CHAPTER VI 
THE IDOLATRY OF CHRISTIAN PEOPLE 
  
Filioli custodite vos a simulacris (My little children, keep yourselves from idols).--- I John v. 21. 
  
1. How the Passions may become Idols. 
  
39. Those who strive generously, putting all their trust in God, invariably achieve the victory. The battle may be long, but success is assured. Those who fight halfheartedly, but without laying down their arms; those who, although destitute of fervour, do not go so far as to neglect prayer, who make certain efforts and gather themselves up again faithfully after each fall, while abstaining from taking the offensive---from setting to work vigorously, that is to say, to practise the virtues opposed to their defects---these are neither victors nor vanquished. They make no progress, and never become really strong, but they do not fall into the hands of the enemy. 
  
Those who yield and never repent, those whose lives are a series of capitulations, end by being definitely conquered and falling into slavery. They are then dominated, tyrannized over, by their evil inclinations; while, far from groaning under this servitude, they accept it, they love it, they refuse to make any effort to escape from it. 
  
But the only sovereignty which man should accept is God's sovereignty. When he bows under the divine yoke, prostrating himself before the Lord of the Universe, submitting his will to God's will, paying Him His due worship, man honours himself and becomes greater. When, on the contrary, he makes himself the slave of his senses---when, seduced by the deceitful charm of the creature, he bows down before it, alienating his liberty in order to give vice on absolute dominion in his heart, he most shamefully degrades and debases himself. 
  
But, above all, he is refusing to God the empire which He alone has the right to exercise; he is renewing the disorders of idolatry which, under the old law, so greatly inflamed God's anger, and drew down the most terrible chastisements upon the chosen people. Other sins were, for the most part, punished only in the persons of the actual sinners; but when the Israelitish people tolerated idolatry, all were held responsible, and the retribution fell upon the whole nation. It was made subject to its enemies, and the heathen became the instruments of the Divine vengeance. 
  
The leaders of the children of Israel---Moses, the judges, the kings, the prophets---were perpetually waging war against idolatry and renewing their efforts to root out this terrible evil; but it was constantly springing up afresh, so prone is poor human nature to make to itself idols. 
  
In these days, the Divine anger seems to be directed against the Christian nations; God allows the enemies of His Name to persecute them that believe. And have not these believers also, by like transgressions, deserved the chastisements which fall upon them? 
  
It is true that we no longer bow down to idols of wood and stone; we should blush at such folly. But are we less guilty when we give ourselves up to our passions? He who, without a struggle, gives way to mortal sin, does he not dethrone God? For the Almighty no longer reigns in the heart that carries its homage and its worship to false gods. 
  
40. Let no one be astonished at our giving the name of idolatry to the conduct of the Christian who gives up the contest and abandons himself to his vicious inclinations. Has not the Holy Ghost, by the mouth of St. Paul, called gluttony and covetousness idolatry? "Whose god is their belly," he says (Phil. iii. 19). And elsewhere: "The covetous man, who is an idolater" (Eph. v. 5). 
  
A single uncombated passion may become an idol, but we must not think ourselves on the verge of idolatry because we have not conquered it completely. When people begin to give way to a wrong inclination, they are disposed to deceive themselves with regard to it. They still fancy themselves free; they proclaim in all sincerity that in taking such-and-such a decision, and in holding to it afterwards in spite of objections and obstacles, they only follow reason and prove their strength of character; whilst in reality they merely obey an unavowed passion, which they strengthen by this very obedience. If they yield often enough, a day will come when its empire over them will be exercised openly, and resistance will become extremely difficult. 
  
In order to determine the real worth of a soul, and to know whether it is a slave to any vice, we must examine into the causes which give rise to its desires, which excite its powers and delight its heart. An unresisted passion penetrates every part of the soul, and so a man's glances, the subject of his conversation, his favourite books---all these things show his tendencies and reveal the false god which he adores. What are the objects towards which his thoughts most readily turn? What the recollections which his memory feasts upon? Are the things which he voluntarily pursues lawful? Even if not in themselves forbidden, yet the soul which loves them supremely, desiring them at all costs, even to bargaining with the Divine law in order to enjoy them, is truly as idolater. 
  
41. Again, to know the real worth of a soul we must search into the dispositions of the superior faculties, the intelligence and, still more, the will. God reigns over a people when the authorities who govern it profess to follow His laws. He reigns in a soul when the superior faculties are subject to Him, and this more especially in the case of the will, that chief of all the powers. What end does the will propose to itself? What is the motive of its resolutions? In its various actions, is it aiming at the accomplishment of its own salvation, and at pleasing God? If this is the intention which it formulates in all sincerity before taking any action, it does not cease to perform acts which are pleasing to Him, even although it should afterwards, for a time, lose the thought of God. Amongst the recollections which fill the memory, amongst the attractions which disturb the heart, and the desires which solicit it, there may be many which are quite involuntary, and which are repelled at the very outset. 
  
The real springs of its actions, those which it deliberately responds to, are what we have to consider. The soul that habitually obeys the sensual instincts leads a degraded and bestial existence; if it habitually listens to the voice of reason, it acts like a philosopher, while if it is ordinarily influenced by supernatural motives, it lives by faith. 
  
It is alas! not rare, even amongst Christians, to find souls who have no other object than the satisfaction of the instincts of concupiscence. And then the perverted will subjects the other powers of the soul to the service of the idol. Instead of applying the resources of its intelligence to useful things, it simply employs them in order to find the means of enjoyment. It nourishes the imagination with thoughts by which passion is called into being; it feeds the memory with past events wherein evil desires found a source of gratification. Men sometimes go so far as to sacrifice everything to their idols---fortune, health, even honour. They bring sorrow upon parents who are deserving of all respect and affection; they turn their backs upon the most devoted friends; they care no longer for either God or man. 
  
42. Do we not see examples of this folly round about us? There are entire families which are no longer obedient to God's laws, many homes wherein God is dethroned. He sees his creatures bowing down to the god of wealth, to the god of pride, or to the god of voluptuousness, and even to the three at once. Their thoughts are wholly directed to pleasure and vanity; one would suppose that they had been placed upon this earth merely for themselves and their idols. Will the Divine justice spare these insolent men whose lives seem one act of defiance to their Creator? Qui habitat in coelis irridebit eos: et Dominus subsannabit eos (He that dwelleth in heaven shall laugh at them; and the Lord shall deride them---Ps. ii. 4). "I will laugh at you," says this mighty God to the sinner. "You think that I forget you because I allow you to plunge into the vile enjoyment of your passions, but the day will come when you shall feel the weight of My anger. You will cry then and say, 'Lord, Lord, save us!' And I shall make answer unto you: 'No longer am I your Lord and your God; you have chosen vain idols rather than Me. Where are now those false gods to whom you have paid your polluted worship" Call on them, and see whether they can deliver you from your ills.'" 
  
Idolatry has reigned in the world for centuries, and terrible will be the evils which it will engender; the barbarous morals of this unhappy age are at once its consequence and its chastisement. But God did not punish the sin of idolatry as severely in heathen nations as in the case of His own children. His justice requires most of those to whom He has given most. The children of Israel who fell into idolatry were far more guilty than those who had not received so much light, who had not heard God's voice, calling them back to their duty. The Catholic nations possess the fulness of truth; the aids by means of which they may live in conformity with the law of God are granted to them in profusion. When they abuse these advantages, their responsibility is far greater, the chastisement in store for them far heavier. Our beloved France, which was so abundantly dowered with heavenly gifts, which has so often heard the warnings and exhortations of God's friends, which has seen so many saintly examples---that favoured country in which the works of salvation have been so many---has it not abused these graces? And how deeply has it not therefore sinned, offering sacrifice to idols! 
  
The modern idols are many, and the chief amongst them are easily distinguished. The love of sensual pleasure and pride are the gods which reign today. They are the dominant passions in the hearts of the majority of mankind, robbing the Almighty of that place which is His due. 
  
2. The Love of the Pleasures of the Sense. 
  
43. The love of sensual pleasure is a degrading passion which results in the obscuring of the intelligence and the weakening of the whole character. Thus it is that we have seen men of talent stupefied, as it were, by vice, or brave men sapped of their energy after being the heroes of mighty conflicts; while others whom we have once known as full of affection and kindliness become hardhearted, and exhibit the blackest ingratitude. 
  
And, further, the vicious man does not seal up within himself the corruption upon which he feeds, and which he breathes out through every pore. His heart, having become a reservoir in which all the impurities gathered by the senses are stored up, overflows upon all around; while his tongue distils its poisoned filth, which is all too often a source of pollution to those who come near him. 
  
3. Pride. 
  
44. Voluptuousness is the most degrading of all the passions, but it is not the hardest to cure or the most dangerous. Separation from, and, above all, the deceptions and treacheries of those by whom he believed himself to be loved, may bring a man back from the idolatry of the creature to the worship of the true God. Sickness may compel the sensualist to control his gross inclinations; serious reverses may detach the avaricious from worldly possessions. At times also the example of virtuous lives may make the debaucher enter into himself; the drunkard, his heath undermined by excesses, groans over his fatal tendency; a wholesome feeling of shame takes possession of those who have been weak enough to yield to all these vices, and occasionally, at any rate, they will conceive a longing to escape from their degradation. But pride, the fatuous admiration for his own qualities, the idolatry of the me---who will cure this grave disease? The proud man is satisfied with himself; he perceives none of his faults, he sees no reason for wishing to alter his life. 
  
The proud man is his own idol; he holds to it even more tenaciously than the miser to his gold, than the sensualist to the pleasures of the table, or the man caught in some guilty entanglement to the object of his infatuation. Those who carry their incense to other idols admit by this very fact that something is wanting in themselves, and that they require to seek it outside. The proud man, on the contrary, will in no wise admit his own poverty, or own anything to any other creature. Troubles and obstacles which often daunt other sinners and check their rebellion only irritate the proud man, and strengthen, instead of weakening, his pride. For he kicks against humiliations, and inflates himself the more if anyone seeks to belittle him. 
  
45. What a terrible disorder pride becomes when, from never being resisted, it develops to the point of deserving the name of idolatry! He indeed is a self-worshipper who makes himself the centre of everything, who feasts himself upon the contemplation of his fancied qualities, judging his fellow-creatures severely, despising them, and considering himself superior to everyone. Nothing can undeceive him. All those who come near him are disgusted with his self-sufficiency, his ridiculous presumption; but he remains none the less pleased with himself. He is so enamoured of self, he makes so little of all that is not self, that even God is of small account in his eyes. Such is his confidence in his own industry and talents that he feels no need of the Divine assistance. One would think that he could dispense with God---that he aspires to usurp His place, and direct the affairs of the world. If anyone points out to him that God's designs may be in opposition to his private aims, and that all his efforts may therefore be in vain, the thought revolts him. There exists within him a germ of that pretension of Lucifer: "I will ascend above the height of the clouds; I will be like the Most High" (Isa. xiv. 14). 
  
He adores himself, and he also wishes to be adored. That people should think about him, should occupy themselves with him, is a joy to him; to be admired and loved is a yet greater delight. But still he is not satisfied. He demands that others should be subject to him, for he has a thirst for power. In order to be really contented, he must be able to impose the laws of his will and the decrees of his own wisdom upon others. 
  
And to what devices will he not resort to secure admiration! Before clever people he too must be clever; he displays his powers of imagination, his knowledge, his ability. With the virtuous he shows himself a strong advocate of virtue; he affects the language of probity and integrity, he inveighs loudly against vice. The wish to obtain admiration is never absent from him; it makes him compose his countenance, dress his phrases, disguise his thoughts. Sweet simplicity has no attraction for him. "What will my audience think of me?" This is his continual anxiety. If needs be, he will relinquish his own ideas, he will run counter to his own tastes; for what would he not sacrifice to his desire of being admired? And if he exaggerates his merits, he also always finds excuses for his faults; he conceals his weaknesses. If he is without any particular virtue, he simulates it; he will even at times control his other passions in order to satisfy his pride. Is he lazy? He will shake off his slothfulness; he will accomplish difficult tasks in the hope of magnifying himself in his own eyes and in the eyes of others. Such were the haughty Pharisees, whom Our Lord reproached with practising their virtues to be seen of men. The vain man is not only capable of almsgiving and fasting (as was the case with these enemies of Our Lord), but he is so athirst for admiration that he even strives to win it by acts which, if inspired by a better motive, would deserve to be called heroic. Gladiators and others greedy for glory have been seen to face death calmly and impassively, having no other care at that awful moment than the thought of bequeathing a reputation for courage to posterity 
  
46. Of what blindness is not this pride the cause! The humble man is honest and sincere; convinced as he is of his own misery, and making confession of it to God, he does not endeavour to hide it from men, and thus all his paths are truth. He is simple and upright in all his doings with the great and the small, the learned and the ignorant. He is at peace, not being troubled as to what anyone might say or think about him; he is a stranger to those agonies which the proud man endures---agonies as numerous as the persons with whom he comes in contact. 
  
But the proud man is not in search of truth. Absorbed as he is in the desire to please or astonish, he sets himself to deceive others by seductive appearances. He likes to deceive himself, and wishing at all costs to rise in his own esteem, he ends by thinking himself quite different from what he really is. Those alone know the truth who sincerely to do so. The proud man fears it, because it would show him his transgressions, and so he flies in the opposite direction. Is it necessary to add that the Devil, the Father of Lies, encourages this fatal tendency, encompasses the proud man with his snares, entangles him in a host of misconceptions and false ideas, obscures his intellect and enshrouds it little by little in a thick darkness? Very soon these errors, consented to, desired and sought after, become invincible, and the proud man finishes by persuading himself that everyone takes him at his own high valuation. If he could fear that he might be mistaken, he would perhaps pray for that light which God grants to the humble. But he loves his delusion, and he intends to go on admiring and idolizing himself to the end. 
  
And what deplorable consequences ensue: jealousy with regard to those who might eclipse him; antipathy---hatred, even---towards those who fail to admire, or refuse to submit to him; anger when he is contradicted or thwarted. 
  
47. The proud man is a docile instrument in Satan's hands; the Enemy of mankind prefers him to the miser, to the sensual, and even to the impure man, as an assistant in his work of perverting souls. For the proud man, provided that he knows how to conceal his repulsive arrogance and to avoid exciting disgust, dominates weaker natures and forces them to accept his errors, or he ingratiates himself by his flatteries. For all means are good to him provided that he be accepted as a teacher whose words must be listened to, as a clever man whose advice is to be followed. 
  
All the heresiarchs were inordinately proud; in all times those who have founded false schools, who have been the originators, or even the propagators, of false doctrines who have tampered with their brothers' faith and in many instances destroyed it, have been drawn to these novelties of belief by their exaggerated confidence in their own enlightenment. They made an idol of their knowledge or their talents; unconsciously at first, and then deliberately, they have cast God out of their hearts by denying the Divine teaching. These man are the real agents of Satan. 
  
So it is with those who, in the Church's conflicts, side with her enemies; those who, without breaking with her openly, show disloyal tendencies, throwing doubt upon her teachings, criticizing the measures taken by those in authority. What is the motive with which they are usually inspired but that of an infatuation for self? 
  
48. The cases in which this insane pride makes a man an idolater of his own person, are less rare than might be supposed. Perhaps the reader is now thinking: "I am very far from falling into these deplorable follies. I do not blind myself to this point; I do not sacrifice everything to the wish to please or to shine. I am aware that I may not be particularly humble, but I see no signs of this senseless pride." It is true that those who read these pages have not, thank God, arrived at the excess which we have just depicted; but do not let us forget that in order to know any monster thoroughly, it is necessary to study it in the adult stage! To get a correct idea of a tree you must not examine it when the first shoot is rising above the ground. The newly hatched snake cannot yet kill with hits fangs; the poisonous plant, when it first appears, is still harmless. But take the serpent and rear it, cultivate the poisonous plant, and the day will come when the one and the other will be able to destroy the life of the imprudent person who has cherished them. 
  
The budding voluptuousness, the pride which is just beginning to show itself, bears within it the seeds of perdition. If it does not actually slay, it paralyzes, it destroys the spiritual vigour. Those who fight feebly and make concessions to their passions, who yield deliberately to the love of ease, to sensual pleasures, to feelings of self-complacency (more especially when the yielding becomes habitual), are doing to their souls an injury the gravity of which they do not understand; they are hindering their progress in the path of perfect virtue; they are depriving themselves for all eternity of that superabundance of joy and glory which Our Saviour reserves in Heaven for those who have been His true friends here below. 
  
Those, on the other hand, who realizing the hideousness of these two vices, and how displeasing they are to God, wage a relentless war against them, acquire by this means alone a title to the Divine favours. 
  
Reader, if you have no cause to reproach yourself even of weakness with regard to these worst enemies of your salvation, if your generous soul is sullied only with those few light faults which proceed from the frailty of our poor human nature and are not the result of a considered and deliberate consent, it was none the less important that you should be shown the grave disorders into which a large number of your brethren fall. Your compassion for sinners will be increased thereby, and you will the better understand what prayers, what sacrifices, are necessary to obtain their conversion and their salvation. 
  
You will also understand what expiations such sins call for. It was to an innocent soul that the Immaculate Virgin at Lourdes spoke the words: "Penance! penance! penance!" Mary desired that this call, addressed to Bernadette, should be heard by all alike---by the just no less than by sinners. Has she been obeyed? And is it not because the good have not thought to make expiation for the guilty that the Divine Justice is smiting us today? The expiatory oblations of God's friends are of the greatest worth in His eyes; they are necessary for the appeasing of His justice, and if they are not offered voluntarily, will He not exact them after another and a yet more terrible manner? 

