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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER FEMINIST – 02
A conversion story
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2007/01/a-conversion-story-4
By Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, First Things, April 2000   

An adult conversion to Catholicism — or indeed to any form of orthodox Christianity — is not an everyday occurrence in the American academy. Most secular academics seem to receive any profession of Christian faith with a vague sense of embarrassment.

Adherence to Judaism or Islam is another matter, although why is not immediately self-evident, since both impose stringent demands upon their faithful. Perhaps they meet with greater tolerance because they are less familiar, perhaps because, whatever the reality, they do not carry Christianity’s taint of having long figured as the religion of a male European elite that allegedly used its faith to cow others into submission. Nor does it change anything to remind skeptics that, in the United States, Catholics long suffered a discrimination that was, in its way, almost as implacable as that suffered by black Americans. A vague, nondenominational Christianity – or, better yet, Unitarianism – may be acceptable, but Catholicism lies beyond the pale. Catholicism is not something that people "like us" embrace. 

Thus when, in December 1995, I was received into the Catholic Church, my non-believing colleagues tactfully refrained from comment, primarily, I suspect, because they literally did not know what to say. More likely than not, many of them assumed that, having lived through some difficult years, I was turning to faith for some form of irrational consolation. Consequently, from their perspective, to acknowledge my conversion would, implicitly, have been to acknowledge my vulnerability. Others, who were less sympathetic, doubtless assumed that my turn to Rome reflected what they viewed as my reactionary politics, notably with respect to abortion. From their perspective, I had exiled myself from acceptable conversation of any kind.

I have no intention of berating my colleagues or other secular academics, but rather to call attention to aspects of the prevailing secular mindset that make the idea of conversion virtually incomprehensible. For secular academics, the language and practice of faith belong to an alien world. Not understanding faith, they are ill prepared to understand conversion to it. Having long participated in the reigning discourse of secular intellectuals, I understand all too well where they are coming from, and I readily acknowledge that indeed "there but for the grace of God go I." More important, however, my long apprenticeship in their world allows me to reflect upon their unreflective assumptions, for those assumptions cut a broad swath through our culture as a whole, challenging faith at every turn. So firm is their hold upon our culture that they are imperceptibly permeating the fabric of faith itself, constantly challenging the faithful to justify and rejustify our beliefs.

Believers, in sharp contrast to nonbelievers, welcome conversion stories as heartening evidence of God’s grace and the workings of the Holy Spirit. The conversion of a secular intellectual in particular seems to snatch a soul from the very jaws of feminism, communism, nihilism, atheism, or some other fashionable secular ideology. Given the broad gap between belief and non-belief that both sides perceive, it is not surprising that both hostile and sympathetic observers expect conversion stories to be dramatic. Like St. Paul on the road to Damascus, the convert is generally expected to have experienced a moment of blinding illumination followed by a radical change of life. This expectation testifies to a widespread sense that the tenets of faith and those of the world, of Jerusalem and of Athens, are in conflict. While emphatically not disputing the significance of the deep differences between the views and attitudes of believers and those of nonbelievers, I did not myself experience conversion as a radical rupture with my past. This is not to say that I did not experience the journey to belief as what my students call "life-changing": in essential ways, I did. Nonetheless, in other ways I did not. In many respects, my conversion fit neatly – almost seamlessly – into the continuum of my life, and, from this perspective, it was a natural stage in the journey rather than a new departure. 

For practical purposes, I grew up a non-believing Christian. Wait a minute, you may fairly protest, is that not an oxymoron? How can a nonbeliever describe herself as Christian if faith constitutes the essence of Christianity? Time and again throughout the Gospels, Jesus evokes belief in himself and the Father who sent him as the only test or standard. Think of Martha at the time of Lazarus’ death: "Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, he who is coming into the world" (John 10:27). And Martha is not alone. Time and again petitioners receive what they seek because Jesus fulfills their belief. As he tells Martha, "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die" (John 10:25-26). A Christian, by definition, is one who accepts Jesus Christ as his personal savior and, no less important, as Lord. Everything depends upon belief.
The story of modernity has arguably been one of the marginalization and discrediting of belief, or, perhaps more accurately, its relegation to the realm of radical subjectivity. Modernity, in other words, has systematically divorced faith from moral and intellectual authority. Until well into the twentieth century, however, the mounting assaults on faith did not entirely erase the living legacy of Christianity from Western culture. If nothing else, the moral teachings of the Decalogue and the Sermon on the Mount continued to receive a measure of respect – in exhortation if not uniformly in observance. My early years conformed precisely to this pattern, especially with respect to the Decalogue, which my parents took with utmost seriousness. In retrospect, it seems to me that my father especially never doubted the truth of Dostoevsky’s troubling question: "If God is dead, is not everything permitted?" Yet neither he nor my mother was a believer, and neither taught us to believe. Like many other honorable and upright modernists, they apparently grounded their strong sense of morality in the integrity of the individual.

Throughout my non-churchgoing, non-believing adult years, I had always considered myself a Christian in the amorphous cultural sense of the world. Having been reared on the Bible and Protestant hymns, I was conversant with the language and basic tenets of Christianity. I had, moreover, been reared with a deep respect for the great Hebrew prophets, assorted Protestant leaders and Catholic saints, and even the unique value of Jesus Christ as the preeminent exemplar of loving self-sacrifice. Never, I am grateful to say, did I, like too many secular intellectuals, denigrate or disdain believing Christians, whom I had always been inclined to regard with respect. But for long years, I did not give much thought to joining their number. By the time I had completed college and then graduate school, I had so thoroughly imbibed materialist philosophy that it did not occur to me to look beyond it. My quests, such as they were, focused upon the claims and contours of moral worthiness in a world that took it as a matter of faith that "God is dead."

Over the years, my concerns about morality deepened, and my reflections invariably pointed to the apparently irrefutable conclusion that morality was, by its very nature, authoritarian. Morality, in other words, drew the dividing line between good and bad. During the years of my reflection, however, the secular world was rapidly promoting the belief that moral conviction, like any other idea, expressed the standpoint of the person who enunciated it. And it was becoming a widely shared belief that there were as many moralities as there were people and that it was inappropriate to impose one’s own morality on another whose situation one could not fully understand. Although as predisposed as any to respect the claims of difference, whether of sex, class, or culture, I increasingly found this moral relativism troubling. It seemed difficult to imagine a world in which each followed his or her personal moral compass, if only because the morality of some was bound, sooner or later, to clash with the morality of others. And without some semblance of a common standard, those clashes were more than likely to end in one or another form of violence.

My more wrenching concerns, however, lay elsewhere. Thinking and writing about abortion had led me to an ever greater appreciation for the claims of life, which were so often buried beneath impassioned defenses of a woman’s right to self-determination, especially her right to sexual freedom. When I began to think seriously about the issue, my commitment to women’s right to develop their talents predisposed me to support the legality of abortion, at least up to a certain point. Even then, I found it impossible not to take seriously the life of the fetus that was being so casually cast aside. The emerging discussions of assisted suicide only intensified my discomfort, as I found myself worrying about one human being deciding whether another’s life is worth living. "How do we know?" I kept asking myself. "How ever can we know?" 

Today, it is easy to see that I was instinctively revolting against a utilitarian or instrumentalist understanding of the value of human life. For I did understand that as soon as we admit as a serious consideration whether our obligations to others are inconvenient, the value of any life becomes negotiable. At this point, as you will note, my internal struggles still unfolded within a secular framework, although I fully appreciated that devout Christians and Jews viewed reverence for life in its most vulnerable forms as a divine commandment. Indeed, I was slowly coming to envy the certainty that religious faith afforded, and I began to think seriously about joining a church. At the same time, I knew that no matter how noble and well-intentioned, worldly preoccupations were not an adequate reason for doing so.

As if barring my path to church membership stood the figure of Jesus Christ. The churches I most respected all required that prospective members affirm their personal faith in Christ as Lord and Savior. I did not question the legitimacy of the requirement, but nothing in my previous life seemed to have prepared me to meet it. To the best of my knowledge, I had no personal experience of religious faith and no real grasp of its nature. When I was twenty, André Amar, a brilliant professor of philosophy and a devout Jew, had spoken to me of religion as a realm unto itself, irreducible to any other, and his words had lodged in my mind, but I did not fully understand them. To this day, I cannot point to a single moment of conversion, no blinding light that opened my eyes, no arrow that pierced my heart. Almost imperceptibly, the balance between doubt and faith shifted, and, on one ordinary day, it came to me that I had decided to enter the Catholic Church.

It would be easy to think that my decision, however lacking in drama, represented the end of my journey to faith. Instead it marked only the beginning of what is proving to be an adventure I could not previously have imagined. The Sunday after reaching that decision, quietly and alone, I went to Mass at the Cathedral of Christ the King in Atlanta. Both my Catholic-born but at the time unbelieving husband and my devoutly Catholic friend and graduate student, Sheila O’Connor, would happily have accompanied me, but I did not tell them where I was going.

I had not attended a Mass since my youth, during visits to France, and then only rarely. I had no clear idea of what to expect, although I knew enough to know that I could not receive communion. Yet an almost visceral instinct told me that this first direct encounter with the faith I was planning to embrace was something I could not foresee and must undertake alone. By now, most of my specific memories of that morning have merged with the countless times I have attended Mass at the Cathedral since. All that stands out is my response to that first hour, as a Catholic-to-be, of confronting the figure of the crucified Christ that dominates the Cathedral. There, directly in front of me, was the Lord I had pledged myself to serve – a Lord whom as yet I barely knew and who nonetheless seemed to hold me fast.
Shortly thereafter, thanks to the help of Sheila’s mother, I began to receive instruction from Father Richard Lopez, the remarkable priest who remains the confessor and spiritual director for my husband and me. Fr. Lopez rapidly determined that I was much more familiar with Catholic theology than he had reason to have expected, and thereafter his instruction focused primarily upon the practice, rituals, and traditions of Catholicism. Between our meetings, I read the Catechism and other books on the elements of Catholicism, attended Mass, and learned and said prayers. During the meetings, Fr. Lopez guided me through the practical meaning of words and rituals. We discussed the significance of the colors priests wear during the different seasons of the liturgical calendar, the role of the Virgin Mary and the saints as intercessors, the structure of the Mass, and more. In retrospect, what astonishes me is how much I learned and how little I truly understood. For the words we exchanged, valuable as they were, remained mere words. Learning them felt like a privileged initiation, but I used them rather in the way in which one learns to say the beads of the Rosary before one begins to grasp the immediacy of the events they signify.

In deciding to enter the Church, I had decided that I believed in Christ Jesus and accepted him as my Lord and Savior, but even as my love for and commitment to the Church deepened, I remained unsure of precisely what my faith meant or from whence it derived. Fr. Lopez reassured me that faith and faithfulness were, above all, matters of the will rather than the emotions, which, he insisted, remain inherently suspect. His words conformed to what I had learned from my own reading in Catholic theology and eased my occasional misgivings about the elusiveness of my own feelings. On the day of my reception, which included the sacraments of baptism, confirmation, penance, marriage, and communion, a transformative joy consecrated a decision that now seemed to derive as much from the heart as the mind.

That joy, although varying in manifestation and intensity, has persisted since. But my understanding of its meaning has not ceased to change and grow. Today I see more clearly than I could at the time that much of my initial hesitation and diffidence derived from my unconscious persistence in materialist habits of thought. Like any good rationalist, I kept looking for unambiguous explanations for my turn to faith, and, although the possible candidates abounded, none clearly stood out as the reason. It took two or three years for me to begin to understand that the decisive action had not been mine but God’s. In principle, we all know that faith is a gift or grace, not a personal accomplishment. But if my case is as common as I suspect it is, we find that knowledge surprisingly difficult to believe and make fully ours. Thus, with the best of intentions, we try to earn that which lies beyond the reach of even our most heroic efforts and which exceeds any merit we can conceive.

An important part of what opened me to Catholicism – and to the peerless gift of faith in Christ Jesus – was my growing horror at the pride of too many in the secular academy. The sin is all the more pernicious because it is so rarely experienced as sin. Educated and enjoined to rely upon our reason and cultivate our autonomy, countless perfectly decent and honorable professors devote their best efforts to making sense of thorny intellectual problems, which everything in their environment encourages them to believe they can solve. Postmodernism has challenged the philosophical presuppositions of the modernists’ intellectual hubris, but, with the same stroke, it has pretended to discredit what it calls "logocentrism," namely, the centrality of the Word. In the postmodernist universe, all claims of universal certainty must be exposed as delusions, leaving the individual as authoritative arbiter of the meaning that pertains to his or her situation. Thus, what originated as a struggle to discredit pretensions to intellectual authority has ended, at least in the American academy, in a validation of personal prejudice and desire.

Sad as it may seem, my experience with radical, upscale feminism only reinforced my growing mistrust of individual pride. The defense of abortion especially troubled me because of my inability to agree that any one of us should decide who has the right to live. But my engagement with faith drew me into more general reflection about the importance of charity and service in the life of the Christian. Initially, I had shied away from the idea of the imitation of Christ and even from the entreaty in the Universal Prayer to "make me holy." Such aspirations struck me as the ultimate presumption: who was I to pretend to holiness, much less the imitation of our Savior? Gradually, those fears began to dissipate, and I found myself meditating upon the Gospels’ teaching on service, above all, that "the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and to offer his life as a ransom for all." Having been received in the Church on the day after the feast of the Immaculate Conception, I also pondered the Holy Mother’s response to the Annunciation: "Let it be done unto me according to Thy Word."

The injunctions to charity and service unmistakably applied to all Christians, but it was difficult to deny that, since the moment of the Virgin Mary’s response to the Angel Gabriel, they applied in a special way to women. Her example, as Hans Urs von Balthasar has reminded us, offers the exemplary embodiment of faith. "Faith is the surrender of the entire person: because Mary from the start surrendered everything, her memory was the unsullied tablet on which the Father, through the Spirit, could write His entire Word." It is incontestable that, throughout most of history, women have suffered injustices and abuse that cry out for redress. It is no less incontestable that the path to justice and dignity for women – the recognition of their equal standing with men as human persons – cannot lead through the repudiation of the most basic tenets of our faith. No amount of past oppression can justify women’s oppression of the most vulnerable among us – or even our repudiation of our own specific vocation as women.

Pope John Paul II has written extensively on the special dignity and mission of women, frequently provoking the shrill opposition of feminists, especially Catholic feminists. Above all, feminists deplore his insistence upon the abiding differences between women and men and upon women’s exclusion from the priesthood. I would be astonished if, at one point or another, every woman has not tasted some of that anger, the outraged sense of "Why me? Why should I always be the one to give?" And it does not help if men interpret women’s yielding as proof of men’s superiority. Not expecting heaven on earth in the near future, I see little prospect that either of these responses will simply evaporate. 
Yet both miss the key to the Holy Father’s theology of the person, namely, that the essence of our humanity lies in our capacity for "self-gift." This understanding links our relations with one another to our relation to God, reminding us of the danger of treating another person as an object. It also suggests that, whether in relation with others or in communion with God, our highest realization of self results from the gift – or loss – of self.

In our time, it is countercultural indeed to see the loss or effacement of self as an admirable goal. Our culture’s obsession with identity and the rights of the individual seems to suggest precisely the reverse. You will nonetheless recall the First Beatitude: "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven" (Matthew 5:3). For years the passage, when I thought of it, puzzled me. In what way was poverty of spirit to be seen as desirable, especially in a Christian? And what, precisely, did poverty of spirit mean? I had left the question, together with others that I hoped some day to understand, in the back of my mind until I happened upon Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis’ eye-opening explanation in his Fire of Mercy, Heart of the Word: Meditations on the Gospel According to St. Matthew (1996). Pointing out that this is not merely the first of the Beatitudes, but the only one in the present tense, Leiva-Merikakis explains that the poor in spirit are those who literally "beg for their life’s very breath" – those who depend upon God the way we all depend upon air to breathe. Poverty of spirit is the grace of those who have emptied themselves of everything but the desire for God’s presence, "who offer God a continual sacrifice from the altar of their spirit, and the sacrifice in question is the very substance of their being." And those who achieve poverty of spirit have their reward in the present as well as the future, for to live in poverty of spirit is indeed to live with God.

A decisive moment in my journey in faith came when, one day, seemingly out of nowhere, the thought pierced me that Jesus had died for my sins. And, immediately on its heels, came the devastating recognition that I am not worth his sacrifice. Only gradually have I come truly to understand that the determination of worth belongs not to me but to him. God’s love for us forever exceeds our control and challenges our understanding. Like faith, it is His gift, and our task is to do our best to receive it. The knowledge, even when partial and imperfect, that He loves us also opens us to new responsibilities and obligations. For if He loves us all, He also loves each of us. And recognition of that love imposes on us the obligation to love one another, asking no other reason than God’s injunction to do so. As fallen human creatures, we are nonetheless likely to continue to search for human reasons that justify our loving service to those in whom we find little or no obvious redeeming value. And the best human reason may be found in the faith that God has freely given us: our nonjudgmental love of the other remains the condition of God’s love for us. For, knowing how little we merit His love, our best opening to the faith that He does lies not in the hope of being better than others, but in the security that His love encompasses even the least deserving among us.

Elizabeth Fox-Genovese (1941-2007) was the Eléonore Raoul Professor of the Humanities at Emory University, where she was the founding director of the Institute for Women's Studies. She also served as editor of The Journal of The Historical Society. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese was the author of Women and the Future of the Family (2000), "Feminism is Not the Story of My Life": How the Feminist Elite Has Lost Touch With the Real Concerns of Women (1996), Feminism Without Illusions: A Critique of Individualism (1991), and Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South (1988), which received the C. Hugh Holman Prize of the Society for the Society of Southern Literature, the Julia Cherry Spruill Prize of the Southern Association of Women Historians, and was named an outstanding book of the year by the Augustus Meyer Foundation for the Study of Human Rights. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese served on the Advisory Board of the Catholic Education Resource Center.
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Elizabeth (Betsey) Fox-Genovese was a member of the Editorial Board of Women for Faith & Family’s Voices until her death on January 2, 2007. She was the Eléonore Raoul Professor of the Humanities and professor of history at Emory University, where she had taught since 1986, and the founding director of the Institute for Women’s Studies. She was the wife of the noted historian Eugene Genovese, professor emeritus of Emory University.

Her writings on women’s issues, as well as contemporary culture, education, and social issues, are widely known. Among these are Women and the Future of the Family (2000), "Feminism is Not the Story of My Life": How the Feminist Elite Has Lost Touch With the Real Concerns of Women (1996), Feminism Without Illusions: A Critique of Individualism (1991), and Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South (1988), which received the C. Hugh Holman Prize of the Society for the Study of Southern Literature, the Julia Cherry Spruill Prize of the Southern Association of Women Historians, and was named an outstanding book of the year by the Augustus Meyer Foundation for the Study of Human Rights. She co-edited Reconstructing History: The Emergence of a Historical Society (1999) with Elizabeth Lasch-Quinn, and also served as an expert witness for the VMI and Citadel cases.

She was born in Boston May 28, 1941, the daughter of historian Edward Whiting Fox. During her childhood and teens, she lived in Washington, DC, Ithaca, New York, Princeton, New Jersey, and Paris, France, attending both public and private schools, including North Country School in Lake Placid, New York, Le Collège Cévénol in Le Chambon sur Lignon, and Concord Academy in Concord, Massachusetts. In 1963, she received her BA cum laude from Bryn Mawr College with a double major in History and French literature, having also spent a year at Cornell University and a year at the Institut d’Études Politiques in Paris.

She completed her graduate training in history at Harvard University, from which she received an MA (1965) and Ph.D. (1974), and where she taught for three years. In 1969, she married Eugene D. Genovese and moved to Rochester, New York, and, in 1973, joined the faculty of the University of Rochester, where she received tenure in 1976. In 1980, she accepted a job at the State University of New York at Binghamton, and, in 1986, she moved to Emory University to become the founding director of the Institute for Women’s Studies. She resigned this position in 1991, and devoted her time to teaching and writing.

She received a Doctor of Letters from Millsaps College, and was a Visiting Scholar-in-Residence at American University (Spring 1991); Eudora Welty Professor at Millsaps College (February 1990); and Visiting Humanities Scholar at Auburn University (April 1987); and Directeur associé d’études at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris.

In December 1995, Dr. Fox-Genovese was received into the Catholic Church -- to the surprise (and sometimes dismay) of her non-believing colleagues. In an account of her "conversion" published in First Things in April 2000, she observed:

… It is not surprising that both hostile and sympathetic observers expect conversion stories to be dramatic. Like Saint Paul on the road to Damascus, the convert is generally expected to have experienced a moment of blinding illumination followed by a radical change of life. This expectation testifies to a widespread sense that the tenets of faith and those of the world are in conflict.… I did not myself experience conversion as a radical rupture with my past. This is not to say that I did not experience the journey to belief as what my students call "life-changing"; in essential ways, I did. Nonetheless, in other ways I did not. In many respects, my conversion fit neatly -- almost seamlessly -- into the continuum of my life, and, from this perspective, it was a natural stage in the journey rather than a new departure.

After entering the Church, she served on the Board of Trustees of the American Academy for Liberal Education, the Board of Governors of The Historical Society and the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars, and the Board of Consulting Scholars of the Society of Scholars of the James Madison Program in American Ideals and Institutions at Princeton University (of which she is the founding chairman). She was on the advisory boards of the Women’s Freedom Network, the G. K. Chesterton Institute, Center for Religion and Democracy, Institute for Faith and Reason, Christi Fideles and the Association of College Trustees and Alumni. In 1998 she and her husband, the historian Eugene D. Genovese, helped found the Historical Society at Boston University, and she was the founding editor of its publication The Journal of the Historical Society (2000-2005). She was also a member of the editorial board of Books and Culture, Comparative Literature Studies, and the editorial advisory board of First Things, as well the editorial board of WFF’s Voices.

In 2002, she was appointed by President Bush to the National Endowment for the Humanities, and in November 2003, she received the National Humanities Medal (pictured on page 11).

In September 2003 Dr. Fox-Genovese received the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars’ Cardinal Wright Award, given annually to a Catholic scholar who has done outstanding service for the Church.

Her last book was co-authored with her husband, Eugene Genovese, and published in 2005: The Mind of the Master Class: History and Faith in the Southern Slaveholders’ Worldview (Cambridge).

Betsey Fox-Genovese will be long remembered for her intellectual integrity, her fidelity to truth, her fearless defense of all human life, and her courageous public witness to the Catholic faith. Concluding her "Conversion Story" published in First Things, she wrote:

God’s love for us forever exceeds our control and challenges our understanding. Like faith, it is His gift, and our task is to do our best to receive it. The knowledge, even when partial and imperfect, that He loves us also opens us to new responsibilities and obligations. For if He loves us all, He also loves each of us. And recognition of that love imposes on us the obligation to love one another, asking no other reason than God’s injunction to do so. As fallen human creatures, we are nonetheless likely to continue to search for human reasons that justify our loving service to those in whom we find little or no obvious redeeming value. And the best human reason may be found in the faith that God has freely given us: our non-judgmental love of the other remains the condition of God’s love for us. For, knowing how little we merit His love, our best opening to the faith … lies not in the hope of being better than others, but in the security that His love encompasses even the least deserving among us.

"Caught in the Web of Grace", another account of her entry into the Catholic Church, first published in Crisis (November 1997), appears in this issue of Voices, with the kind permission of her husband.

In paradisum deducant te Angeli; in tuo adventu suscipiant te martyres, et perducant te in civitatem sanctam Ierusalem. Chorus angelorum te suscipiat, et cum Lazaro quondam paupere æternam habeas requiem.
May angels lead you into Paradise; may the martyrs receive you at your coming and lead you to the holy city of Jerusalem. May a choir of angels receive you, and with Lazarus, who once was poor, may you have eternal rest.

— Helen Hull Hitchcock, for the Staff of Women for Faith & Family, and the Editorial Board of Voices
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On December 9, 1995, the day after the feast of the Immaculate Conception, and in the presence of family and a few close friends, I joined the Catholic Church, receiving four sacraments in little more than an hour. A day of grace abounding if ever I have known one and a day bathed in the undiluted quiet happiness of coming home. For me, that day wove together the essential threads of the preceding fifty-three years of my life, as those who shared it with me had come to understand. Yet, to many outsiders, it seemed at best baffling, at worst, incomprehensible. Why or how could a non-believing, woman intellectual -and a reputedly Marxist-feminist one at that- be joining that bastion of tradition and hierarchical authoritarianism, the Catholic Church? Those who, for years, had doubted my radical credentials and targeted me as a pernicious ideological opponent did not take long to decide that that is precisely what they would have expected if only the thought had crossed their minds. (It is an inadvertent testimony to the radical secularism of the academic world that the thought had not.) But even people who were friendlier toward me probably harbored similar thoughts, if for dissimilar reasons.

For such people, the friendly and the unfriendly alike, the notion of conversion, and indeed the very idea of religious faith, has become so foreign that the only plausible explanation for it must necessarily be political: In their view, my conversion merely marked the culmination of my progress toward political and cultural conservatism. These are people who, according to Saint John, quoting Isaiah, "could not believe. For Isaiah again said, 'He has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts lest they should see with their eyes and perceive with their hearts, and turn for me to heal them'." Not long since, I should have counted myself among their number, for, like them, I had lived immersed in a moral and intellectual climate that inhales materialism with the air we breathe. In such a climate, the intrusion of religious faith seems faintly shocking: The people we know just do not do things like that. As it happened, I counted among my friends and acquaintances a significant number of believers, some of them devout. I had always respected their faith, but I did not entirely understand it. Thus, even my appreciation of the faith of others and my understanding that gifted intellectuals may indeed be believers was filtered through the lens of the intellect.

Philosophical materialism constituted a master theme of my education, and variants of it still reign supreme in the academic milieu in which I have always worked. For years, I had complacently assumed that modern science and philosophy had permanently destroyed the intellectual validity of religious faith, displacing it from its position as the cornerstone of knowledge and ontology to the realm of idiosyncratic personal consolation. And I recall being somewhat startled when, during a conversation with a highly accomplished scholar, a friend and a Catholic, I confidently said something about the incompatibility of religion and science, and she, with an easy and tolerant amusement, responded along the lines of, “Good gracious, I thought we had moved well beyond those debates.” Her words stayed with me, unexpectedly surfacing at odd moments, and I found myself reading with unprecedented interest about the puzzles of black holes and the renewed possibility of a creative intelligence at the origin of the universe.

By the time of that conversation, I was already giving serious thought to joining a church, although I was uncertain about which one. Given my family background and personal connections, I had initially assumed that I would settle on the Presbyterians or the Episcopalians. Presbyterians figure prominently among the Christian friends and colleagues I most respect, and their unflinching Calvinism brought me back to the moral ethos in which I had been reared. The Episcopalians, for their part, featured the rituals and the language of the Book of Common Prayer that I had been taught to cherish. My preliminary investigations into the current state of both denominations, however, rapidly revealed that to join the Episcopalians I would not have to profess a belief in Jesus Christ as my personal savior. Talk about cushions under the knees of sinners! The very loophole the Episcopalians offered became, upon reflection, the decisive reason not to join their church.

Thinking about the Episcopalians reminded me of the stories my father used to tell me of his own childhood. His mother descended from the first minister of the Bay Colony and, during my childhood, my grandmother worshiped at Jonathan Edwards’s church in Northampton. For me, and countless others, she embodied the essence of religious devotion and probity, and I have no doubt that my father’s atheism at least partially represented an attempt to mitigate her compelling influence on his early life. His father, whose family had settled in Boston and Cohasset, Massachusetts during the eighteenth century, represented the more worldly and social tradition of the Episcopalians. And my father loved to tell of how, as a boy on visits to his father’s family, he was offered the choice between the Presbyterians and the Episcopalians and regularly chose the Episcopalians because they gave much better picnics.

Since better picnics were not what I was after, I turned again to the Presbyterians and, with my husband, occasionally attended their services. High standards distinguish the preaching at Peachtree Presbyterian in Atlanta, and the preachers do not spare their flock stern reminders of God’s commandments and expectations. I began to feel that I could join the Presbyterians, not least because they preserved the teachings, the music, and the moral rectitude that had characterized my beloved grandmother and, indeed, my atheist father. But an ineffable influence stayed me, and I kept postponing the decision. Even in retrospect, the precise reasons remain elusive, but I did know I was not an Evangelical, and I did harbor an as yet poorly defined sense of faith as, in some way, grounded in an acceptance of mystery and a reverence for the sacred. My failure to find those things in Presbyterianism may have more to do with the shortcomings of my understanding than with Presbyterian beliefs or observance, but I could not shake the sense that becoming a Presbyterian did not ask enough of me.
Campus Turmoil
Meanwhile, I was wrestling with seemingly overwhelming professional problems, including my politically pressured resignation as director of Emory University’s Institute for Women’s Studies and a suit against the university that specifically named me for, among other things, having sexually harassed a former graduate student and member of the Institute’s staff. Significantly, my intolerable "sins" as director of Women’s Studies included having spoken for the Rochester, New York chapter of Feminists for Life and having admitted (with the concurrence of my colleagues, who, at the time had no idea what they were doing) into the Women’s Studies graduate program a devout Catholic who soon became president of Emory Students for Life. In retrospect, it seems improbable that the suit would ever have gained even minimal credibility or persisted as long as it did had not so many of my former friends and colleagues in Women’s Studies decided that my views on important issues, in the measure that they understood them, could not be tolerated within the Women’s Studies "community". Not surprisingly, the burdens of those years — four and a half of them by the time the case was settled — prompted me to considerable soul-searching about personal responsibility, the meaning of suffering, and my own deepest beliefs. In time, this travail and those reflections strengthened my burgeoning faith and contributed to my conversion.

Like politics and intellectual inquiry, the sufferings of those years predisposed me to reflect seriously upon religion, but none of them "caused" my conversion: More accurately, they helped to prepare the soil in which the seed of conversion would be sown. All of them also converged in reinforcing what one might call my natural inclinations as shaped by important features of my education. For if formal religious observance had played only a marginal role in my upbringing, other aspects of religion had run like shining threads through it. Both of my non-believing parents embodied what, in retrospect, I recognize as exceptional character and breath-taking personal courage. As a child, I so took those qualities for granted as not even to recognize them as such: They were simply the framework and standard of my world. My father had absorbed the essence of his mother’s Calvinism, and his own atheism never abandoned or mitigated its basic teachings and power.
Jewish Background
My mother had grown up as a member of New York’s German Jewish bourgeoisie in a family that celebrated Christmas and Easter but attended neither synagogue nor church. Her allegiance to her Jewish heritage nonetheless ran deep and proud, and, growing up under the shadow of Hitler and the Holocaust, I was reared to share her pride in that ethnic and cultural legacy. But the Jewish identity to which I have always remained faithful was one of intellect and music and habits of being, not of religious faith. For years, I did not even fully understand that Judaism was a faith: I did not know the names of the religious holidays or when they occurred; I had never participated in a Seder; I had never celebrated Hanukkah or Passover; I had never set foot in a synagogue.

My childhood, which unfolded under the aegis of my father’s atheism and my mother’s more cautious agnosticism, nonetheless included a surprising depth of Christian education. My mother focused upon providing my brother and me with a basic knowledge of the Bible, which, on Sundays, she read to us and later enjoined us to read ourselves. We learned the titles of the books and selected passages, especially certain psalms, by heart. During the summers, we were regularly taken to Sunday evening hymn singings, and on no Sunday were we allowed to play cards. Until I was about ten, my parents dutifully took us to Sunday school every week, selecting the church less according to doctrine than according to the quality of instruction, especially in biblical history. These criteria, combined with my mother’s personal taste for sobriety of expression and minimal emphasis upon Jesus Christ, ensured that Unitarians and, especially, Quakers emerged as first choices, but over the years we had also been entrusted to Presbyterians and Episcopalians.

This religious education had indeed served its educational purposes well, notably by affording me a solid introduction to the Bible, especially the Old Testament. And our Christmas celebrations, which always included a crèche as well as presents, carols, and a tree, had firmly implanted Saint Luke’s account of the nativity in my mind. What it had not done was to inculcate in me an understanding of faith itself. My grandmother, with whom I spent a month of each of my first ten years, did that, taking me with her to church, saying grace at meals, and teaching me to say my prayers before going to sleep at night. But her valuable lessons and example were never enough to counteract the intrinsic secularism of my world, especially after I left home for school and college.

The abiding spiritual lessons that my parents provided, they seem to have provided inadvertently, usually in the course of discussions of moral obligation and intellectual honesty. Both were unswerving in their own integrity and left no doubt that they expected the same of us. And as the years passed, my father and I increasingly discussed moral and religious topics. A great teacher, he retained a heartfelt admiration for the Old Testament prophets that he imperceptibly transmitted to me. Even today, his basic precepts remain etched in my mind. The greatest courage, he taught me young, is not physical but moral, and the challenges to moral courage are the same as the near occasions of sin: They weave through the fabric of everyday life, challenging us to rise above jealousy, greed, deception, and self-interest. In the same spirit, he repeatedly reminded me that no honor or knowledge or worthy behavior can flourish in the absence of intellectual honesty, which necessarily begins with the most exacting honesty about oneself to oneself.

Meeting the Medievals
In retrospect, it seems clear that his precepts left a deeper impression than even he knew, and I can only chuckle in recalling an occasion upon which my interpretation of them must have stunned him. He had come to visit my brother and me during a summer we were spending at schools in Switzerland and, at the end of the day, took me out for what seemed a very grown-up dinner. (I was fourteen at the time and beginning to test my wings.) 
Our conversation was weaving through a range of our customary serious topics, when, savoring a new stage in our companionship and moved to demonstrate both my trust in him and my mastery of his teachings about right and wrong, I interjected, "I can imagine committing adultery, but I know I would go to hell for it." To this day, I do not know how he maintained a sober countenance in the face of his virginal daughter’s unsolicited moral pronouncement, but I suspect he was at least pleased that I had come to understand that sin evokes judgment and consequences.

As I moved through my teens and into my twenties, these discussions persisted and expanded to include the work I was doing in college. What, in retrospect, seems somewhat surprising, is how firmly he steered me in the direction of medieval history and philosophy and twentieth-century Catholic thought. Although he never intervened directly in my work, he frequently suggested courses I might take and even paper topics. As a result, I took medieval civilization with David Herlihy, a serious Catholic, and for Herlihy’s and other courses wrote papers on Peter Abelard’s ethics, Gothic art and scholasticism, and the relation between T.S. Eliot and the neo-Scholastics, notably Jacques Maritain. In addition, as a double major in History and French, I read widely in Paul Claudel, Péguy, and Francois Mauriac. For Herlihy, I read Saint Thomas, Saint Anselm, Saint Bernard, and the other great scholastics and medieval mystics. Teresa of Avila and Ignatius Loyola became my models of saintly mission and rigor, virtual equals, in my father’s pantheon, to John Calvin.

During my junior year in college, which I spent studying in Paris, he arranged for me to sit in on a course in adult Catholic education, offered by the Dominicans, that focused upon the assumption of the Virgin Mary. Meanwhile, he and I shared long discussions of Arnold Toynbee’s Reconsiderations, on which he was writing an article, and he frequently focused our attention upon Christ as the unique model of total self-consciousness and loving self-sacrifice. Then, as throughout my life, he urged me to understand the redemptive power of suffering and its necessary place in the life of any worthy human being.

By the time I reached graduate school, the fruits of these teachings had become the bedrock of my understanding of the world. Above all, I built upon the knowledge that truth exists only in the mind of God, which alone can encompass the entirety of time present, time past, and time future in the twinkling of an eye. In this spirit, I never doubted that a human life must have a purpose, that each of us must serve something larger than himself. Deep-seated doubts about the intrinsic value of the radical individualism that began to sweep through American culture in the 1960s did not enhance my standing in the left-wing circles in which I frequently moved. My husband, Eugene Genovese, had a long history on the left, and most of his former comrades and acquaintances hated me on sight. Nor did the leaders of the emerging women’s movement embrace me as a sister. In my mind, dedication to social justice and to the improvement of women’s position should not lead to a war to the death with tradition, authority, or the binding obligations of marriage and family. Events proved me naïve, and the very commitments that had briefly marked me as a woman of the left were now marking me, in the eyes of my critics, as a woman of the right. Yet then as now, I was no more the one than the other. Throughout the years, my commitment to social justice and compassion for the dispossessed have remained remarkably steadfast, although events have modified my views about how best to express that commitment.

Beyond Individuality
The growing struggle in my heart and soul was not, however, a matter of left and right, but rather one of right and wrong and our ability to recognize them. Throughout the 1980s, I was increasingly writing and speaking about women’s issues, especially abortion, and it was the attempt to understand their full implications that gradually pulled me toward church membership and faith. I had never liked abortion, but I had assumed, for many years, that, in a democracy, the political goal should be to limit it to the first trimester, to impose a waiting period and counseling, and to require minors to obtain an adult’s consent. Thus, my instinctive position closely resembled that of Mary Ann Glendon, whose work I had come to admire. The more I thought and wrote about the issues, however, the more troubled I became by the idea that anyone of us could -- much less had a right to -- decide what constituted a valuable life. How could we know that bearing a child rather than finishing law school would “ruin” a young woman’s life? How could we know that bearing and rearing a handicapped child would not transform grief and inconvenience into a blessing we could never have envisioned?

The growing attention to euthanasia, assisted suicide, and partial-birth abortion steadily strengthened my conviction that individual human beings could not be entrusted with decisions about life and death and that a willingness to hold any life cheap or expendable corrupts those who claim the right to make those decisions. And the more I pondered, the more conscious I became of the hubris that pervades the secular academy and intelligentsia. Contemplating the pride of others made me only the more mindful of my own and of the danger lurking in our cavalier assumptions that our minds can encompass the consequences of our acts. Increasingly it seemed to me that the very material triumphs of modernity, including the dense interconnections of the far flung parts of the globe -- and increasingly, the universe -- diminished our ability even to imagine the unforeseen consequences of our acts. Yet the escalating uncertainty and indeterminacy make the imperative of a moral and ontological center the more compelling. All around me, people seemed to be finding that center in the needs, wants, and feelings of the isolate self, but for me such individualism or identity politics exacerbated the problem rather than eased it.

Nothing in this personal history compelled my conversion to Catholicism, or even explains it. It would be aesthetically satisfying to be able to evoke a single moment of blinding light -- a road to Damascus -- but there is none. One ordinary day, when I was again musing over the question of joining a church, I knew I would join the Catholic Church. I had not previously been thinking of doing so, indeed the thought had never consciously crossed my mind. I am devoted to my husband’s devoutly Catholic family, but since he had left the Church in adolescence, their faith remained something to appreciate rather than to share. 
In a general way, my husband’s family and my Catholic friends have always known that we respect and, in some measure, understand their Church, but, notwithstanding private prayers, they never openly pressed for our conversion. If any single person influenced me in this regard, it was the Catholic graduate student whom, to the horror of my colleagues, I had admitted to Women’s Studies. Sheila O’Connor, during her years at Emory, had gradually become a close friend and virtual member of the family, and through her I had become friendly with a circle of other Catholic students, but even she, who prayed fervently for our souls, had never, I think, allowed herself to consider that I might join the Church. Nor had my husband, who knows me better than anyone, foreseen my decision.

There are kinds of knowing that transcend the play of words and ideas. Of such quiet certainty, but more deeply so, is the knowledge of faith, which steals into the soul. Daily exposure to Sheila’s living faith contributed to my own sense of faith as the fabric of a life, and I strongly suspect that our Lord, if He finds me an acceptable servant, counts me as a jewel in her crown in heaven. But even that palpable example could not substitute for the internal certainty. We live surrounded by examples of virtue and faith that we admire without ever attempting to make them our own. The miracle and mystery for me lay in the recognition that they might also be mine.

Accepting Sacrifice
Since my first year of college, Gerard Manley Hopkins had figured among my favorite poets, and I had almost without knowing it memorized some of the passages that most deeply touched me. At the time, I had no understanding of the place of Catholicism in his imagination, and did not even much attend to his having been a Catholic. Who knows how I managed to ignore the significance of the subtitle of my favorite of his poems, "The Windhover: To Christ Our Lord", but I did. Consequently, I but rarely considered why I was so moved by my favorite of the poem’s lines:

No wonder of it: Shéer plód makes plough down sillion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermillion.

What I did nonetheless fully understand was Hopkins’s insistence that the most compelling beauty and mastery must evoke our reverence; that, for those who seek, their signs abound in the world around us; and that, especially, flaming, soul-stirring beauty emerges from work, from the acceptance of boundaries, and from sacrifice.

While in France during my early twenties, I met and eventually became friends with one of the most extraordinary men I have ever known, André Amar, a one-time president of the Jewish World Congress, the director of a private bank, and a professor of philosophy. His lectures on the history of Western thought dazzled with a brilliance I have rarely encountered, but their true brilliance lay in the reverential seriousness with which he engaged the thinkers and topics he was discussing. On one occasion he especially engaged religion, sternly instructing the throng of largely materialist students that none of their secular theories provided an adequate explanation of religion. The sacred, he insisted, is irreducible: It is its own form of knowledge, has its own epistemology and its own rules. Always remember, he concluded, that the sacred is a realm unto itself and we only impoverish ourselves by attempting to contain it within secular categories. Although at the time I could not fully apprehend his meaning, I always have remembered both his words and the tone in which they were uttered.

Like Hopkins, Amar challenged me, albeit in different ways, to relinquish the pride of intellect that had been my mainstay since childhood. I was not accustomed to viewing my deep thirst for intellectual mastery as a matter of pride, although I fully appreciated its value as a defense against the inevitable disappointments of the world, not to mention against sloth and self-indulgence. Even as I became increasingly conscious and suspicious of the pride of intellectuals, including myself, who pretend to know what is best for themselves and others -- who seek to order the world closer to their heart’s desire -- I failed to grasp pride’s protean role as a deeply internalized defense against faith.

One of the aspects of Catholicism that most attracted me was its compelling intellectual tradition in which I had so long been immersed. But the vision of the sacred offered by Hopkins and Amar, while never repudiating the intrinsic value of intellectual work, clearly required something more than mere intellectual acquiescence: It required, as I gradually came to understand, that one "fold the wings of intellect" (to borrow from Sheila’s mother and my friend, Mary Alice O’Connor). In the words of Jesus, as reported by Saint Matthew, it required that one become as a child: "Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven."
The Demon of Anguish
Conversion, in my experience, has been less an event than an unfolding. My years of reading Catholic theologians and writers had taught me that the struggle for faith is, precisely, a struggle. Saint Teresa, Saint Therese, Flannery O’Connor, and Georges Bernanos, among many, bring that truth vividly alive. Even as we believe, we yearn to deepen that belief; even as we practice the habits of faith, we strive to practice them more faithfully. Long before I consciously dreamt of conversion, Bernanos occupied a special place in my imagination, and his Diary of a Country Priest ranked high on my list of favorite books. I had, as I thought at the time, discovered the book for myself, which is to say that no one had suggested it to me, and to my surprise, since it is in many ways theologically and intellectually demanding, had read it with the breathless excitement I normally reserved for lighter fiction. And for years thereafter, I cherished the reflection of that country priest, "Je crois au fond que l’angoisse c’est un démon impur." [I believe the source of anguish is an impure demon.]

Today, in my unfolding conversion and thanks to the direction of Father Richard Lopez, who gave me instruction and has remained my confessor, I am coming to understand that the anxieties that I once, like so many non-believers, took seriously, signify not ideals, but temptations. 
For in seeking to assuage our anxiety, we are driven to the goods and accolades of a world that will always leave us wanting. Faith, in contrast, helps us to glimpse a reality that transcends the flawed and deceptive materiality of the world. Conversion, like the faith of which it is a part, thus resembles the early Jewish and Christian understanding of metaphorical ontology as described by Jeffrey Burton Russell in A History of Heaven: The Singing Silence. Russell explains that for traditional religious writers, metaphors are ontology, and the metaphors that open the mind to truth continually grow. Thus, metaphor provides the best route to an understanding of heaven, which "is itself the metaphor of metaphors, for a metaphor opens to more and more meaning, and heaven is an unbordered meadow of meaning."
Perhaps the reality and the essence of my conversion -- and any conversion -- may best be captured by analogy to the real presence in the Eucharist. For in the Eucharist we come to understand that the greatest of all mysteries is the ultimate reality, and that groping toward faith consists in the continuing struggle to grasp the most ineffable and elusive as the most real. This quest unites my conversion to those of countless others and, by minimizing its uniquely personal cast, acknowledges it as less the work of the creature than the grace of the Creator. "I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me, as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they will heed my voice. So there shall be one flock, one shepherd." 

Seeking Truth: Elizabeth Fox-Genovese’s Intellectual Pilgrimage
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In the spring of 1983 I received a letter from Eugene Genovese. I was soon to begin my graduate education with him at the University of Rochester, and he wrote to invite me to visit him at his home in Ithaca, New York before the beginning of the fall semester. Graciously offering to let me stay the weekend, he wrote that his wife, "in addition to being first-class historian . . . is a first-class cook." I had recently read the volume of essays he and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese had written, Fruits of Merchant Capital: Slavery and Bourgeois Property in the Rise and Expansion of Capitalism,[1] so I already knew that Betsey was a "first-class historian." But Gene’s letter was the first hint I had that Betsey was far more than a scholar. That weekend changed my life, largely because of Betsey. Yes, she was a "first-class cook," and countless students, colleagues, and friends can recall the sumptuous gourmet meals she prepared while remaining fully engaged in conversations over everything from baseball to popular music to fashion to global political economy. Her heart and mind captivated and challenged me from the start. That heart and mind reflected a lifelong search for truth, a search that produced an enormous corpus of distinguished scholarship and that ultimately brought her into full communion with the Catholic Church.[2] As Betsey reminded us, her conversion to Catholicism in 1995 must be understood not as a departure from the course of her life but as an integral part of it, as the culmination but not the end of a pilgrimage.[3] 

Betsey and Gene lived in Ithaca in the early through mid 1980s, in part because it was more or less equidistant from Rochester, where Gene taught, and Binghamton, where Betsey taught. Ithaca was also as close to a hometown as Betsey had, and her parents had lived there most of their adult lives. Her father, Edward Whiting Fox was a distinguished historian of modern Europe and taught for decades at Cornell University. He imparted much to Betsey beyond a love for and dedication to the craft of history. He taught her that intellectual honesty was the necessary, inviolable basis of meaningful, lasting scholarly work. Although an atheist, he and Betsey’s Jewish agnostic mother instilled in Betsey a strong sense of both the moral truth of the Decalogue and the fallen nature of humanity. Betsey’s mother, Elizabeth Simon Fox, read the Bible to Betsey and her younger brother and sister and encouraged them to read it themselves. Betsey’s mother also sent her to Sunday schools for several years. But notwithstanding this exposure to aspects of faith, the Fox household was unmistakably a secular one. 

Betsey received an excellent primary and secondary education, attending, among other schools, Concord Academy in Concord, Massachusetts and Le College Cevenol in Le Chambon sur Lignon in France. She then went to Bryn Mawr, where she majored in both history and French literature and read widely and deeply in medieval church history and theology. Entering graduate school in European history at Harvard in the mid-1960s, Betsey was already deeply influenced by philosophical materialism and Western Marxist interpretations of history. Yet even as her political and academic views reflected her secular Leftist worldview, she lost neither her scholarly respect for believers nor her appreciation for the intellectual sophistication of Christianity. As a graduate student at Harvard she expanded her already breathtakingly broad interests. Her work on the eighteenth-century French Physiocrats required her to master classical political economy and modern political theory. In the midst of her graduate career, she met Gene Genovese in 1968. Eleven years her senior, Gene was already one of the most widely known and controversial academics in America. A prominent Marxist scholar of the Old South, he had been pressured to leave a position at Rutgers University in 1965 after he publicly proclaimed that he “welcomed a Viet Cong victory.” Gene, the Brooklyn-born, working-class, Sicilian-American, twice-divorced former Communist, and Betsey, the privately-educated, sophisticated daughter of an Ivy League professor, fell madly in love and married in 1969.[4] 
Betsey joined Gene on the faculty of the University of Rochester’s history department in 1973, shortly before she finished her Ph.D.[5] She became increasingly fascinated by psychoanalysis and devoted several years of intense professional study to it. Her dissertation on the Physiocrats soon became her first book, The Origins of Physiocracy: Economic Revolution and Social Order in Eighteenth-Century France.[6] Betsey’s book revealed her debt to Marxism, but it also demonstrated that her Marxism, like Gene’s, was neither dogmatic nor reductionist. Marxism for Betsey was never a rigid ideology but rather a method, a way of uncovering the truth of the past, of explaining why people, both individually and in the aggregate, did what they did. Convinced that the social relations of production — the ways in which people related to others in the process of producing their material reality — influenced the way people viewed their world and their place in it, she sought to explain some of history’s great conflicts, whether in ancien regime France or the antebellum United States, in terms of conflicts between not simply classes, but between the social systems in which those classes were embedded. She soon broadened herself further, sharing Gene’s interest in the history of comparative slavery and the Old South. The convergence of their scholarly interests produced Fruits of Merchant Capital in 1983 and numerous co-authored articles in the 1980s.[7] By the late 1970s Betsey was also beginning her work on women — as historical subjects, as writers, and as members of contemporary society. By the time I met her in 1983 she had moved from the University of Rochester to the State University of New York at Binghamton and was well into the research that would culminate in her prize-winning book, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South.[8] This groundbreaking work combined extensive research into the writings of antebellum Southern women, sophisticated analysis informed by Marxism, psychoanalysis, and literary theory, and, most notably, a remarkable ability to sympathize with her subjects, both mistresses and slaves. Within the Plantation Household changed the way historians thought about women in the Old South, but it also changed the way people thought about American women’s history. Betsey demonstrated that women’s identity was multifaceted, shaped by class and race as well as sex. It received accolades throughout the academy and won the C. Hugh Holman Prize of the Society for the Study of Southern Literature, the Julia Cherry Spruill Prize of the Southern Association of Women Historians, and the outstanding book of the year award from the Augustus Meyer Foundation for the Study of Human Rights.

The publication of Within the Plantation Household marked the high water mark of Betsey’s academic reputation. Although she had always faced opposition and hostility from other scholars — part of it simply jealously, part of it motivated by her criticism of the self-indulgence and libertinism of so many on the Left -- her achievements permitted her to exercise considerable professional influence. Her hiring by Emory University in 1986 testified to that influence. Emory wanted Betsey not only to teach history but also to design and supervise the country’s first Ph.D. program in Women’s Studies. Betsey built an innovative, intellectually diverse, and academically serious program that she hoped would demonstrate that Women’s Studies could avoid narrow politicization and be a field that valued intellectual integrity and the range of perspectives that accompanied honest rational inquiry. Her position as the Eleonore Raoul Professor of the Humanities and Professor of History meant that Betsey worked with students from a variety of fields, including history, English, and comparative literature, while her work as Director of the Women’s Studies Program led her increasingly to engage questions of contemporary women’s issues, which she had done since the 1970s. Always a polymath of sorts, Betsey by the late 1980s and early 1990s now moved seamlessly across disciplinary boundaries and across the lines of academia and public policy. 

Although feminism had little to do with Betsey’s life prior to the completion of her Ph.D., she recognized its importance to her professional and personal development in the 1970s and 1980s. Her movement into Women’s History reflected not only her desire to expand the scope of historical inquiry to include women, but also her conviction that such an expansion could contribute to our understanding of the entire past. Regarding feminism more broadly, Betsey recalled late in her life that, "like countless other women who cherish improvement in the situation of women in the United States and throughout the world, I was initially quick to embrace feminism as the best way to secure our 'rights' and our dignity of persons."[9] But however quick her embrace, Betsey always had reservations about both the leadership and the underlying logic and consequences of the feminist movement. These reservations did not flow from religious conviction but from her discomfort with feminism’s individualistic and sexual liberationist emphases. In a series of articles and, most notably, in Feminism Without Illusions: A Critique of Individualism (1991), Betsey sought to redirect feminism away from its tendency to promote the solitary, rights-bearing, autonomous individual as the summun bonum and toward a vision of society that promoted equity and justice but nonetheless recognized both the physical and social reality of sexual differences and the claims of others and society upon persons.[10] Although she had since 1973’s Roe v. Wade decision supported abortion during the first trimester, she did so with deep reservations. "It is difficult to shake the impression," she wrote in Feminism Without Illusions, "that the right to choice is increasingly being presented as identical not merely to freedom from all forms of sexual oppression, including incest and rape, but to women’s right to liberation from the reproductive consequences of their own sexuality — their right to the male model of individualism." That "male model of individualism," Betsey recognized, not only ignored the physical differences between men and women, but it also rejected the notion that society may legitimately "reach some determination about [a] collective definition of life." "Without some such agreement on the definition of life," she presciently warned, "the right to abortion opens the specter of any individual’s right to kill those who depend upon her and drain her resources — elderly parents, terminally ill or handicapped children. Without some such agreement, the right to abortion — the woman’s right to sexual self-determination — can logically lead to the right to murder with impunity."[11] 

Betsey’s efforts, both in directing Emory’s Women’s Studies program and in Feminism Without Illusions, garnered some praise but much fierce and often vituperative resistance. Her courageous attempt, from what she still viewed as a "pro-choice" position, to warn against the logic of abortion on demand earned her the undying enmity of many prominent feminists and revealed how any deviation from pro-abortion orthodoxy rendered one an apostate from official feminism. 
Betsey’s actions as Director of Women’s Studies confirmed her apostasy in the eyes of some colleagues and in the feminist movement more generally. Although she herself was still a secular agnostic, she admitted a devout pro-life Catholic to the Women’s Studies program. She traveled to Rochester to speak to the local chapter of Feminists for Life. In both cases, Betsey acted upon her conviction that being pro-life posed no obstacle either to serious scholarship in Women’s Studies or to feminism as she understood it. But Betsey’s ideas of "genuine diversity" within the academy and society in general and Women Studies in particular proved unpopular. Campus political pressures forced her to resign as Director of Women’s Studies, although she continued to be part of the program and worked with numerous students — of all political persuasions. At one time, Betsey simultaneously mentored both the head of Emory Students for Life and one of the leaders of Georgians for Choice. By the early 1990s, however, Betsey found herself marginalized within the academy. More important, she increasingly recognized that the pro-abortion logic, the "specter of any individual’s right to kill those who depend upon her and drain her resources," was gaining widespread traction in American culture and politics. "The growing attention to euthanasia, assisted suicide, and partial-birth abortion," she later wrote, "steadily strengthened my conviction that individual human beings could not be entrusted with decisions about life and death and that a willingness to hold any life cheap or expendable corrupts those who claim the right to make those decisions." Although not yet a Catholic, Betsey saw the "growing struggle in my heart and soul" not as "a matter of left and right, but rather one of right and wrong and our ability to recognize them." [12] Her moral sense, instilled and cultivated in her as a child, remained clear, and her commitment to intellectual honesty remained firm. But for both she paid an awful price.

Few of us who saw her pay that price in the mid 1990s could have guessed that these "dark nights of her soul” would prove to be full of blessings beyond imagining. Most of us close to her knew that she would, with grace and courage, withstand the scorn of her critics and even the betrayal of some of her friends and colleagues; she had long known that moral and intellectual integrity was rare in academe. But when Betsey converted to Catholicism in December 1995 she astonished both friends and foes alike. Many at the time, including some friends, surmised that Betsey’s conversion was driven by political, cultural, and moral concerns. Her convictions on abortion, euthanasia, and other life issues had led her into alignment with the Church’s teachings, and they had made her politically sympathetic to prolife politicians. Her affinity for the Church’s moral teachings, so the logic went, led her to join the Church. But Betsey, as she points out so elegantly and humbly in her conversion accounts, respected faith too much to simply join a church because she assented to its moral stance. The idea of becoming Catholic because she agreed with its moral teachings would have struck Betsey as blasphemous and intellectually dishonest. No, Betsey did not convert because she wanted to promote a political, or a cultural, or even a moral end. She converted because, in her heart of hearts — in her soul — she was called to the Church. As she stated, hers was no "Road-to-Damascus" conversion; there was no blinding epiphany. Instead, there was a growing, irresistible sense of being led to the Light, a gradual unfolding of the truth. As she put it so beautifully, "there are kinds of knowing that transcend the play of words and ideas. Of such quiet certainty, but more deeply so, is the knowledge of faith, that steals into the soul."[13] She always knew that God’s grace, not her will, led to her conversion. 

I myself was returning to the Church after a twenty-year absence at the same time as Betsey’s conversion. We both benefited in our journeys from Sheila O’Connor, the devout Catholic Betsey admitted to the Emory Women’s Studies program in 1991. She became Betsey’s friend as well as her student, and Sheila’s "living faith," as Betsey put it, "contributed to my own sense of faith as the fabric of a life."[14] She became Betsey’s godmother and my wife. But Betsey and I, although profoundly influenced by Sheila’s prayers and example, knew that although Sheila could model faith, only God could implant it in our souls. Sheila knew on that “day of grace” in December 1995 when Betsey received four sacraments from her beloved friend and confessor Monsignor Richard Lopez and joined the Catholic Church that "living faith" fully animated Betsey’s soul. I will never forget going to Mass with Betsey a few months later and seeing her—sensing her actually — in her quiet and unassuming way, pray in faith. I understood then how profoundly and completely "converted" Betsey was.

In the short years Betsey had after her conversion she lived a lifetime. She wrote and spoke prolifically and brilliantly on countless subjects related to Christian and Catholic belief, especially the inherent dignity of the human person; she served on numerous editorial boards and on the National Endowment for the Humanities; she received the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars’ Cardinal Wright Award for outstanding service to the Church; and she was awarded the National Humanities Medal in 2004. She was, in short, one of the most important Catholic public intellectuals of the 1990s and 2000s. Yet, even as she gave so much of herself to the Church, she remained firmly in the world—a scholar who continued to work with Gene on their magnificent multivolume history of southern slaveholders, a mentor who supervised dissertations from a variety of disciplines, a teacher who valued undergraduate students as much as anyone I have ever known, a friend and advisor who answered scores of emails and letters every day.[15] She lived the intellectual vocation, never abandoning the noble quest for knowledge that lies at the heart of the academic enterprise. And although she was a "public" Catholic on the national stage, she valued equally the fellowship of being part of a local parish. Serving as lector and Eucharistic minister and attending Adoration at Immaculate Heart of Mary Church in Atlanta brought her great joy and true peace. 

Those who read her work or heard her speak publicly recognized that they were encountering a brilliant mind, one whose long training, stretching back to her parents’ secular household, manifested itself in her erudition, logical rigor, and elegant prose. But those with ears to hear and eyes to see experienced more than a brilliant mind. They witnessed a radiant, gracious, and grateful soul, one that knew that however much we must fight for and defend the truth, we know that our kingdom is not of this world. I will continue to learn from Betsey, as I have since that first meeting back in 1983. I will continue to learn from her books, her articles, and the memory of her talks and our conversations. 
But, in the most important sense, I will continue to learn from the way she lived her faith: with humility and with the quiet but unshakable courage that comes from recognizing that only through Him, through His Word and His Church, can we find the strength to withstand and transcend our sufferings here on earth. 

In Betsey’s last years, Sheila, as a loving friend and godmother, and Gene, as her devoted husband, heroically tried to get Betsey to slow down. But Betsey could not. Although she may have looked like Martha, busily attending to "her many tasks," she actually lived as Mary. For she was not, like Martha, "worried and distracted by many things." Betsey knew, even in the midst of her busy, demanding, and physically painful life, that "there is need of only one thing." She, like Mary, chose "the better part, which will not be taken away from her."
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