al affairs. More and more he criticized
the get-rich-quick hucksters who guide
so much of the West’s economy and pol-
itics, the Sagebrush Rebellion specula-
tors who profit from the land’s destruc-
tion.

Wallace Stegner’s passing made the
front pages of papers on the coasts, the
inner or back pages of papers in the
Western states he had long fought to de-
scribe and protect. Less ephemerally, it
has also yielded a number of books, fore-
most among them Jackson Benson’s life
of Stegner: a hurried, somewhat too rev-
erential book that will disappoint stu-
dents of Stegner the conservationist and
regional chauvinist. For this, we must
turn to Mary Stegner’s gathering of cele-
bratory essays The Geography of Hope,
which, although a Festschrift, has its mer-
its. Benson, however, himself a professor
of literature, has much to say about the
content of Stegner’s books, so that his bi-
ography serves well as an on-the-fly com-
pendium of literary criticism. He is espe-
cially helpful in discussing Stegner’s
constant preoccupation with the devel-
opment of personal identity, as well as
his concern for creating unusual, tightly
woven narrative structures.

Charles Rankin’s collection Wallace
Stegner: Man and Writer, growing from a
symposium at the University of Mon-
tana, is more useful. The strongest of
the cssays deal with Stegner’s work on
many fronts, as conservationist and old-
school, socially conservative political ac-
tivist; as historian, as freelance writer,
and as teacher. Richard Etulain, who has
done much good work as a chronicler of
Western literary history, captures Steg-
ner in reflective moments, in one of
which his subject wearily assesses the
curse of an active imagination and a
seemingly limitless capacity for work.
(“It’s like a beaver’s teeth—he has to
chew or else his jaws lock shut,” Stegner
tells Etulain. “A talent is a kind of im-
prisonment. You'rc stuck in it: you have
to keep using it, or else you get ruined by
it.”) Considering whether Stegner’s fic-
tion has had much influence on his
younger contemporaries—as, for what-
ever reason, it seems not to have—Wil-
liam Bevis asserts that Stegner’s literary
style, forever locked in conventional
magazine formulae of the 1930’s and
40’s, failed to develop over time, not
least because Stegner mistrusted literary
experimentation.

All three books have their consider-
able uses, but they leave room for anoth-

er combining their virtues, one that
would fully account for Stegner’s place
in modern Western literature, that
would examine where Stegner got it
right and where he got it wrong, that
would travel the ground to see up close
the landscapes that shaped Stegner’s
character. Until we have that book we
can content ourselves with returning to
Stegner’s own writings, which offer a hu-
mane and hopeful vision that defies the
region’s continuing transformation into
just another hopelessly used-up place.

Gregory McNamee’s most recent book is
A Desert Bestiary, published by Johnson
Books in Boulder, Colorado.

Circles of Hell

by C. John McCloskey 111

The Hand of God: A Journey From
Death to Life by the Abortion Doctor
Who Changed His Mind
by Bernard Nathanson
Washington: Regnery Publishing;
206 pp., $24.95
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Dr. Bernard Nathanson has written
an important book that in time
will rank with Merton’s Seven Storey
Mountain and Malcolm Muggeridge’s
Chronicles of Wasted Time as books
which our descendants, familial and spir-
itual, will examine closely in the 21st and
22nd centuries in order to understand
both man’s inhumanity to humanity and
to his personal self.

While the book has historical signifi-
cance, it also possesses importance in the
present moment. Bernard Nathanson'’s
intellectual and moral honesty has en-
abled many other abortion providers or
accompliccs, including recently some
legislators, to acknowledge their mistakes
and join the fight for human life at its
most defenseless. Nowhere more clearly
than in the United States can onc see the
divisions lining up behind the forces of
the “culture of death” and a “civilization
of love.” Dr. Bernard Nathanson’s con-
versions both to the cause of life and to
Christianity (he was received into the
Roman Catholic Church by John Cardi-
nal O’Connor on the Feast of the Im-
maculate Conception in 1996) are in-

deed highly significant as witness both to
the power of scientific evidence and of
prayer. It also manifests clearly the inex-
orable connection between God and the
natural law that He has inscribed in hu-
man nature.

The basic facts about Dr. Nathanson
are well known to many readers. He was
cofounder in 1969 of the National Asso-
ciation for the Repeal of Abortion Laws
(NARAL, later renamed the National
Abortion Rights Action League) and for-
mer director of New York City’s Center
for Reproductive and Sexual Health,
then the largest abortion clinic in the
world. In the late 1970’s, he turned
against abortion to become a prominent
pro-life advocate, authoring Aborting
America and producing the seminal pro-
life video The Silent Scream. This video
was truly revolutionary in its use of the
most up-to-date medical technology to
depict the horrors of abortion as it actu-
ally takes place in the womb of the
mother. Along with its successor The
Eclipse of Reason, it was widely shown
not only on television globally, but di-
rectly to legislators in many countries.

During the late 1970’s, Dr. Nathanson
became for the cultural anti-life forces in
America an object of ridicule and satire
in comic strips and news commentary,
and the butt of jokes of television come-
dians. Since then, in addition to his dis-
tinguished obstetric medical practice
and university teaching, he has given
hundreds of lectures throughout the
world in defense of the unborn. Now on
the verge of retirement, he has written
his autobiography, which contains sear-
ing personal revelations concerning how
a medical doctor could become an abor-
tionist, and also remain open to the pos-
sibilities of divine grace.

The first chapter clearly describes the
young Nathanson'’s relationship with his
father, a Jewish Canadian physician, and
his family: “We would take long walks to-
gether, he and I, and he would fill my
ears with poisonous remarks and revan-
chist resolutions concerning my mother
and her family and . . . I remained his
weapon, his dummy, until I was almost
seventeen years old, when I-as-he re-
belled and told him I would no longer
function as his robotic surrogate assas-
sin.” Of his sister he writes, “Her mental
health destroyed, her physical health in-
tact but—to her befuddled mind—sus-
pect, her children rebellious, fallen in
with bad company and truant, my sister
killed herself onc sunny August morning
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with an overdose of a powerful sedative.”
Regarding himself, “And I? I have three
failed marriages and have fathered a son
who is sullen, suspicious but brilliant in
computer science.”

Religion had no real role in his up-
bringing. His family was nonobservant,
although they did celebrate the Jewish
holidays, perhaps as many putative
Christians still observe Easter and
Christmas, without these Christian
solemnities having any real impact on
their thought or behavior. Quite striking
is his description of his childhood con-
cept of God: “My childhood image of
God was, as I reflect on it six decades lat-
er, the brooding, majestic, full-bearded
figure of Michelangelo’s Moses. He sits
slumped on what appears to be His
throne, pondering my fate and at the
brink of disgorging His inevitably damn-
ing judgment. This was my Jewish God:
massive, leonine, and forbidding.” This
description fits very well with the noted
psychologist Paul Vitz’s view that almost
all serious atheists are the victims of abu-
sive or absent fathers. At a later period in
his life, during a stint in the Air Force, to
while away the idle hours he took a Bible
study course and “discovered that the
New Testament God was a loving, forgiv-
ing, incomparably cosseting figure in
whom [ would seek, and ultimately find,
the forgiveness that I have pursued so
hopelessly, for so long.”

During his medical studies at McGill

he reportedly replied, “That’s correct.”

LIBERAL ARTS

THE 5-H CLUB

According to the December edition of Pro-Family News, published in Minneapolis by
the Minnesota Family Council, the state 4-H Club must now sign a statement declar-
ing that it will not discriminate on the basis of “sexual orientation.” Because the 4-H
program is run by the Minnesota Extension Service of the University of Minnesota, it
is subject to all the state’s civil rights laws. In order to have their clubs recognized at
the state level, club leaders are required to allow homosexuals to participate in all 4-H
programs and activities, including some involving youth under the age of 18. When
volunteer Joyce Stuewe asked Michael Charland, assistant director of 4-11 Youth
Development, if a gay man would now be cligible to take over leadership of the club,

University in Canada he had as a profes-
sor the famous Jewish psychiatrist Karl
Stern, an émigré from Nazi Germany.
This relationship would have positive
consequences decades later, when
Nathanson began to examine more
closely the arguments for Christianity:

Stern was the dominant figure in
the department: a great teacher; a
riveting, even eloquent lecturer in
a language not his own; and a bril-
liant contrarian spewing out origi-
nal and daring ideas as rcliably as
Old Faithtul. I conceived an epic
case of hero-worship of Stern, read
my psychiatry with the diligence of
a biblical scholar, and in turn was
awarded the prize in psychiatry at
the end of my fourth year. . . .
There was something indefinably
serene and certain about him. 1
did not know then that in 1943 af-
ter years of contemplzlting, reading,
and analyzing, he had converted to
Roman Catholicism.

Later on Nathanson read Stern’s famous
autobiography The Pillar of Fire and real-
ized that the man “possessed a secret 1
had been searching for all my life, the se-
cret of the peace of Christ.”

In subsequent chapters Nathanson re-
lates a compulsive promiscuity, which re-
sulted in his first encounter with abor-
tion, one performed on his first girlfriend
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and paid for by his father; the story of his
first two marriages; and, in what is per-
haps the most shocking and chilling inci-
dent in the book, an abortion performed
by himself on another of the women
with whom he had affairs. But in time
Nathanson saw clearly the scientific evi-
dence against abortion, due in great part
to new technology which enabled him to
see the child in the womb. What he had
been aborting by the thousands (he
estimates that he was involved, directly
or indirectly, in over 75,000 abortions)
was in fact a human being from the mo-
ment of conception. Consequently, he
stopped performing abortions, and be-
came the best-known advocate and con-
vert to the pro-life cause in America.

He ends the book on a note of hope in
Christ’s mercy, forgiveness, and offer of
salvation. As is often the case in a story
of conversion, it is the prayers and per-
sonal example of so many of his pro-life
friends and coworkers that over time
melt down the resistance of a hardened
atheistic sinner so that he can see that
there might be room in God'’s heart even
for the likes of him.

The Reverend C. John McCloskey 111
is a priest of Opus Dei in Princeton,
New Jersey, and the United States
representative of the Pontifical
Atheneum of the Holy Cross.

City of God

by Philip Jenkins

Jerusalem: One City, Three Faiths
by Karen Armstrong
New York: Alfred A. Knopf;
471 pp., $30.00
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For better or worse, British religious
writer Karen Armstrong is rapidly
becoming a publishing phenomenon.
Partly because of the demographics of an
aging baby boom, religious books are be-
coming a very hot item on the best-seller
charts, ranging from reports of cuddly
angels who allegedly guard our steps,
through the pour épater les bourgeois cf-
forts of the Jesus Seminar and the like, to
valuable popularizations of complex reli-
gious thought and history. In recent
years, this last category has included



