. J. Massingham, the Anglican author and ideologue, writes eloquently in The Tree of Life:


If the village birth and upbringing of Christ be mythological, the record of His mission is unaccountable. His journeyings were so completely those of a countryman, his associations so obviously rural, his followers so clearly drawn from small market towns and villages and his own concrete and pictorial methods of expression so fundamentally a peasant speech transfigured that, if He was not actually born in a manger and visited by shepherds, it would have been necessary to have invented that He did. His debt to his native soil was indeed far more explicitly expressed than Shakespeare’s, on whose work the stamp of country England was incomparably more sharply and indelibly impressed than it was on any of his contemporary dramatists. Shakespeare actually spent the best years of his life in the capital; Christ never entered it except on seasonal occasions and to mark the apotheosis of his earthly visitation.



It is an historical fact that England was the first country in Europe which began the process of destroying the peasantry, and herding the men, women and children into the cities. It was done by a malevolent and fanatical few driven by a profound hatred of Catholicism and, implicitly, by a profound hatred of their fellowmen. It was one of the main fruits – putrid in the extreme – of the so-called Protestant Reformation which, as it progressed, had less and less to do with religious or theological arguments, and more and more to do with creating a society where the rich and the ruthless could prosper at the expense of the Common Man. The Statute of Frauds, coupled with the Enclosures movement, “relieved” the Church of much of her lands and provided for the widespread “legal” confiscation of peasant property. The result is, of course, that England has not had a livingpeasantry – or yeomanry, if you prefer – for over four centuries. If ever a country has been cut off from the normal routine of life on the land, it is England. And yet we find in a recent survey carried out in England by a major polling agency that a little over half of the interviewees remarked that if they had the opportunity, they would willingly return to the land. Four centuries of flight to the city, four centuries of drumming into people that the city is “where it’s at”, four centuries of “educating” people that farming is for “dumb folk” and something to be looked down upon – and yet still more than 50% of the English would go back to the land if it were made possible.

The survey does not tell us why so many would be willing to tread the path of difficulty towards the land, but we can hazard intelligent guesses.

The first is clearly related to the environment. Whether politicians admit it or not, the fact is the city is now home to countless scenes of urban deprivation: rampant criminality; a drug culture that spreads daily; an environment where traffic jams, polluted air and endless noise are the norm; a juvenile delinquency that has ceased being mere boredom and pushes the boundaries of nihilism ever-further backwards; the loss of any sense of community spirit as a myriad of alien cultures, languages and religions are squeezed into highrise flats and sprawling, soulless housing estates; endless commuting that strains the very nerves of a man, and pushes stress levels off the scale; a myriad of social, economic and psychological problems so complex and so interrelated that only a government of talented, even exceptional, men with real power and authority could hope to sort them out.

It is becoming obvious to observers with any kind of sensitivity that the current direction ofmodern society is going to end in catastrophe. The stresses and strains are more than the human frame can bear – especially when that frame is in most cases devoid of any real contact with God. A man can, for a period, stand a war, military or psychological, when he has the presence of God with him, intimately and daily; but when it is an open-ended war without the presence of God, it is absolutely inevitable that a man will crack under the strain. And what is true of an individual man is as true, if not more so, of a society.

Wherever one looks, one sees all kinds of attempts to reclaim “normality”. Rambling, gardening, herb growing, country visits, the study of the arts and crafts and all the rest of it. There is clearly a movement, a tendency at foot which, though not specific, is drifting, here and there, in the right direction. People know that there are problems, and they are seeking answers. It is because they don’t possess the Catholic faith in too many cases, or are wholly ignorant of the claims of the Church, that they don’t respond in a Catholic way. But the rise of all kinds of movements, sects and even strange religions is a testimony to the thirst that exists in our world for the Truth. Yet it is equally true that modernist “Catholics” are too antiquated in their thinking and methodology to recognize this fact and act accordingly. More and more people are recognizing – at least subconsciously – that relativism (which is what Modernism is at heart) is not the answer. The answer to problems, especially human and spiritual problems, is certitude. A man will die for an absolute truth; he will not so much as cross the road for a relative one.

The desire to escape social alienation, social dependency, bureaucratic interference, consumerism, the dead-hand of crass materialism, the inanities of “sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll”, the endless rushing to and fro in the search for…what? – this is all evident to the intelligent eye. But if people are seeking a spiritual renewal, a desire to be self-sufficient, a way that gives hope, why are so few actually returning to the land? If something like 50% of England’s urban population want to move to the land, why don’t they?

The answers are many and varied, and this Introduction does not even pretend to furnish more than the barest inklings of an answer, but at the end of the day the fundamental question is psychological and spiritual.

We have become habituated to listening to “the experts”. It is they who in large part direct the movement of our decrepit society through exclusive interviews in “quality” newspapers, through appearing on “serious” documentaries or special TV news features, through standing shoulder to shoulder with the movers and shakers of the power elite. Yet it remains in many cases – too many in fact – that their expertise is more than questionable both in its content and in its relevance. They can argue whether drug A or drug B is more efficacious – but they never see the possibility that perhaps both A and B are unnecessary or unacceptable. They can argue whether Monetarism or Deficit Spending is the superior financial policy – without ever seeing that neither makes any sense in the world of real – as opposed to virtual – economics.

Experts being thus the backdrop to our society, it is not surprising that many people pick up their notions from the “white noise” of discussion that passes for intellectual debate. The experts tell us that we don’t need more people on the land, but fewer. The experts tell us that rugged self-sufficiency and independence is now passé, since we all live in the “global village”. The experts tell us that as long as consumption is rising, that credit is readily available, and that people can shop 7 days a week, day or night, then society is in a healthy condition. These arguments and many variations on such themes have, subconsciously, convinced many folk, desirous of another way of life, that they are seeking to “turn the clock back”, that they are “out of step” with the modern world; that they are, in a word, plain silly.

It is when one sees that this is the very real situation which confronts us that we come to appreciate why people do not act upon their desires. They fear. They fear what the family and neighbours will think. They fear that the undertaking is too much for them. They fear failure. They fear that they don’t have the talents and the skills required. They fear that they will end up penniless and in dire poverty. They fear…everything that under-active or over-active minds can throw up.

Yet such people never seem to balance up this debit sheet of Fear with another debit sheet of Fear that cancels out the first. Do they not fear the crime of the city streets? Do they not fear for their mental and physical health in atmospheres that are becoming evermore toxic? Do they not fear for the safety of their children? Do they not fear for their property in the face of widespread robbery? Do they not fear the letter from the company that tells them that they are out of a job?

Seen in this light, one sees immediately that modern people are living in a climate of fear. The only difference between fear of moving to the land and fear of living in the city is that the former offers the possibility of attaining a real quality oflife, and passing it on to future generations, whilst the latter is, in the majority of cases, truly a dead end road. The fears, therefore, are not equal; the fear of returning to the land is obviously the lesser fear, and it is the one lined with hope. But since fear remains the primary obstacle to returning to the land, the obvious answer is that moral courage must be summoned up – a courage more difficult to possess than its merely physical counterpart. Then it only remains to look reality in the face, calculate the odds (for the situation of each family will differ), and then trust in the Providence of Almighty God.

Once this moral deficiency is overcome, everything else falls into place. Worries about jobs and income will give way to the awareness that there are similar jobs in the country, or even new enterprises to start up; that a move might be a perfect opportunity to escape the 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. rate race. Fears about lack of friends and contacts nearby will disappear in light of the fact that people in the countryside need one another – for car breakdowns, for snow on the road or whatever – and that connections always come with time. Concerns about “making it” as a farmer will come to be understood as valid only with the assumption that everyone has to be a farmer. There are plenty of alternatives, such as getting one acre of land and becoming a smallholder; buying merely half an acre and working part-time in a pub, with a local business, making pottery, writing books, painting houses, etc. The move to the land can be graduated to fit every kind of person and every kind of circumstance. And the fear of lacking the right kinds of skills to live on the land are easily alleviated by checking out the evening courses offered by the local college on the basics of whatevermight be necessary: carpentry, electrics, plumbing, horticulture, and so on; or taking advantage of the opportunities afforded by any number of volunteer associations that offer weekend courses on all kinds of subjects from gardening to horse maintenance, that sell myriads of books on similar topics, and that can advise, guide, and train on all the aspects involved in the return to the land. With these simple facts in mind, it becomes clear that those who feel alone only do so because they have not bothered to find out just how much help is out there, and how varied the possibilities are for a successful return to the land.

Besides – are the many obstacles that litter the road that returns to the land any more dangerous than those along the road that leads to the worship of Mammon, a road which wears down bodies, deadens minds, and ultimately kills souls?

This book, then, is no more than an introduction to the idea of a return to the land. Reading it involves no commitments, but it may lead to an awareness of possibilities beyond the dreams of some Hollywood fantasy. It will not answer all questions by any means; but it will provide a good background in the matter, and offer at least “a feel” for the thing. It will not indicate exactly what should be done or why, but it will reveal what others have done and why they did it – and how they might be emulated, while adapting everything to particular circumstances and necessities. Above all, the book makes a persuasive case that living in the countryside is the most beneficial way to live for one who wishes to live an authentic and integral Catholicism. No one is alone who lives in the presence of Almighty God. No one who sincerely loves our Blessed Saviour would wish not to follow His rule in their lives. No onewho is sincere in their Faith can afford not to read this book, reflect upon it, deepen their study of the subject, and then decide whether they can or cannot “take up their Cross and follow Me”. For those who don’t like where they are and what they are doing, we offer the following: change the circumstances of your situation. It might be hard. It might involve real sacrifice and renunciation, but then doesn’t everything of importance require this? The choice may be hard, it may be difficult; but thanks to your God-given free will, the choice is yours.

The Traditionalist Press
June 29, 2003
Feast of Ss. Peter and Paul
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Ruralism Versus Urbanism

by Bishop Richard Williamson

Q. Surely you are not attacking cities, which have always been centres of Catholic civilization and culture? St. Paul’s Letters are all addressed to early churches in cities (Rome, Corinth, etc.). Medieval Cathedrals were all built in cities.

   A. Correct. But industrialization, in particular the motor-car, changed radically the structure of cities, and the mentality of city-dwellers. For instance the people who had socialized and the children who had played in the city streets were chased off them by the motor-car. Similarly, as long as the country outweighed the cities, city-dwellers shared more or less of the country-men’s common sense (e.g., you cannot fool with day or night, winter or summer), but as soon as industrialism enabled the cities to outweigh the country then that common sense began to be worn away (e.g., with electricity and central heating we can change night and winter). The modern city and suburbs easily erode this natural sense of there being a nature of things. Now without nature, where is grace?

Q. But the suburbs, like television, are merely neutral, and can be used for good or bad. The problem is sin. Attack sin, not suburbs!

   A. It is precisely to attack sin that one attacks modern suburbs, because their way of life favourssin. Their softness and comfort favour sensuality (Second Sorrowful Mystery). The anti-socialness and independence of their way of life favour pride (Third Sorrowful Mystery). True, television is in theory neutral, but not in practice. As installed in the (suburban or modern city) home, it strongly tends to be misused, discombobulating mind, will, the sense of reality, activeness, humanness, and family. Similarly the suburbs in practice strongly tend to discombobulate human beings. Listen to the Rock musicians, voice of now two alienated generations (1960’s to 1990’s). This alienation cannot go on.

   Q. But priests (and dinosaur bishops) should be attacking sin, which is the heart of the problem, and not suburbs, which are obviously not the heart of the problem.

   A. Granted, of course, sin is the real problem. But if a child complains of its shoes hurting, is it foolish to point out that it has put the right shoe on the left foot, and vice versa? If Catholics complain of finding it very difficult to lead Catholic lives, is it foolish for priests to point out where they are not realizing that the whole context of their lives is carrying them towards pride and sensuality?

   Q. What do you mean by “a context carrying towards sin”? Sins are committed by free choice, not by context!

   A. Yes, but contexts can exert more or less pressure on free choice, which is why many of them are branded as “occasions of sin,” which a Catholic must avoid.

   Q. Then you are saying that modern suburbs are an occasion of sin? Ridiculous!

A. Let us take a different example. A car radio is, as such, not the best context for listening to classical music, because I am distracted by driving, I am purely passive to the music being played, I am by my “Seek” or “Scan” buttons master of the Great Masters, to replace them at will with umpteen Rock stations. Now I can listen to classical music on a car radio. But the context of attending a live concert is much better, where I am neither distracted, nor purely passive, nor master of the Masters by the push of a button. Similarly I can lead a Catholic life in the motor-car suburbs, but the whole context is man-made, man-centred, man-controlled. It is a context that shuts out God, making Him not impossible, but rather more difficult, to reach. Contexts count!

   Q. You just do not like anything new.

   A. Much wiser (Prov. XXII, 28) to like nothing new than to like nothing old, which is the condition and conditioning of modern man! But anything new that will help me to save my soul, like a new set of officials in Rome, truly Catholic, I will grab with both hands! A truly renewed Catholic Church, a new truly Christian World Order, yes please!

   Q. But time passes, and things change. It is no use lamenting the “good old days.”

   A. There is no question of lamenting the good old yesterdays, only of judging correctly our present todays, in order to save as many souls as possible tomorrow. Of course time passes and things change. That is exactly why we must think about what time has brought us to now so that we can make things now change for the better. Otherwise they will go on changing for the worse. Change is inevitable, but God requires of us to direct that change in the direction of His will.

   Q. But people have always praised times past as though they were better. Which strongly suggests that they were not really better at all.

   A. The arguments for the Reign of Christ the King having – broadly – deteriorated for the last 700 years are clear and convincing. A car without brakes can free-wheel down a hill without crashing for a certain length of time, but finally it must crash. To the remains of Christendom in the 20th century, God sent three major warnings – World Wars I and II, and Vatican II. But still mankind is free-wheeling down-hill, and faster than ever.

   Q. But country people are now as full of drugs and vices as city or suburban people.

   A. Probably not quite, but that is much more true today than yesterday, precisely because the motor-car with all its pomps and all its works has overtaken the country. When Our Lady (allegedly) appeared in the mountain village of Garabandal in Northern Spain in the early 1960’s, it was still an isolated mountain village. Now it is just an outrider of the nearest town.

   Q. As for the American countryside, or heartland, it is full of Protestants, the farms are laid out in an anti-social way, and life is led there in a manner downright selfish.

   A. As December’s letter said, Protestantism is the heart of the problem of “suburbanism,” so that to attack the symptom of suburbanism amounts to a way of alerting Catholics to how the disease of Protestantism is most likely infecting them withouttheir realizing it. To be Catholic is, in itself, far more important than to live in the country, but, circumstantially, not living in the country can incline many Catholics to cease being Catholic at all. Accordingly, let any Catholic think twice before he moves away from the Mass to be in the country, and let him think thrice before moving into the country to recreate suburbs there, or to rejoin an industrialized, mechanized, anti-socialized way of life.

   Q. Yes, we Catholics are not Amish!

   A. By the Truth of our supernatural religion, no. But does that mean that there is nothing in their natural way of life from which we could profit by imitating? Not necessarily. There is “method in their madness.” To live on the land is not the same as to live off the land.

   Q. OK, OK! Supposing I do move into the country, close enough to get to Mass each day, with time enough to recite the Rosary each day, and on too few acres to get sucked into industrial farming. What then?

   A. First, let no suburbanite pretend that the move back into the country is easy. Farming is a hard way of life, which is precisely why many people in the 20th century left the land for the cities. Cows take no holidays, they must be milked every day, which includes at dawn in the dead of winter! But “no sweat, no sweet.” In the hardness of the life lies its salutary discipline, for youngsters and oldsters. If people had stayed on the land, Communism could never have arisen. Who would dream of going on strike against land, animals or weather? Conclusion: in order to achieve what youwould have moved to the country to achieve, do not expect, and do not re-construct, the easy life for yourselves. “In suffering is learning.” Secondly, proximity to the Mass would be a crucial part of your move into the country, not only because of our Sunday duty and absolute need of the sacraments to save our souls, but also because of the Catholic’s need of community. If Catholics fled the modern city or suburbs because of that whole context damaging to the Faith, it would not be worth fleeing into a Protestant context of isolated and individualistic country life, where there would be no Catholic families for miles around. In the early Middle Ages (500–1000 AD), the villages, towns, cities of Christendom formed around a monastery or church.

   Q. But in the Middle Ages the altars of the Catholic Church were rather more stable than they are in today’s crisis of the Church!

   A. As we look back in time, it may seem so, but at that time amidst the ruins of the Roman empire and the threat of barbarian invasions, the altars may in fact have seemed hardly more stable than they do today. At some point God requires of us to take reasonable risks and to trust in Him for the rest.

   Q. So I flee the suburbs and I re-locate in the country within striking distance of a group of Catholics where there is the Mass. What will I have achieved positively?

   A. In the country, much more of the environment is God-made, or natural, instead of man-made, or artificial. Every creature of God speaks directly of God, if one has ears to listen. So if one moved into the country, one should not make the move too humanly abrupt, with too many sudden changes, because the temptation might then be to come racing back to the good old suburbs one is used to. On the other hand one should envisage leaving behind, little by little, more and more of those artificialities which are the pride and consolation of suburbanites, and which fill the glossy colour catalogues stuffing our mail-boxes. Life in the country should simplify, and as it did so, the important things in life would come back into view, presently blocked out by multiple artificial distractions.

   Q. But no museums, no concerts, no culture – just the beauties of Nature? How boring!

   A. Moving into the country would require a period of adaptation, to survive which I would need to have well thought out why I had moved into the country in the first place. But if I had thought it through, I would stand a good chance of adapting successfully. For instance, in the cities, museums have constantly to make up new exhibitions from the same old artists, or else patronize the modern anti-artists. In the country, no two sunsets or sunrises are exactly the same, and each one is a fresh masterpiece painted in moving techno-colour, but of course one must have eyes to see. Similarly concert-halls have to go round and around the same favourite pieces of the classical composers, or else descend into the bear-pit of “modern music,” whereas in the country each dawn-chorus of birdsong is a new symphony conducted by our Maker, but concert-hall ears have to be adjusted to hear it. (In one sense, the museums and concerts died some time ago.)

   Q. But life in the country would be boring!

   A. The adults would have to adjust, for sure, and the older children, but the younger children should take to country life like ducks to water. Most parents can see how much more healthy it would be for their children to grow up in the country, only circumstances of all kinds prevent them from thinking that they could make the move.

   Q. What is the advantage for children?

   A. Fresh air. Freedom to play outside. Manual labor, apt to teach discipline and responsibility. The handling of live animals for which children have a God-given affinity, and which by their God-given nature can teach many lessons of life that no machines can teach. For instance, what child born and bred in between stallions and mares, bulls and cows, cocks and hens, is ever going to buy into the absurdity that there is no difference between males and females? Dare I say that the animals without reason will have taught the child a significant part of the difference between males and females that have reason?

   Q. But all of these advantages of country life are situated on the merely natural level. It is grace, or supernature, that counts for salvation!

   A. Of course, but grace builds on nature. Grace does heal nature, but it does not violate it. Grace works against sin, but it works with nature. That is why a wise education works with grace and nature in tandem. The problem with the ever-increasing artificiality of suburban life is that nature is being so shattered that grace has nothing left to work with. The total suburban context makes stony ground onwhich the seed of grace has little chance. That is a major reason why so many pious suburban parents see their teenagers become disinterested in the Catholic religion. Grace and nature, as presented to the teenagers, just do not integrate or fit one another.
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Two Pigs and a Cow

by Christopher McCann

Since the advent of the Industrial Revolution there has been an incessant worldwide influx of people into cities and industrial manufacturing. This transition has not been without its share of those who point out the material abuses, particularly the denial of the right to organize trade unions, unemployment, inhumane living and working conditions, low wages, interminable hours of work, and exploitation of all sorts. But there is a much more serious and more elusive problem with urban industrial life and it is spiritual in nature. I shall call it alienation.

This is not alienation as the Marxist sees it, which is an umbrella term for various economic theories such as alienation of need, alienation of useful labor and alienation of use-values which supposedly prove that for one man to work for another is an essentially unjust relationship. No, a Catholic understanding of a different alienation will unfold in this article based on the assumption that God created man to interact in harmony with the rest of creation and that this harmonious interaction was damaged by original sin but not destroyed by it. Thus alienation is in the sense of “what God hath joined, let no man separate.”

This article aims to point out that urban industrial society tends to pull apart this natural order and that living on the land is not only the antidoteto the problem, but also the ideal to strive for, especially for the Catholic family. It should be stated that a life on the land is not a guarantee of holiness. Certainly not. Neither is city living a guarantee of moral degeneracy. However it is certain that each exerts an opposite influence on the individual and the family – one for the good, and the other towards evil.

The Church Leads the Way

   Among modern social critics, there are a few who speak out against such alienation. I will call them agrarian-decentralists. It is no coincidence that many of them are Catholics and those who aren’t (or who give no indication that they are) often recognize the Church as taking the leading role in fighting for the true dignity of man. This is of no surprise as only the Catholic Church has preserved an understanding of the true nature of man.

E. F. Schumacher (economist, former head of planning at the British Coal Board, and, oddly enough, a modern-day Distributist) states in his book Small is Beautiful:


Over the last 100 years no one has spoken more insistently and warningly on this subject than have the Roman Pontiffs. What becomes of man if the process of production takes away from work any hint of humanity, making of it a merely mechanical activity? The worker himself is turned into a perversion of a free being.1



Schumacher then quotes Pius XI: “And so bodily labor which even after original sin was decreedby Providence for the good of man’s body and soul, is in many instances changed into an instrument of perversion; for from the factory dead matter goes out improved, whereas men there are corrupted and degraded.”2

Again Schumacher states:


Above anything else there is a need for a proper philosophy of work which understands work not as that which it has indeed become, an inhuman chore as soon as possible to be abolished by automation, but as something decreed by Providence for the good of man’s body and soul.3



It is no accident that Pius XI’s statement draws attention to man’s composite nature, i.e., body and soul, because it is here, inside each individual man, that industrial alienation begins to tear apart the natural order. Fr. George Speltz explains these words of Pius XI:


It is understandable on Thomistic principles why men should suffer degradation through such types of factory labor, and on these same principles the work of the husbandman will be seen to be capable of perfecting man, and compatible with the good life. According to a Thomistic principle of metaphysics and psychology, when man acts, he acts as a person; such is the union of all his component parts and faculties under the rational soul. In all his acts, such as the act of one’s hand in labor the person acts; not merely the bodily member. Consequently, the manual labor of a man is more than the repeated physical movements of the members of his body. Manual labor is performed by the person who is endowed with intellect and will. Herein is its dignity. Granted a worthy end, it retains its dignity as long as it involves the functioning of the intellect and the will.4



Rev. Speltz further clarifies by stating:


Now, the husbandman is in a better position to work as a person than is, for example, the factory worker who must constantly repeat the same simple operation or limited number of operations, and who is in a sense determined ad unum. Under this aspect the latter has become dehumanised; and the more complex the machine, the more its operator is determined to one course of action, and the less human is his work.5



So if you refer to your work as “mindless,” if you sit at a machine doing nothing more than pushing a button or if your work could easily be done by a robot, then your work is degrading you. It is alienating you by continually calling for your will to move your body, but never requiring your mind to do a thing. It is certainly not fulfilling God’s desire that your work be for the good of your body and soul.

Neither the Church nor this author is saying that such work is immoral, nor are we saying that such work cannot be meritorious if done with the correct intention and dispositions. What we are saying is that such work is not ideally conducive to the integral well-being of the human person.

Now it may surprise some that the Church has traditionally proposed agriculture to her children as an ideal field of work. And she has done so for many reasons. First, let us consider it as an antidote to the alienation of man within himself, this alienation of man’s intellect and will by work. Certainly no one will doubt that agricultural work is physically demanding, but many consider the work of the farmer or stockman to be for the simpleminded. Why else would we have phrases such as “dumb farmer” and “stupid hick”? Let us think upon the words of Pius XII who said: “There is indeed no greater mistake than to believe that the tiller of the soil does not need a serious and adequate formation in order to accomplish the varying tasks which mark the seasons in their yearly course.”6

And again:


Before the Fall, God had confided to man the cultivation of the earth as the finest and most honourable occupation in the natural order…. To get acquainted with the nature and, so to say, the temperament of his own plot of land, sometimes very different even from that alongside, to find out the germs that are harmful to it, the rodents that burrow in it, the grubs that devour its fruits, the weeds that infest the crops grown therein, to discover in what constituent elements it is deficient, to select the rotation of crops best calculated to enrich it, for these and ever so many other matters, vast and varied information is necessary.7



An elderly farmer’s wife put the Pope’s sentiments in her own words by saying that the good farmer must be a carpenter, a plumber, an electrician, a mechanic, an agronomist, a biologist, and a veterinarian all in one! Thus agriculture requires a tremendous effort of body and mind – a truly human and integrating work.

So far we have treated alienation as it concerns man and himself, but man is not alone in this world or the next, so let us examine alienation through the “lenses” of the hierarchy of being. The hierarchy of being is an ontological categorization of creation and the Creator. In ranked order from greatestperfection to least they are God, the angels, man, animals, plants, and mineral matter.

Man has three basic relationships in this hierarchy. The first is his relationship with those above him in the hierarchy, God and the angels. Man has grave obligations in this regard, i.e., to know, love, and serve God in this life. Second, man also relates to other men primarily in the family, but also in the wider community. Third, man has a relation to that which is below him in the hierarchy. Man must be a responsible steward of animals, plants, and mineral matter so that they might serve their immediate purpose – the upkeep of the life – of men and thereby glorify God who established them for this purpose. Man will have to give an account to God in regard to his stewardship of material things.

These are the three basic ways that man relates to creation and his Creator. Industrial work and modern urban society constantly militate against these three basic relations, thus alienating man from his God, his fellow man, and his responsibilities. Despair follows in its wake – a feast of souls for Satan.

The City of God vs. the City of Man

Let us examine, on the other hand, the effect of rural life on each of these relationships. Life on the land speaks directly of God. The husbandman’s work consists of releasing a host of natural and organic causes. He is an instrument in the hands of God.

“He taps the font of productivity which God has placed in things. He releases for creative work the mighty potential organic powers of nature, awaiting actualization through him.”8

Pius XII, in a letter to Rev. J.P. Archambault states:


It cannot be too often repeated how much the work of the land generates physical and moral health, for nothing does more to brace the system than this beneficent contact with nature which proceeds directly from the hand of the Creator. The land is not a betrayer; it is not subject to the fickleness, the false appearances, the artificial and unhealthy attractions of the grasping city. Its stability, its wise and regular course, the enduring majesty of the rhythm of the seasons are so many reflections of the Divine attributes.9



William Schaefers, writing on vocations in 1926, makes the obvious comparison. He states:


The country is the natural habitat of the family and the ideal breeding ground for vocations. For in the country, much more than in the city, the environment is favourable for moulding that character, with its religious hopes and longings, which is desirable in every young man who aspires so high. It can not be denied that there is more peace, more quiet, something more approaching solitude in the country than in the city. And surely peace and quiet are tremendous factors in moulding vocations. Solitude, theologians tell us, stimulates spirituality in man. There is no solitude in the city; there is a turbulence of life there that frequently wearies even the hardened city dweller. The rural spaces preach God more effectively than metropolitan centres. Nature reflects God, and leads to a consideration of its Creator; the cities essentially reflect man, and lead to a consideration of their builders. The city has a way of pounding out the gospel of man; it is continually glorifying the creature; with all the ingenuity possible it caters to the material – the weaker and less important – side of man; it calls to pleasure, fame, and wealth. Life in the country is vastly different. There the soil teaches humility and service, and demands a plodding, working, easily satisfied class of people. In a word, the natural environments in the country are splendid for fostering vocations, while in the city such desirable environments are rarely to be discovered.10



This is to say nothing of the blatant immorality which assaults one from every side in the large city. Our cities have now reached such a level of corruption that they are not only spiritually deadly but physically dangerous as well!

The Land and the Family

Rural life has a profound effect on man’s relation to others. The basic unit of society is the family, so we shall begin there. There is “…[a] unique relationship which exists between the family and the occupation of agriculture. The farm is the native habitat of the family. Industrial society works against the family and in favour of divorce, desertion, temporary unions, companionate marriage; agricultural society is characterized by the strength, permanence, and unity of the marriage bond and the comparative rarity of its dissolution.”11

Why is this? Bishop Aloisius Muench explains:


The family as a social institution is stronger in rural areas than in urban centres. The farmstead is not like a shop, office, or factory to which men andwomen go in the morning and leave again at night, but it is also a homestead. Where farm ownership is rendered secure the homestead is held in honour by generation after generation as it passes from father to son. The farmstead is for all members an economic unit. Young and old, father, mother, and children have a common stake in it. The vicissitudes of the climate, the approach of the seasons for sowing or harvesting, the land, the seed, the machinery, the fowl and cattle – all evoke a daily interest around the table at meal time or in the evening as the family gathers around the fireside. These are all important elements to hold the family together.12



Dr. O.E. Baker further analyses the strength of the rural family by pointing out that in agriculture the family is the economic unit, whereas in industry and commerce the individual is the economic unit.


In the city, work takes one out of the home, perhaps the wife and mother too must work to support children that, in the city, are economic burdens. In agriculture a wife, or at least a family to live with, is almost essential in operating a farm, and children can work and probably more than pay their way from ten years of age onward.13



The wife is meant to be economically productive and in the rural home she does this without ever leaving her family. She often is in charge of the chickens, the milch cow, the garden, the butter, bread, and cheese making, and food preservation. This arrangement is certainly more conducive to holy family living than the working mother spending her hard earned dollars to buy what her country counterpart makes herself.

Baker comments: “In the rural family the aged also have a place – a useful, respected place.”14 This is one of transmitting their knowledge and the fruits of their experience to younger generations. The basics of the art of farming change little over time even though some methods might. Delivering a mal-presented lamb, for example, is not much different today than it was 2,000 or more years ago. This type of work binds the family across generations.

One must not hesitate to make clear that rural life, due to the necessity of having a wife as a helpmate and children to work on the farm, curbs the use of artificial birth control, selfish bachelorism, and lifestyles of unnatural vice of which we are encouraged to be so tolerant. The revered Fr. Vincent McNabb, O.P., leading figure of the English Catholic Back-to-the-Land movement of the 1930’s went so far as to argue in The Church and the Land that city living, due to the tremendous economic pressure to limit the size of the family, was an occasion of sin and should be fled as any other occasion of sin!

The Land and Society

Not only does man interact with other men in the family, but with other families in the realm of the State. If a State is to be well-ordered, it must consist of well-ordered families made up of well-ordered individuals. It naturally follows that if agricultural labor exerts a positive influence on the individual and the family, then it will be as equally important for the moral and material life of the whole nation. Pope Pius XII said: “We well know how much the moral recovery of the whole people depends on the steadfast faith and social integrity of the tillers of the soil.”15

Speaking to Italian farmers, Pius XII explained:


More than others, you live in permanent contact with nature: in material contact, by the fact that your life is passed in places as yet far removed from the excesses of an artificial civilization and is also wholly directed towards producing from the soil, under the beneficent rays of our Heavenly Father’s sun, the abundant riches that His loving hand has hidden therein; in contact that is profoundly social also, because your families are not only communities of consumers but, more especially, communities of producers.

From the fact that your life work is so profoundly and at the same time so generally and completely based upon the family, and therefore so fully in conformity with the order of nature, arises the economic strength and, in critical times, the capacity for resistance, with which you are endowed, and also your oft-demonstrated importance in the development of justice and order, public as well as private, throughout the whole people. Finally, the stability of your family life is the reason of the indispensable function you are called upon to exercise as the fount and bulwark of unsullied moral and religious life, as well as the reservoir of men, healthy in mind and body, for all the professions, for the Church and for the State.16



The Rev. E. Cahill, S.J., in The Framework of a Christian State explains the fundamental importance of the rural family to the well-being of the State. He says:


Few things are more important for the stability and security of the State than the existence within it of a dominating number of small village and rural proprietors, each enjoying means for a modest but sufficient livelihood, and each secure in the permanent possession of his own small homestead. We have already referred to the well-known social phenomenon that urban families die out after a few generations, and that the urban populations survive only by means of constant supplies from the country. Hence the rural population is the real mainstay of the nation.17



It may surprise the reader that the idea of the country as a “reservoir of men” that fed the barren cities was a huge preoccupation of the U.S. hierarchy up to the end of World War II, when they were lulled into a false security by the baby boom. The American Catholic population was overwhelmingly urban and there was a great fear that it would simply die out with the unabated influx of rural Catholics to the cities. Obviously, there are still Catholics in America, but the effects of lower urban birth rates have certainly devastated our ranks.

Cahill continues:


Besides, as a rule, it is only in the country that the family is attached to a particular locality and a hereditary home. It is this stable rural population whose interests and traditions are intimately associated with the very soil of their country, that form the core and strength of a nation. It is from them that the most vigorous type of citizen comes, and among them that the best fruits of true patriotism are to be found. Hence it has always been the policy of enlightened statesmen to strengthen and stabilize the rural population.18



Now if there is one thing lacking today it is enlightened statesmen. Thomas Jefferson, as “enlightened” as he was, still understood the importance of the yeoman in the life of the nation. Such an understanding is beyond the comprehension of our leaders today. They allow our nation, with occasional ineffectual protestations, to slip ever more urban-ward. Actually, they favour policies which exacerbate this problem. Soon we will rely on fewer than 1% of Americans to feed the remaining 99%.

From the point of view of food supply alone this is highly unstable. But if we consider that this is accomplished by the corporatization of agriculture and the destruction of the family farm, then we realize the tremendous loss to the nation of that class which Pius XII calls its “fount and bulwark.”

Lest anyone imagine that these teachings of the Church do not apply to the United States for one reason or another, please consider the words of Pius XII in his encyclical letter Sertum Laetitiae of November 1, 1939, addressed to the bishops of the United States. The Chief Shepherd first explains that the root of modern social problems is “the refusal to recognize the Divine Majesty” and “the neglect of the moral law.” He continues by naming the bitter fruits of such neglect among which is “the flight from the land (agrorum desertio).”

One must further lament the destruction of America’s agrarian class as its loss is irremediable. Fr. Cahill explains:


It is comparatively easy to produce an industrial population or a professional class. But a permanent rural population can not be created to order. Town dwellers can not, as a rule, be successfully transplanted into the country. A peasant population must be the result of a growth of generations.

Hence, Goldsmith’s well known words are true:

“A brave peasantry, the country’s pride, When once destroyed, can never be supplied.”19



Lastly, we must examine the relation of man to that with which he works. Man is most happy when he works when he can take pride in his work, when he knows that his work is both well done and socially or personally useful. Thus many types of work can be fulfilling. Even the factory worker who mass-produces just one small piece of a much larger whole can take pride in his work, but it would be hard to imagine that it would approach that of a watchmaker carefully making an entire watch from scratch. One must also consider that what is massed-produced is often of poor quality (and this may be totally independent of the intention of individual workers making interchangeable parts) and is often more or less useless or frivolous or downright harmful, morally or otherwise.

Of all of man’s work on earth, agriculture is most important because it produces food for the maintenance of the human race and emphasizes man’s special relationship with the soil. Bishop Peter W. Bartholome explains:


Out of the land, the body of man was fashioned, and on it man depends for his continued existence in this world. By the land, man lives and breathes; for its products he expends his life’s energy. On the land depends the industry and commerce of the world. The land is basic to all the material activities of man. Through the land man is best able to workup to the fullest development of his nature as created by God. On the land man is closest to God’s creation and should therefore with greater facility work out his soul’s salvation. And at the end of his life the body of man again returns and becomes identified with the land. Truly there seems to be no relationship of man with material things so intimate as that of man with the earth.20



We can easily picture the farmer who loves not only his work, but his animals, his fields, and the very soil under his feet. I know several such men myself. But can we readily imagine the autoworker who loves the spot welder, the steel worker who loves the coke oven, the factory worker who loves the punch press or injection molding machine, the electronics worker who loves the soldering iron, or the data entry technician who loves the keyboard? There may be such individuals, but they are certainly few and far between because, unlike farming, the nature of such work does not instill in the worker a love for his work.

The Way Forward

Leo XIII, in his encyclical on the conditions of the working class, Rerum Novarum, clearly lays out the problems afflicting the urban industrial worker. The Pontiff goes to great lengths to clarify the Church’s social doctrine, to defend the true interests of the working class against what Pius XI calls in Quadragesimo Anno, “the idols of liberalism,” and to outline a path towards the solution of the problem. It is of supreme interest that the Pope stakes his highest hopes not on workers, organizations or decreased work hours or increased pay orbetter working conditions, but in eliminating the proletarianized working class altogether by converting them to an owning class.

The Pope states: “We have seen, in fact, that the whole question under consideration cannot be settled effectually unless it is assumed and established as a principle, that the right of private property must be regarded as sacred. Wherefore, the law ought to favour this right and so far as it can, see that the largest possible number among the masses of the population own property.”21

And it is not just any property that the Pope has in mind. He continues:


But if the productive activity of the multitude can be stimulated by the hope of acquiring some property in land, it will gradually come to pass that, with the difference between extreme wealth and extreme penury removed, one class will become neighbour to the other. Moreover, there will surely be a greater abundance of the things which the earth produces. For when men know that they are working on that which belongs to them, they work with far greater eagerness and diligence. Nay, in a word, they learn to love the land cultivated by their own hands, whence they look not only for food but for some measure of abundance for themselves and their dependents. All can see how much this willing eagerness contributes to an abundance of produce and the wealth of the nation. Hence, in the third place, will flow the benefit that men can easily be kept from leaving the country in which they have been born and bred; for they would not exchange their native country for a foreign land if their native country furnished them sufficient means of living.22



Now herein lies not only the solution of the problems of the modern worker, but of the modernworld’s instability as well. For if we could transform the property-less masses into land-owning proprietors then we would resolve what Pius XI terms the “twin rocks of shipwreck.”23

This same Pope explains in Quadragesimo Anno: “There is, therefore, a double danger to be avoided. On the one hand, if the social and public aspect of ownership be denied or minimized, the logical consequence is ‘Individualism,’ as it is called; on the other hand, the rejection or diminution of its private and individual character necessarily leads to some form of ‘Collectivism.’”24

Thus we go a long way in preventing “the needy and helpless masses with minds inflamed and always ready for disorder”25 from taking up the flags of Nazi State Socialism, Communism, and materialistic Capitalism. It is this path, outlined by the Catholic Church, that will, when carried out with “Justice guiding and charity helping”26 and accompanied by a true return of the nations to Our Lord Jesus Christ, lead us to “a kingdom of truth and life; a kingdom of holiness and of grace; a kingdom of justice, love, and peace.”27

Can We Get There from Here?

If we are serious Catholics, we will want to take to heart and seriously consider the recommendations of the Church concerning the tremendous benefits of living on the land. If you are a farmer or a rancher, you should meditate on the teachings of the Church. You should strive to take fulladvantage of your state in life. When you realize the profound dignity of your work, you will have a great supernatural motivation to persevere even though materially things are difficult and often bleak.

If you are a city or suburb dweller, you ought to consider leaving for a more wholesome life on the land. How can it be done? First, let it be known that we ought not reinvent the wheel nor repeat the mistakes of previous generations. Communal settlements and groups of families establishing rural lives together almost always fail. Neither should we go and buy our own farms. Fr. Patrick T. Quinlan explains:

“The average city dweller, no matter what success has been his in other fields, could not become a successful farmer even should he earnestly desire to do so. Farming is a tradition, a way of life, moreover a family way of life, handed down from father to son and from mother to daughter.”28

Although there are exceptions to this rule, they are so few as to make such an attempt foolish. What then are we to do? The National Catholic Rural Life Conference, established in 1923, vigorously promoted the solution throughout the 1930’s and 40’s – the rural homestead. The Conference distinguished between a farm and a homestead. Whereas the farmstead is established upon an acreage sufficiently large to support the family through agricultural pursuits, the rural homestead is established upon a small acreage upon which the family dwells and from which the bread winner goes forth to the nearby place of occupation that he might earn the cash income for the family.29

The production of such a homestead is primarily to supply as many needs of the family as possible. Thus, by nature, it is highly diversified and labor-intensive. There is plenty of work for children. A typical homestead would have a large garden, a few pigs, perhaps a march cow or dairy goats, some sheep, certainly chickens, fruit trees, and whatever else the family found that they could practically and profitably raise for themselves. Often such homesteads would develop one or more sideline businesses such as selling eggs to neighbours or strawberries to passers-by. The twin mottoes of the rural homestead are “Work in the city, live on the land” and “It isn’t what you earn that counts, it’s what you save.” On a practical “how-to” level, the best resource is another experienced homesteader, but since the rural homesteader can be secure with his cash income, he is free to learn by trial and error. There are still today books in print originally published over 50 years ago that are excellent starting points for the aspiring homesteader such as The Have More Plan, Five Acres and Independence, and Ten Acres Enough.

The rural homestead is practical for any family with a will to do it. One can rely on income from one’s city job, move to a small acreage in the country, and slowly build upon the various elements of the homestead. It is a learn-as-you-go situation and one would be free to expand it at his own pace. Most importantly, it enables the family and the individual to reap nearly all of the supernatural benefits pointed out above that result from life on the land. That is in accordance with God’s natural order. Of course these benefits would be in proportion to the seriousness of the homestead operation and the will of the family to reap the benefits.
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