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In shepherding the journal issue 1nto book form, editor Rachel Toor
eminded me, fortunately, that what is worth doing 1s worth doing well;
Jteve Cohn and Peter Guzzardi, menschen, sustained the faith from

‘above”; and editor Ken Wissoker not only took on the project at the

hour, but formulated questions I still needed to hear—in the
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wvays I needed to hear them.

Thank you, finally, to Paul Elie, James W. Arnold, Susan Bello, Mary
Lee Freeman, Jon Butler, Lisa Mulman, Thomas Pfau, Sarah Beckwith,

nd Beth Eastlick (in-house editorial), for nays and yeas at crucial mo-

‘ments, in forums public and private.

Not-Just-Cultural Catholics

In the film Big Night (1996), set largely in a restaurant in the
early 1950s, there is not a crucifix or a medallion, not a plaster cast
of the Blessed Virgin or a picture of Pius X1l anywhere in sight—at

least not in plain sight. Yet its evocation of “gustatory sacramentalism”™
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speaks with unprecedented power and clarity to a complex of Catho-
lic practices that I was raised with (among other forms) and continue
to pursue (with difficulty but not alone). By gustatory sacramentalism 1
mean food prepared with fierce dedication and fiercer hope: a banquet
table made open to those who have always been there and to those this
day passing by, and a resplendent insistent conviviality that renews love
while forcing the hand of integrity. “To eat well—good food, really
oood food—1s to come closer to God,” the traditionalist chef, Primo,
sputters in halted and exasperated English: the one obvious reference
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to what the nineteenth century denominated re/zgion—inserted, alas, to
make sure the philistines (as Primo terms them) get it.

Stanley Tucci and Campbell Scott, the directors, mean not just to
preach at the audience, but, ultimately, to seduce it, by performing,




not just intoning, Primo’s creed.? Big Night aspires to what is almost
a missionary practice: tempting, indeed graced hospitality i cinematic
Jorm. Such a practice is rooted in a single ethnic tradition—not just
excellence, but gastronomic excellence, and not just any gastronomic
excellence, but the traditions of Naples, Rome, and especially Bologna
—Yyet 1t constitutes a re/igious vision that even in today’s world has the
hubris to claim universal wisdom and the chutzpah to imagine for itself

a form —the movie —that calls to others beyond its institutional bound-
aries into identity, into communion, however liminally. Not just Italians
and not just Christians, evidently enough, come to eat at Primo and his
brother’s place, and we in the audience are supposed to, too.

This collection of essays is meant as a banquet like Primo’s, in which
the food being served is splendiferous conversation and debate, auto-
ethnography to revisionist purpose especially; the myriad cooks are
spirited virtuoso writers, within and along the borders of the academy;
who have thought much about contemporary Catholicism, yet through
diverse professional lenses and with regard to different phenomenologi-

cal foci; the topic is how Catholics have gotten and should go from
here to there (from fifties self-assurance to nineties self-challenge, from

intellectual insularity to congress, and from second-class cultural citi-
zenship to center stage); and the guests of honor are our readers, of
whatever experience or persuasion, who seek stronger, more original
“stuft " — probing or subtle or just plain forthright—than what either
the mass media can afford or the academic establishment has heretofore
seen fit to circulate. It is a party of the intellect and the word, I wish to
suggest, a long time in the making.

It ought to be a commonplace that there has long been, and to a cer-
tain extent continues to be, a marked discrepancy between the hyper-
salience of Catholic matters in public discourse (especially contempo-
rary matters) and their relative absence in academic discourse other
than that sponsored by the Church and its orders (medieval and colo-
nial history notwithstanding). In October of 1996, for instance, when
a Durham, North Carolina, parish with an African American mission
announced 1t was discontinuing 1tS Snnday afternoon Spanish mass, the
resultant walkout, modeled of course on black civil rights praxis, made
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tfront page and prime time.” What resulted was sustained (if not always

accurate) coverage, coverage explicable in part by the perceived threat,
both within and without the parish, of ethnic disenfranchisement —

a new pastor lacking Spanish but seeking unity, an African American
community's rich traditions and meager resources put at risk by the
migrant influx from Mexico and Central America—but also, on a larger
scale, by a general fear of Catholic inroads into what is statistically the
most Protestant fundamentalist state in the nation: if the U.S. Catholic
hierarchy 1s once again fumbling the ball of Latino renewal, can massive
conversions to Evangelical and Pentecostal Christianity be far behind?

It would come as a surprise, then, given such intensity of local inter-
est and activity (we support two synagogues, one mosque, and more
churches than you could count), that during my first five years in this
very town, 1988-1993, Duke University carried on its books only one
religious studies course in “The Roman Catholic Tradition,” at the
introductory level, and without regular faculty qualified to teach its de-
velopments after the Reformation; and not even one course in history
and the social sciences focused on the Catholic presence in #he United
States after the French and Spanish conquests. A fact sobering in itself;
disturbing, perhaps, given university demographics. In 1990, upwards
of 40 percent of the undergraduate population at the university had at
least one Catholic parent, or so one well-placed sociologist at the time
discreetly estimated; whatever their backgrounds, 23 percent of the en-
tire student body did 1n fact identify themselves, officially, as Catholic;
and a startling 11 percent of the total student body attended the Sun-
day night (9:30 pM) mass on campus each week.> Hereabouts folks
refer ruefully to the undergraduate program as the State College of
New Jersey at Durham, North Carolina, not without reason. It 1s into
the breach between the anxious talk of the public at large (“What is
to be done?”) and the anxious silence of the non-Catholic academy
(“Hopefully nothing has to”) that this collection is launched.

As an American studies major in college—at Ambherst, in the late
1970s —the only version of twentieth-century U.S. Catholicism that
made a lasting impression on me was that of Garry Wills: a hermetic,
near-singular Catholicism put into crisis in the mid-1960s by the sym-
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