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We’re pleased to share with you the Fall 2021 issue of  Our Catholic Mission, a mag-
azine of  The Cardinal Newman Society. It is designed specifically for Catholic 
school superintendents, principals, college leaders and other educators, as well as 
for Catholic families and the Newman Society members whose prayers and sup-
port enable our work. We hope it’s helpful to you!

In this issue, we look at public and other secular education. Specifically, we call for 
Catholic educators to face the reality of  today’s secular schools and colleges and 
embrace the superior mission of  Catholic education. You can read more about 
that in this issue’s editorial on the facing page. 

When COVID hit in 2020, most schools went online, and parents got an up-close 
and personal view of  their children’s education. Catholic families in public schools 
were rightly appalled by the secular, ideologically driven education their children 
were receiving.

During this time, one Catholic priest in Virginia saw the opportunity to convince 
his parishioners of  the dangers of  public schools and the value of  faithful Cath-
olic education. You can read beginning on page 4 about the steps he took at his 
parish and how his actions can be a model for other priests, following in the foot-
steps of  the late Archbishop John Hughes of  the 1800s who helped Catholics get 
out of  public schools.

On page 7, two expert scholars, Mary Rice Hasson, JD, and Dr. Theresa Farnan, 
argue that today is a “watershed” moment for Catholics to explore the state of  
public education. They urge Catholic educators to make available a wide variety 
of  Catholic education options. Plus, we explain how the curricular approach and 
philosophy are different in public education and Catholic education.

Finally on page 10, Patrick Reilly, president of  The Cardinal Newman Society, 
reveals why the Ivy League institutions—and all secular colleges—aren’t what 
they’re made out to be. Since the founding of  the Newman Society more than 28 
years ago, Patrick has been alerting families and education leaders to the problems 
in secular (and secularized Catholic) higher education.� OCM
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For more than 28 years, 
The Cardinal Newman 

Society has worked to 
promote and defend 

faithful Catholic 
education.

The Cardinal Newman Society 
P.O. Box 1879, Merrifield, Virginia 22116 

(703) 367-0333

Did you know:
• more than 1,000 schools and 
a quarter million students are 
using our faithful Catholic 
Curriculum Standards,

• more than 75,000 parents and 
students will use our Newman 
Guide in their college search 
this year, and

• many diocesan superintendents, 
principals, teachers, and 
college administrators rely 
on the Newman Society to help 
develop the policies they need 
to make Catholic education 
strong and faithful!

If you have any questions or comments or  
would like digital copies of Our Catholic Mission to  

share with your staff and others in Catholic education,  
please visit NewmanSociety.org/OCM or email  

Programs@CardinalNewmanSociety.org
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Why is this issue of  Our Cath-
olic Mission about public 
and other secular schools, 
as well as secular colleges?

The Cardinal Newman Society’s mission 
is to promote and defend faithful Cath-
olic education. While we are critical of  
secular education, our focus is the re-
newal of  fidelity and truth in our Catho-
lic schools, colleges and other programs. 

However, there’s no escaping the fact 
that most Catholic students attend pub-
lic and other secular institutions. This 
needs to be acknowledged and confront-
ed—and Catholic educators need to 
confidently explain why faithful Catholic 
education is the much better choice.

Catholic education 
helps form students 
in mind, body and 
soul for this life and 
the one to come. It’s 
a lofty goal, but it’s 
a worthy one for the 
good of  our young 
people!

Catholic education 
also has great value 
for our society. As St. 
John Bosco said, “If  
young people are ed-
ucated properly, we 
have moral order; if  
not, vice and disorder prevail. Religion 
alone can initiate and achieve a true ed-
ucation.”

Catholic school leaders, teachers and 
bishops should not aim to “keep up” 
with public or “elite” secular education. 
What Catholic education offers is radi-
cally different; no comparison is possible 
or necessary.  

Instead, Catholic leaders and parents 
should be convinced of  the superiority 
of  faithful Catholic education and deter-
mined that every Catholic child receives 
it.

To this end, we need not be hesitant in 
telling Catholics about the inadequacy 
of  secular education and the growing 
dangers to children. Especially public 
schools and colleges are controlled by 
politics and public opinion, teach from 

a secular athe-
istic worldview, 
and succumb 
to the ideolo-
gies of  the day. 

The reality 
is that many 
Catholic fami-
lies send their 
students to 
secular schools 
and colleges 
for a variety of  
reasons, and 
these need to 
be understood. 
But perhaps 

they are unaware of  what these schools 
lack in student formation. Or maybe 
they don’t realize the gravity of  the ideo-

Let’s Face the Reality  
of Secular Education

NEWMAN SOCIETY EDITORIAL

logical colonization that’s been overtak-
ing education. Perhaps they have never 
fully appreciated the great treasure that is 
faithful Catholic education. And maybe 
they didn’t realize the options available 
to them, including financial aid and low-
er-cost alternatives like homeschooling.

The souls of  young Catholics must be 
our priority over every other consider-
ation. We need the pulpit, the bulletin, 
the media and every means of  educating 
Catholic families about the importance 
of  Catholic education—and the dangers 
of  secular malformation.

We talk a lot about evangelization in our 
parishes, but we don’t do enough to ar-
gue for Catholic education, forming the 
whole person and bringing the insights 
of  our faith into every subject area. One 
or two hours of  religion courses in a 
week cannot undo what kids learn in a 
public school, and it can never make up 
for what they didn’t learn.

We cannot treat secular education as just 
another option, when its teaching and 
formation are antithetical to Catholic 
beliefs and morality. With the souls of  
students at risk, there’s no time to delay 
in speaking up clearly and convincingly. 
We want young Catholics to lead holy 
and fulfilling lives; secular and especially 
public education does not help them do 
that.� OCM

WE NEED NOT BE 
HESITANT IN TELLING 
CATHOLICS ABOUT 
THE INADEQUACY OF 
SECULAR EDUCATION 
AND THE GROWING 
DANGERS TO CHILDREN.

“

“
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“We shall 
have to 
build the 
s choo l -
h o u s e 
first and 

the church afterward,” the bishop de-
clared, expressing his alarm about the 
corruption of  young Catholics in secular 
schools. “In our age, the question of  ed-
ucation is the question of  the Church.”

These famous words of  Archbishop 
“Dagger John” Hughes, who was New 
York City’s first Catholic shepherd in 
the mid-1800s, seem no less relevant to-
day. And in Fairfax County, Va., where 
critical race theory, gender ideology and 
emptied classrooms because of  COVID 
have sparked protests by angry parents, a 
parish priest is taking up Hughes’s mis-

sion of  helping Catholic children get out 
of  public schools by every means pos-
sible.

When the pandemic hit last year, Fa-
ther John De Celles of  St. Raymond of  
Penafort Parish in Springfield, Va., insti-
tuted a one-time $2,000 scholarship for 
each child in his parish who switches 
from a public elementary or secondary 
school to a Catholic parochial or lay-run 
school. Father has renewed that offer 
again for the 2021-22 school year, thanks 
to the generosity of  parishioners who 
don’t have school-age children.

In addition, this year he doubled the 
parish’s annual, renewable scholarships 
to $1,000 for students in Catholic grade 
schools and $2,000 for students in Cath-
olic high schools. On a case-by-case ba-

A Pastor Saves His 
Flock by Catholic 

Education
by Newman Society Staff
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sis, St. Raymond’s offers additional fi-
nancial aid to families in need and helps 
cover the direct educational costs of  
families who homeschool.

These scholarships are not a marketing 
strategy for the parish school—in fact, 
there is no school at St. Raymond’s. In-
stead, parishioners attend nearby paro-
chial schools or Angelus Academy, one 
of  a growing number of  faithful, lay-es-
tablished schools. St. Raymond’s also 
supports an active group of  Catholic ho-
meschooling families.

The goal in promoting all of  these op-
tions is to ensure that kids get a Catholic 
formation.

“We need to 
do whatev-
er we can to 
help parents 
get their kids 
out of  these 
corrupt gov-
e r nment - r un 
schools,” Fr. 
De Celles tells 
The Cardinal Newman Society. “We talk 
a lot about ‘evangelization,’ but we’re 
losing the souls we already have if  we let 
these little ones be prey to the wolves. 
They will leave us and Jesus. We must do 
everything we can to save them, literally.”

The parish scholarships and Father’s 
efforts to highlight the dangers of  pub-
lic schools in bulletins and other parish 
communications have persuaded fami-
lies to make the switch to Catholic edu-
cation. One family told him they “cannot 
imagine going back to the public school 
system.”

Another family, whose 5th-grade son 
transferred from a public school into a 
Catholic school, told Father, “It was the 
best decision we made. Your assistance 
helped to make this happen for us, and 
we remain eternally grateful to you!”

Fr. De Celles was especially happy to 
grant a full scholarship to a single immi-
grant mom with huge financial troubles. 
He awarded another to a family caught 
up in financial problems related to the 
pandemic. This year, he said, the family 

is back on their feet and able to pay most 
of  the tuition themselves.

“Parents tell me all the time how they 
love the Catholic schools, and how 
grateful they are,” Father says.

Returning to an old solution

The outlook for Irish Catholic immi-
grants in the mid-19th century was dis-
mal, but Archbishop Hughes did not 
abandon his people. Instead he brought 
them to Christ through rigorous moral 
preaching and continually proclaiming 
the love of  the Sacred Heart. The Arch-
bishop’s attentiveness helped the Irish 

people relearn a sense 
of  sin and guilt and be-
come outstanding citi-
zens and leaders in the 
city.

Importantly, he knew 
that education was the 
way to help the Irish 
people up from pov-
erty and lawlessness to 
stable and upstanding 

lives. Hughes fought against the public 
school system, which was essentially run 
by Protestants. His attempt to win state 
support for Catholic schools caused con-
troversy and a backlash with the Maclay 
Bill of  1842, which barred religious in-
struction from public schools and funds 
for denominational schools. But Hughes 
was not deterred, establishing even more 
Catholic schools.

Were the challenges he faced much dif-
ferent from what we face today? Ameri-
can Catholics were openly discriminated 
against for their religious beliefs. Large 
numbers of  Catholic immigrants were 
quickly assimilated into public schools, 
which opposed Catholic teaching. Fami-
lies were in crisis—especially the poorest 
in the inner cities—and they were bat-
tered by promiscuity, alcoholism, disease 
and absent fathers.

Today America is much more prosper-
ous, yet the challenges facing the Church 
and society still include discrimination 
against Catholic beliefs, the assimilation 
of  Catholic immigrants, sexual immoral-
ity, substance abuse, fatherlessness and 

TODAY… WE FACE AN 
ANTI-CHRISTIAN AND 
REALLY ANTI-CHRIST 
SCHOOL SYSTEM.

“

Archbishop John Hughes’s warnings in the mid-1800s 
about the corruption of young Catholics in secular schools 
seem no less relevant today.

05

even a devastating plague—plus the cor-
ruption of  public schools.

All this suggests a return to the solution 
of  Archbishop Hughes: first and fore-
most, tend to the spiritual and temporal 
needs of  Catholic families. Renew coura-
geous moral preaching, confidence in the 
love of  Christ. And renew commitment 
to faithful Catholic education in any way 
that serves the needs of  families, form-
ing Catholics to be lights in the darkness.

Pastors like Father De Celles carry on 
the mission of  Archbishop Hughes and 
others who established Catholic educa-
tion in America, including St. Elizbeth 
Ann Seton, St. John Neumann and St. 
Katherine Drexel. Fr. De Celles recalls 
the Third Plenary Council of  Baltimore 
in 1889, in which America’s bishops 
urged parents to withdraw their kids 
from public schools.

“Today we have an even worse prob-
lem,” Father says. “In 1889 the public 
schools were at least teaching with a 
Christian foundation, albeit Protestant. 
Now we face an anti-Christian and really 
anti-Christ school system.”

“
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On the dangers of  public education, 
bishops today are “essentially silent,” 
laments Fr. De Celles. “Parents and pas-
tors and bishops should be doing every-
thing possible to save their children from 
the abuse of  public schools.”

Protecting children

Northern Virginia’s Fairfax County, 
where St. Raymond Parish is located, 
and nearby Loudoun County have be-
come hotbeds for false ideology. For 
example, the Loudoun County public 
schools recently required teachers to 
use students’ preferred 
gender pronouns. Stu-
dents who identity as 
“gender-expansive and 
transgender” are allowed 
to participate in sports 
“in a manner consistent 
with the student’s gen-
der identity,” Fox News 
reported.

In Fairfax County, pub-
lic school teachers, prin-
cipals and other leaders held a one-hour 
Zoom conference with author Ibram 
Kendi, an advocate of  critical race theo-
ry. As the Federalist reported, the call cost 
$20,000, and the district spent $24,000 
on Kendi’s books while making them re-
quired reading for K-12 students.

Fairfax schools are also required to make 
bathrooms and locker rooms available 

to students based on their self-identified 
gender. Students must be identified by 
chosen names and genders, even in offi-
cial school yearbooks.

These are just a handful of  the danger-
ous influences in public schools. The 
bottom line is that many public schools 
today are promoting a worldview that’s 
inconsistent with our faith and often an-
ti-Catholic. Parents, especially Catholic 
ones, are pulling their kids out.

“We sent our eldest daughter to Kin-
dergarten at a public school, with the 

hope of  
using pub-
lic school 
for as long 
as possible, 
given the 
expensive 
t u i t i o n s 
for four 
children in 
C a t h o l i c 
school,” re-
called one 

of  the families that sought help from St. 
Raymond Parish. “But we pulled her af-
ter her first year, when a teacher casually 
spoke about same-sex marriage.”

“We have tried to instill our faith in our 
children as their primary teachers, and 
now more than ever we know how im-
portant it is to protect them from what 
is being taught in the public schools,” the 
family wrote.

…HELPING YOUNG 
CATHOLICS OBTAIN A 
FAITHFUL CATHOLIC 
EDUCATION IS A 
PASTOR’S SOLEMN DUTY.

“

It’s a concern that Fr. De 
Celles wants everyone in his 
parish to take seriously. In a 
parish bulletin in May, Fa-
ther wrote that the problems 
“cause me to wonder if  it is 
immoral to send children to 
these schools.”

“Think about this: we were all right-
ly outraged when we heard about the 
abuse of  children by priests and bishops 
a few years back,” wrote Fr. De Celles. 
“I remember how, for a while, so many 
people treated all priests as suspect of  
these horrible deeds. And we still have 
all sorts of  rules in place in the Church 
that are to protect our children from the 
possibility of  this ever happening. I un-
derstood that.

“But now I wonder, why do we not feel/
think the same outrage and suspicion to-
ward our government bureaucrats and 
elected officials who are also abusing our 
children by warping their minds with this 
filth and nonsense? How can we corrupt 
our kids with this cow manure, and still 
say we love them, much less expect them 
and ourselves to remain in God’s favor? 
How can we do this to our little ones and 
not fear the fires of  hell—for them and 
us?”

It couldn’t get more serious than that. 
For Fr. De Celles, helping young Cath-
olics obtain a faithful Catholic education 
is a pastor’s solemn duty. He is leading 
the way through his own actions and the 
generosity and conviction of  his parish-
ioners.

It is an approach that will, we hope, 
be replicated in parishes and dioceses 
around the country.

A version of  this piece was published at Crisis 
Magazine.� OCM

At St. Raymond of Penafort 
Parish in Springfield, Va., 
Father John De Celles is 
helping Catholic children 
get out of public schools 
and into Catholic education.

“
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Laura Morris, a pub-
lic-school teacher in 
Loudoun County, Va., was 
excited about returning to 
a classroom of  “amazing” 
5th grade students this fall. 

Instead, in August she quit her job.

In a short, heart-wrenching speech be-
fore the county school board that was 
shared on social media, Morris explained 
why: the school district’s “transgender” 
policies and “equity” trainings promote 
“political ideologies that do not square 
with who I am as a believer in Christ.” 
Her final words—before the school 
board silenced her microphone—urged 
“all parents and staff  in this county to 
flood the private schools.”

In other words, leave public schools. 
Catholics should listen well.  

A good education forms the whole per-
son: intellectual, emotional, moral and 
spiritual. But today’s public schools pro-
mote a curriculum that is radically antag-
onistic to Judeo-Christian morality and 
anthropology. Public schools of  past 
generations were not perfect, but they 
incorporated an implicitly Judeo-Chris-

tian moral viewpoint and vision of  the 
person (anthropology). No more.

Current public-school curricula and 
programs view the person through the 
lenses of  atheism and materialism, of-
ten distorted even further by gender 
ideology. As a result, Catholic children 
in public school must navigate a school 
culture hostile to 
foundational Catho-
lic beliefs. They face 
pressure from peers, 
teachers and adminis-
trators to use wrong-
sex pronouns that 
affirm a classmate’s 
“gender identity” 
and to pretend “ev-
erything’s normal” 
when a male student 
who identifies as a 
“girl,” for example, 
undresses in the fe-
male locker room. 
LGBTQ-inclusive sex education pro-
grams break down modesty and function 
as “how to” instructions for children too 
young to understand or even legally con-
sent to sexual activity. 

At the same time, the militantly secular 
atmosphere within public schools sends 
the message to Catholic students that 
their religion has no place in the public 
square and that they should be ashamed 
of  Catholic moral teachings, which are 
painted as intolerant and hateful. The 
Church’s beliefs about marriage and 
gender are described as bigoted, “trans-

phobic,” and a 
form of  “cis-het-
e ronor mat ive” 
oppression. The 
schools exalt 
the individual as 
“self-creator” and 
define fulfillment 
in terms of  plea-
sure and self-grat-
ification.

The impact is 
predictable. The 
Center for Ap-
plied Research 

in the Apostolate reported in 2015 that 
weekly Mass attendance was only five 
percent among millennials who attended 
non-Catholic schools.

TODAY’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
PROMOTE A CURRICULUM 
THAT IS RADICALLY 
ANTAGONISTIC TO JUDEO-
CHRISTIAN MORALITY 
AND ANTHROPOLOGY.

“

Time for an Exodus 
from Public Schools?
by Mary Rice Hasson, JD, and Theresa Farnan, PhD

“



Unless we take seriously, right now, 
the need to give every Catholic child a 
Catholic education, our churches will be 
nearly empty of  young people before the 
decade is over. And our nation will suffer 
as well. Eight years ago, only about one 
in 10 Catholic children attended Catholic 
schools. Today Hispanic families account 
for the majority of  Catholic children, yet 
more than 95 percent of  them enroll in 
public schools. 

This really is a watershed moment. Pub-
lic-school parents are shocked at the 
prospect of  daughters changing for gym 
in the presence of  male (“transgender”) 
students, angered by the erosion of  ath-
letic opportunities for their daughters, 
and troubled that teachers encourage im-
pressionable kindergarteners and vulner-
able teens to “explore” alternative “gen-
der identities.” They are alarmed over 
school policies that intentionally keep 
them in the dark about their own child’s 
“gender” confusion and frustrated that 
they are unable to shield their children 
from school curricula or programs that 
will undermine their child’s faith. Remote 
learning during the COVID lockdowns 
gave many parents an unvarnished look 
at their children’s daily lessons and the 
“woke” indoctrination embedded within.

Many parents today are rightly question-
ing whether public schools are the right 
choice for their children. There is no bet-
ter time for Catholic dioceses to explain 
why a Catholic education—whether at 
home or in hybrid, classical, or parish 
schools—is not only a good option but 
the best option. The Church must do 
three things at once:

1 educate parents about the ideologi-
cal capture of  public education and 
the very real threats that gender ide-

ology and “wokeness” pose to their chil-
dren’s faith and psychological stability; 

2 convey the vision of  Cath-
olic education (broadly 
speaking), which offers 

unparalleled benefits for faith, 
character-building and education-
al excellence; and 

3 work alongside parents 
and the larger Catholic 
community to ensure that 

financial costs will never prevent 
a Catholic child from receiving 
a Catholic education, not only 
by reducing costs in parochial 
schools but also by promoting 
less costly options.   

These steps require a radical shift in 
mindset not only among parents but also 
among priests and diocesan personnel, 
who have long regarded public educa-
tion as a lesser but benign alternative. 
Perhaps that was true in the past; it is not 
true today. 

It is critical for diocesan bishops to as-
sess each pastor’s commitment to Cath-
olic education, in all forms. A priest who 
thinks Catholic education is unimport-
ant, or who discounts homeschooling as 
a means of  Catholic education, would 
seem to be a poor fit for a parish with 

many young 
families or a par-
ish school. On 
the other hand, a 
bishop or pastor 
who is commit-
ted to ensuring 
a strong Catholic 
identity in dioce-
san schools, will-
ing to listen to 
parents’ insights 
and be open to 
new educational 
models, and mo-
tivated to reach 
out to Catholic 

08 NewmanSociety.org  •  Fall 2021



Hispanic families, whose children repre-
sent the future of  the Church, will see 
the Church flourish in spite of  the chal-
lenging culture.  

Now, more than ever, Catholic parents, 
clergy, parishes and philanthropists need 
to prioritize Catholic education. Like 

Laura Morris, we must be unafraid to say 
that today’s public schools promote “po-
litical ideologies do not square with who 
[we are] as believer[s] in Christ.” Our 
children deserve better, and there are no 
do-overs on childhood. Let’s give our 
kids the education they need not only 
for the here and now, but for eternal life. 
� OCM

MARY RICE HASSON and  
THERESA FARNAN are authors of  

Get Out Now: Why You Should Pull Your Child 
from Public School Before It’s Too Late.  

Hasson is the Kate O’Beirne Fellow in  
Catholic Studies at the Ethics and Public Poli-

cy Center in Washington, D.C., and director 
of the Catholic Women’s Forum. Farnan is a 

founding member of the Person and Identity 
Project and has taught at Franciscan Uni-

versity of Steubenville and two seminaries. 
Both have been leading Catholic voices on 

education, gender ideology and other issues.
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Catholic education aims for the salvation 
of  souls and to make disciples of  Christ. 
It critically and systematically transmits 
culture through the light of  faith for the 
integral development of  a student’s in-
tellectual, moral, emotional, physical and 
spiritual needs so that, through effort 
and grace, the student can attain full hu-
man flourishing and effect “the good of  
society to which he belongs and… the 
duties of  which he will, as an adult, have 
a share” (Gravissimum Educationis, 1).

A central part of  this holistic program is 
the school’s curriculum, which is ground-
ed in an underlying educational philoso-
phy such as perennialism, essentialism, 
progressivism or reconstructionism/crit-
ical theory. Catholic schools often inte-
grate various elements from each of  these 
philosophies but might favor one, due to 
a particular charism. For instance, Cath-
olic classical schools might emphasize 
perennialism, by which enduring truths 

are taught in all subject areas, and Jesuit 
schools a reconstructionist/critical theory 
philosophy, wherein issues are analyzed 
for power structure and social change. 
Another Catholic school might be more 
essentialist in its emphasis on practical, 
back-to-basics, no-nonsense skills.

Curriculum theory, which educational 
designers use to support a philosophy, is 
primarily content-oriented and focused 
on the needs of  society, the child or the 
knowledge to be acquired.

Catholic schools’ content-oriented theo-
ry approach is primarily knowledge-cen-
tered, where the structures of  the dis-
ciplines are integrated and aligned in a 
progression based upon a child’s devel-
opment. In this knowledge-centered ap-
proach, faith as a way of  knowing has an 
important place. Children are formed so 
that they will, as adults, affect the society 
in which they belong. 

Public schools have their own missions. 
As a function of  the state, public educa-
tion works first and foremost to generate 
a knowledgeable populace by providing 
academic knowledge and job skills so 
students can lead productive lives as 
good workers and good citizens. Stu-
dents are formed within a relativist and 
materialist worldview. 

For the most part, American public 
education has operated under the es-
sentialist and progressive educational 
philosophies, with occasional forays 
into a reconstructionist/critical theory 
approach. Their curriculum theory is 
society-centered, with categories of  “so-
ciety-conformists,” “society-reformers” 
and “society-radicals.” It is the soci-
ety-radicals who we see today creating 
curriculum which pushes sex education, 
gender ideology and radical civic activ-
ism into public schools.

— Denise Donohue, Ed.D.

Catholic vs. Public Education

The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate reported in 2015 that weekly Mass 
attendance was only five percent among millennials who attended non-Catholic schools.
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An article by R.R. Reno 
made waves this summer, 
especially in academic 
circles, because of  his 
frank rejection of  “elite” 
secular universities.

Reno is editor of  First Things magazine, 
which caters to a generally highbrow 
readership. He is a graduate of  the pres-
tigious Haverford College, earned his 
Ph.D. at the Ivy League’s Yale University, 
and taught theology at Creighton Uni-
versity—a Jesuit institution that has na-
tional prominence, despite having drift-
ed away from its Catholic mission.

Still, Reno no longer recruits Ivy League 
graduates for employment.

“I don’t want to hire someone who 
makes inflammatory accusations at the 
drop of  a hat,” he writes, responding to 
the increasingly hostile “cancel culture” 
on Ivy League and other “elite” college 
campuses. He also doesn’t want to hire 
graduates who have become “well-prac-
ticed in remaining silent when it costs 
something to speak up” against the pre-
vailing campus ideologies.

“I have no doubt that Ivy League uni-
versities attract smart, talented and am-
bitious kids,” Reno acknowledges. “But 
do these institutions add value? My an-
swer is increasingly negative. Dysfunc-
tional kids are coddled and encouraged 
to nurture grievances, while normal kids 
are attacked and educationally abused.”

Toxic for Catholics

Most Catholic college students attend 
secular colleges (and largely secularized 
Catholic colleges) where the anti-reason 
“cancel culture” threatens anyone who 
espouses Catholic teaching and even 
Western culture. Shouldn’t the Church 
be doing more to warn them of  the dan-
gers?

Jennifer Frey, a philosophy professor at 
the public University of  South Carolina, 
is a faithful Catholic who promotes mul-
tidisciplinary dialogue about virtue and 
goodness among her faculty. But as she 
explained recently in The Point Magazine, 
she is confronted by the very definition 
of  secular higher education today. Its 
focus is deliberately concentrated on sci-
entific knowledge, it rejects philosophi-
cal thinking about higher truths, and it 
excludes the essential truths of  theology.

“My own vision of  what a university 
should be is inspired by the Catholic tra-
dition in which it originally came to be: a 
university is, in its essence, a community 
of  scholars and students who seek the 
truth together as a common end for its 
own sake,” writes Frey. She cites St. John 
Henry Newman and his argument for 
theology as the foundational discipline 
of  all education, “since God is the only 
coherent source of  the sort of  unity and 
order that such a search presupposes.”

Newman’s vision of  a true university 
“has no chance of  being realized outside 
of  a Catholic context,” Frey acknowledg-
es. But she strives for some “alternative 
vision of  a secularized university” that at 
least recaptures an appreciation of  vari-
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ous theologies. It might be the most that 
can be accomplished in a public universi-
ty today—but it this the education young 
Catholics deserve?

Concerns about secular education go 
well beyond academics, of  course. Stu-
dent life on most secular campuses is 
toxic to students trying to uphold Chris-
tian morality and to simply live healthily. 
Many students lack sleep and good phys-
ical habits, they abuse alcohol and pos-
sibly drugs, and they may suffer anxiety 
as a result of  promiscuous lifestyles and 
shallow relationships. Most secular insti-
tutions today aggressively promote gen-
der ideology and sexual immorality, even 
to the point of  demanding students’ 
assent in contradiction to our Catholic 
faith.

The Church has made it a priority to 
provide Catholic centers and Bible stud-
ies on secular campuses, offering some 
opportunity for Christian fellowship and 
the grace of  the sacraments. But these 
cannot alter the general campus culture, 
which is increasingly 
dangerous for young 
Catholics. Such apos-
tolates also cannot 
provide an authentical-
ly Catholic education, 
in which the insights 
of  our Catholic faith 
bring light to every 
subject and provide a 
solid foundation for 
personal formation.

Parents’ right to know

The Catholic Church must not turn a 
blind eye to the growing dangers of  
secular education. There is surely noth-
ing “elite” about colleges that embrace 
depravity and lack commitment to 
truth and reason. Long ago, they turned 
against faith-filled, liberal arts education. 
Many today seem intent on malforming 
young people.

“We do not flourish without communion 
with the good,” Frey argues, and that first 
requires forming students in “virtues like 

wisdom, courage and justice.” These are 
best cultivated in the home and within 
an education that is centered on Christ.

Secular education, with its focus on train-
ing students for functional roles in the 

economy and so-
ciety, rejects an au-
thentic higher edu-
cation that forms 
the whole person. 
Catholic leaders 
must recover con-
fidence in Catholic 
education and pro-
claim it, especially 
(but not only) to 
the faithful who 
either have lost 
appreciation for 

the superiority of  a Catholic education 
or have been let down by colleges that 
are not truly committed to their Catholic 
missions. We need to restore trust as well 
as confidence.

Frey, who argues the essential roles of  
theology and philosophy to higher edu-
cation, concedes that the ideal is a Cath-
olic institution. Reno has chosen to hire 
graduates of  “quirky small Catholic col-
leges such as Thomas Aquinas College, 
Wyoming Catholic College and the Uni-
versity of  Dallas,” which are not “de-

WE NEED TO TALK 
OPENLY ABOUT THE 
DANGERS THAT YOUNG 
CATHOLICS FACE AT 
SECULAR COLLEGES.

“

formed by the toxic political correctness 
that leaders of  elite universities have al-
lowed to become dominant.” These are 
among the colleges highlighted by The 
Cardinal Newman Society in our New-
man Guide, which offers Catholic fami-
lies a variety of  faithful options for high-
er education.

These colleges are for the most part 
growing each year, even as many private 
colleges across the country are strug-
gling to maintain enrollment. Catholics 
should be rallying around these faithful 
colleges and encouraging families to give 
them strong consideration. Meanwhile, 
we need to talk openly about the dangers 
that young Catholics face at secular col-
leges and steer them to better options.

I recently spoke to a good friend who 
provided a strong Catholic education 
to his children but then sent the eldest 
to his alma mater, a highly reputed pub-
lic university. He regrets the choice and 
bemoans the poisonous campus culture.

“I just didn’t know how bad it had be-
come,” the father told me. I think he de-
served to know.� OCM

PATRICK REILLY is president 
and founder of The Cardinal Newman 

Society. A version of this piece was 
published at The Catholic Thing.

Fall 2021  •  NewmanSociety.org 11

“



Divisive critical race theory has  
no place in Catholic education.

Catholics know how 
to love our neighbor.

To view our resources on critical race theory, cancel culture,  
and how Catholic education can do better, go to NewmanSoc.org/CRT


