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Dear Friends: 

Last Monday on my day off I spent some time working the New York Times crossword 

puzzle in the Pioneer Press.  Fortunately for me, Monday is also just about the only day 

that the puzzle isn't too hard for me to solve (they get tougher as the week goes on).  As 

it happened, the theme of the puzzle that day was world peace, quite a contrast to 

everything that was on the front page that morning.  It was the day after President 

Trump had taken quite a bit of heat for not condemning more directly the Virginia 

killing of an anti-racist protester, and Vice President Pence had declared that "fringe 

groups" ought to have "no place in the American debate."  I suppose that one could 

debate whether the President's words were adequate, but the Vice President's words 

were just wrong.  The rights of "fringe groups" is one of the reasons that ours is a great 

country.  If the Vice President meant that hatred and violence and racism and 

intolerance have no place in the "American debate" (whatever that is), then he was 

correct.  But that's not what he said. 

Why does this matter?  Because Christianity has its origins in being a "fringe group," led 

by a "fringe person," Jesus Christ, whom both the Roman and Jewish priestly authorities 

of his day regarded as an irritant and possibly a dangerous troublemaker.  You don't get 

crucified for being a person who panders to Central Authority.  And some of the most 

important human rights achievements in recent history have been the products of 

movements that governments once considered "fringy."  Civil rights.  Women's suffrage.  

Rights for gay and lesbian people.  Rights for people with physical and mental 

disabilities.  Rights for Native American Indians. And any student of American Catholic 

history will be quick to remind us that our church began in this country by being 

regarded as a "fringe group" of papal infiltrators, and our Catholic ancestors paid a price 

for that by being denied jobs and opportunities that the rest of the citizenry enjoyed. 

I'm not sure what kind of "American debate" would even exist without "fringe groups."  

In biblical language, such people and movements are called "prophetic," and prophecy is 

exactly what calls the movers and shakers of governments and religions to account.  

Those movers/shakers don't like that, and that's understandable, because it can create 

unrest sometimes, but without it we are merely prisoners to the status quo that is 

dictated by those with a voice and a lot of money and influence.  I hope I don't have to 

point out that the present status quo in our nation is not wholly good and virtuous. 

One of the crossword answers in last Monday's puzzle was "Pax Romana," which is the 

Latin phrase for describing the time after the rise of Caesar Augustus when "the whole 

world was at peace."  This is a very revealing description, both because it presumes that 

the Roman Empire was the same as "the whole world" (at least the only world that 

mattered to Caesar), and because the word "peace" here meant that nobody was acting 

up against the regime.  That's because to have done so would have meant torture and 

death for those people.  The "peace" was enforced by brutal military suppression of any 

"fringe groups," including the earliest Judeo-Christian communities of Palestine and 

elsewhere.  That's not "peace."  That's just forced suppression of dissent.  And that's not 

the kind of freedom that either our religion or our nation stands for. 

If Vice President Pence intended to say last week that white supremacist groups and 

other racists should be condemned, then I am with him one hundred percent.  If he was 

signaling that intentional killing of innocents is an outrage, then I agree wholeheartedly.  

But again, that's not what he said.  If he meant that any person or group who agitates 

against a government is automatically to be silenced, then I couldn't disagree more.  That 

opinion comes from my Christian disposition, not just from my temperament or political 

views. 

There has always been, and should always be, an aspect to our Catholic faith that is seen 

by some in authority to be "fringy."  It's when there isn't such a thing that we ought to 

be the most self-reflective. 

Fr. Mike Byron 
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