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Evangelization & Culture, the Journal of the Word on Fire Institute, is something truly unique. We wanted to 
establish a smart, beautiful, and practical journal that was reflective of the Word on Fire ethos. But its overall 
purpose would not be primarily academic, artistic, or pastoral; instead, the purpose of our journal would be 
to evangelize the culture—and more to it, to train others to become evangelizers of the culture themselves.

The chosen theme of our inaugural issue is Creativity, because a key principle of the Word on Fire movement 
is leading with beauty. I’ve always advocated a smart Catholicism, but also a beautiful one, because we’re a 
beautiful tradition—and this beauty has evangelical power. Great music, architecture, paintings, poetry, and 
stories give glory to God, and can draw us to a deeper appreciation of truth than a philosophical treatise ever 
could.

Think, for example, of Michelangelo. I don’t know anyone who has expressed the different textures of being 
human and being in relation to God better than he has. Or think of Flannery O’Connor, the subject of a new 
Pivotal Players episode and a prominent figure in this first issue of Evangelization & Culture. Her beautifully 
crafted, deeply arresting, and often shockingly violent stories speak powerfully of the truth of grace. Or think 
of Notre Dame Cathedral. Why did the fire at the Cathedral earlier this year get the attention of the whole 
world? It’s an object of great historical importance, of course; but I think people at least implicitly realized 
that this beautiful building proclaims Christianity at the very heart of one of the most important cities in 
the world. 

My own journey into the Catholic tradition was an intellectual one, to be sure, but it was also attuned to 
the creative dimension. I think of the influence of Thomas Merton, who introduced me to a lot of the great 
aesthetic figures within Catholicism; of my education in college and in seminary, where I came in contact 
with Dante, the Gothic Cathedrals, and G.K. Chesterton; of Bob Dylan, who—though not a Catholic—has 
been an important creative figure for me because of his biblical sensibility. In my own work as an evangelist, 
I’ve wanted to, in my own minor way, make a contribution to this creative tradition through our film projects.

It’s one of the marks of Catholicism that we use creativity and resist the puritanical impulse, which is very 
deep within all religion. We see beauty as expressive of and leading to the spiritual, and that incarnational 
sensibility has made possible many of the greatest artistic expressions of Western culture. But in the post-
Vatican II period, there hasn’t been a great artistic revival the way there was after the Council of Trent. Instead, 
a lot of the art and architecture has imitated forms of modernity that I think are largely incapable of bearing 
the weight of Christian revelation. I hope this journal will get some Catholic writers and painters and poets 
inspired— shaping their minds, showing them the way creative artists work—and maybe contribute in some 
small way to a great revival in the arts. 

But my biggest hope for Evangelization & Culture is that it helps to form a generation of smart and artistically 
plugged-in Catholic evangelizers. All of the popes have been calling for this since Vatican II, but I think we’re 
still not there. Our purpose is to evangelize—to evangelize individuals, but also, as Cardinal George always 
said, to evangelize the culture. If this journal can help with that in a small way, I would be delighted.
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The Word on Fire Institute, which launched in October 2018, exists to advance the work and mission 
of Bishop Robert Barron. Using an interactive, relational, and digital education format, the Institute 
seeks to form leaders in the Word on Fire principles, equipping them to lead a life dedicated to 
evangelization. The Word on Fire Institute hopes to encourage its members to rise up boldly and 
address challenges to our faith, while thoughtfully influencing the wider culture through an engaging 
Christian witness. The Institute is comprised of professors (Fellows) who film instructive courses 
reflecting the eight core principles of the Word on Fire movement:

• Unwavering Christocentrism
• Evangelization of the Culture 
• Special Commitment to New Media
• Rooted in the Mystical Body 
• Leading with Beauty
• Affirmative Orthodoxy
• Collaborative Apostolate
• Grounded in the Eucharist 

Bishop Barron’s grand dream is to effect the creation of an official Movement. The first step toward 
realizing that dream is the establishment of the Word on Fire Institute. This online community is 
not only meant to form and foster knowledgeable evangelists. Even more, the Institute is designed to 
cultivate relationships that evolve from online acquaintances into dynamic, in-person, geographically-
connected evangelical teams. As these local, national, and international communities grow, the Word 
on Fire Institute will offer leadership summits, retreats, and an array of other opportunities to promote 
evangelization in major cities across the country and around the world. 

The Word on Fire Institute is encouraging its members to be open to formation, to live a life of 
holiness, and to answer God’s call to evangelization. If you are hungry for inspiration, formation, 
and the chance to grow deeply in your faith, join with thousands of like-minded disciples eager to 
evangelize.

Join the Word on Fire Institute!
Learn more at wordonfire.institute
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T O D  W O R N E R

Okay. As I was burning the midnight oil, I 
figured we should start with the obvious 
question: 

Just consider the vast landscape of Catholic 
publications: Magnificat, Commonweal, America, 
National Catholic Register, National Catholic 
Reporter, Dappled Things, Communio, Catholic 
World Report, Catholic Answers Magazine, etc.—
not to mention countless blogs, institutes, and 
diocesan periodicals. Between what is available 
online and in print, why should we read one more 
Catholic journal? 
 Well, let me tell you.
Evangelization & Culture, the Journal of the Word on 
Fire Institute, is a natural and faithful extension of 
the work begun by Bishop Robert Barron’s Word on 
Fire and continued under the Word on Fire Institute.
 The intent of the Journal is to provide Word on 
Fire Institute members with a tangible source of the 
riches of the Catholic faith as seen through the lens 
of a refreshed Catholic sensibility. This sensibility 
believes in leading with beauty, engaging the 
culture, and championing an intellectually robust 
and mystically rich Catholic faith. It is a sensibility 
modeled and well-articulated by Bishop Robert 
Barron. 
 While recognizing that we are all dignified, but 
wayward, children of God, Evangelization & Culture 

seeks to reach three particular groups more than 
any: first, the members of the Word on Fire Institute 

(those who have enrolled in the online Institute 
and partake in the plethora of lectures, videos, and 
community discussions surrounding the rich and 
diverse landscape of the Catholic faith); second, the 
seeking skeptics (those who find themselves outside 
the Catholic Church, but have an honest hunger and 

earnest interest in learning more about the truth of 
things); and third, the unformed faithful (those who 
consider themselves Catholic, but have never found 

themselves richly catechized).
Although Evangelization & Culture 

is interested in engaging any and 
all within its ambit, it intends to 
creatively interact with the earnest, 
not go to war with those angrily vested 

in disbelief. This journal is not strident or politically 
partisan. It is not ephemeral in subject matter or 
shallow in substance. The tone is to be engaging but 
challenging, beautiful but substantive, stimulating 
but faithful to the truth. It is an attempt to reveal 
the rich banquet of faith where many feel they have 
settled for thin gruel.
 The primary aim of Evangelization & Culture is 
formation. Through carefully selected issue themes 
and sections, the Journal will focus on the formation 
of the interior life, the intellectual life, and the 
aesthetic life. It will attempt to cultivate in its readers 
a deeper faith and a warm friendship with Christ. 
It will endeavor to foster critical thinking through 
honest encounter with the greatest thinkers, writers, 
and evangelists of the Catholic faith (and beyond). 
It will immerse its readers in the beautiful, always 
pointing back to the good and ultimately the true.
 G.K. Chesterton realized that “the modern 
philosopher had told me again and again that I was 
in the right place, and I still felt depressed even in 
acquiescence. But I had heard that I was in the wrong 
place, and my soul sang for joy, like a bird in spring. 
The knowledge found out and illuminated forgotten 
chambers in the dark house of infancy. I knew now 
why . . . I could feel homesick at home.”1

 And St. Augustine discovered, “You have made 
us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests 
in you.”2

 In our culture, we are restless and can feel that 
we are in the wrong place. It is easy to become 
homesick. Evangelization & Culture was designed for 
you. It wants to remind you of home.

Why do we need another
Catholic journal?  
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A desk has been crafted from a wooden slab 
resting on two rough-hewn sawhorses. Atop it, 
a Smith-Corona Electra 210 typewriter is kept 
fresh by parts salvaged from a dozen duplicates 
in his ownership. When Caro isn’t in his office, 
he is deep in the archives at the LBJ Library or 
traveling. Caro has traveled thousands of miles to 
have a conversation with a lesser-known person 
with underappreciated insight on the character 

of Lyndon Johnson. He even moved 
his family to Texas to sleep under the 
stars in order to experience the “feel” 
of a place whose very landscape was 
formative of the future president.
 He writes with direction and depth. 

In a 2018 interview with the New York Review of 

Books, Caro confessed, “Before I start a book, I 
must know the last line. If I can’t, I can’t do the 
book. Once I have it, I’ll write toward that last 
line.”6 His work borders on the obsessive, but 
in the end never smacks of pedantry. His work 
is no mere accretion of data; it is the narrative 
of a soul. Caro has missed deadlines simply to 
understand the grueling life of an old woman 
from the Texas hill country who lived before 
Lyndon Johnson helped to electrify it. The 
spindly woman would walk Caro down the 
rocky path to the well in the backyard, ask him 
to drop the pail, and pull it back up. In doing so, 
he felt how heavy it was. And after learning that, 
weekly, she would need to transport hundreds 
of gallons to the house and farm by herself, we 

all begin to feel the pail’s heaviness as well. 
Robert Caro knows that this story, plucked out 
of sleepy memory, matters. Perhaps it matters 
even more than some compelling tidbit about 
the president. “Over and over—in my memory, 
many, many times—at the end of my talk or 
during the book-signing that followed, women 
would approach me. Over and over again I 
would lean down from the platform or up from 
the book I was inscribing to hear some version of 
‘I’m so glad you wrote that chapter. My mother 
used to try to tell me how hard her life had been, 
but I never really understood. Now I try to tell 
my daughter how hard her grandmother’s life 
was, and she’ll understand because I can give her 
your book.’”7

 Robert Gottlieb, Caro’s longtime editor, 
explains, “What’s most remarkable about Bob 
Caro is the depth, the obsessiveness, the accuracy 
of his research. The totalness of it. He simply 
never stops. He simply finds out more than 
anybody else finds out about anything. And 
then, out of the infinite detail he accumulates, 
he creates real drama.”8

 Caro’s 2019 book Working is a wonderful 
exploration of a writer’s craft from the pen 
of a master storyteller. His tale is so good 
because it is told with unquenchable curiosity, 
unimpeachable integrity, and the pure joy that 
comes from unfolding the drama of being 
human. Robert Caro’s story is not to be missed.

I’ve always wondered how he does it and 
now I am beginning to find out. Ever since 
I first read “Robert Caro’s Big Dig”3—

Charles McGrath’s 2012 New York Times 

Magazine profile of the septuagenarian (now 
octogenarian) biographer of Lyndon Johnson—
I’ve been hooked. A meticulous researcher who 
has missed countless deadlines and gone broke 
in the process, Robert Caro knows no other 
way. Why does he write thousand-page books 
in longhand? Because it slows him down and 
makes him think about the complexity of his 
subject. Why did it take him over a decade to 
produce just one of his projected five volumes 
on The Years of Lyndon Johnson? 

he said. “[As a reporter] I never had enough time 
to really find out everything I thought I should 
know. I wanted to explore something all the way 
to the end.”4 Why write books on, of all people, 
New York City Parks Commissioner Robert 
Moses and former President Lyndon Johnson? 
“I never had the slightest interest in writing the 
life of a great man,” Caro would answer. “From 
the very start I thought of writing biographies 
as a means of illuminating the times of the men 
I was writing about and the great forces that 
molded those times—particularly the force that 
is political power.”5

 His workspace is something out of a time 
capsule: Timelines scrawled on loose-leaf paper 
are pinned to bulletin boards, which adorn walls 
that aren’t covered with overstuffed bookshelves. 

“I believe that time 
equals truth,”
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This past April, as the tragic fire 
consumed the ribbed roof and grand 
spire of Notre Dame Cathedral, I 

found myself momentarily transported to an 
earlier time. I was a naive college student again. 
Standing beneath Notre Dame’s impossibly 
tall cathedral roof and between the ornate 
rose windows, my college choir was about to 
sing. Young ladies and gentlemen, dressed in 
our respective evening gowns and tuxedoes, 
spoke in hushed, nervous tones. We did our 
level best to honor this holy site, but we all felt 
that oppressive awkwardness that occurs when 
modern style meets eternal beauty. We were 
humbled and rightly so. 

As the slowly cadenced, richly toned Latin 
rose in the house of Our Lady, there was 
a hush. The hollow footsteps of wandering 
tourists stilled. The creak and shift of the aged 
wooden chairs subsided. Our voices resonated 
and lingered with such warmth, such eternity, 

that one swore another choir was answering us 
line for line. Music such as this was made for 
cathedrals such as this. As each note landed, 
it felt less like a choral performance than a 
slowly swinging thurible with sweet streams of 
incense rising to the glory of God and the first 
of his saints. At that moment, in that delicate 
memory, I thought about the sublime musical 
strains this holy forest of beauty has absorbed 
over hundreds of years. I thought of the French 
faithful nurtured by the Eucharist, the homilies 
that offered hope, the statue that told a story, or 
the stained glass that just caught the rising sun. 
I imagined the fellow worshiper who, Mass after 
Mass, year after year, sat in a chair at the end of 

the aisle and simply offered 
a stranger’s smile. Through 
revolutions and world wars, 
plague and privation, this 
structure not only stood 
but sustained. Parishioners 

were in awe of the architecture, but they were 
suckled with the Body and Blood of Christ. 
Imagine. Our offering of an Ave was so small, so 
simple, but it was earnest.  
 The fire raged on and I was pulled from my 
moment of reverie. The media was offering its 

ubiquitous commentary while capturing the 
seeming impotence of authorities anguishing to 
control the cathedral’s destruction. But then it 
happened: dozens of Parisians stood or kneeled 
in the streets while facing the beloved cathedral 
and sang Ave Maria. As the structure devoted 
to Our Lady burned, her children invoked her 
name to the God she so dearly loved. 
 In this moment, St. Augustine’s words 
from Sermon 19 (on Matthew 19:28, “Come 
unto me, all you that labor and are heavy laden 
. . .”) spoke to me: “You wish to be great, begin 
from the least. You are thinking to construct 
some mighty fabric in height; first think of the 
foundation of humility. And how great soever 
a mass of building one may wish and design 
to place above it, the greater the building is to 
be, the deeper does he dig his foundation. The 
building in the course of its erection, rises up on 
high, but he who digs its foundation, must first 
go down very low.”9

 In 1969, Sir Kenneth Clark wrote and 
presented the sweeping series, Civilization: A 

Personal View. In a captivating moment, Clark 
stood across the Seine with Notre Dame 
Cathedral towering in the background and 
observed, “What is civilization? I don’t know. I 
can’t define it in abstract terms, yet. But I think I 
can recognize it when I see it. And I am looking 
at it now.”10

Amen, St. Augustine. Amen, Sir Kenneth. 

Ave Maria.

And then we sang Franz 
Biebl’s Ave Maria. 

PH
O

TO
: M

ill
ip

ed
, W

ik
ip

ed
ia

 C
o

m
m

o
ns

.



8

E
v

a
n

g
e

li
z

a
ti

o
n

 &
 C

u
lt

u
re

 |
 M

ID
N

IG
H

T
 O

IL Years ago, I came across a charming 
Atlantic Monthly essay published in 
1922 titled The Buying of Books.11 In it, 

a pastor, Carl Patton, offers readers a treatise on 
his personal eccentricities respecting the art of 
book acquisition and reading. It is terrific. To 
begin with, the good pastor offers sneaky advice 
on how to spirit recently purchased books 
past the watchful, disapproving eyes of your 
finance-conscious spouse. Deftly, he counsels, 
you are to stick new acquisitions in the middle 
of long-neglected stacks on your coffee table. 
When your wife happens across the book and 
wonders where it came from, she will open the 
front cover and discover your shrewdly planted 
inscription (aka forgery) addressed to you from 
none other than herself saying, “From Harriet to 
Carl, with many happy returns.” Going further, 
Patton describes his penchant for buying “An 

Introduction to . . .” books that he never quite 
reads, lofty books (like the Loeb Library classics) 
designed to impress a casual browser in his 
library, cast-offs from an acquaintance’s odd 
collection, books he just hopes he will grow 
into (though clearly not yet), and books that 
instill that haunting, urgent feeling that they 
must be purchased immediately lest they be 
forever lost and missed at the inevitable critical 
moment when they are most needed. This essay 
is a celebration of naiveté, tomfoolery, and the 
sheer childlike joy that comes with buying and 
reading books. 
 Thus, in honor of the good pastor and his 
ways, I want to celebrate all of you who love 
to buy books. I am talking to you, with the 
unwieldy stacks of books or piles of papers on 
your desk or burying your nightstand. I am 
talking to those who have bought books from 
Amazon or the used bookstore 
only to find, upon returning home, 
that you already have that book 
and you should’ve known better. 
I am addressing those who have 
a nuanced approach to marking 
up your books, who really get 
annoyed by a torn dust jacket, who 
get excited by an Instagram photo 
of a groaning bookshelf (#shelfie), who buy 
hardback books because the extra cost is always 
worth the instant gratification, and to those who 
find a used bookstore as idyllic as an aged shade 
tree leaning beside a babbling mountain brook. 
 If you are like me, an inveterate bibliophile 
and consumer of essays, you naturally have 

issues. My home is consistently at 110% 
capacity. (Although my wife would argue that 
it is, in actuality, more like 140%. Who really 
counts the teetering stack by the bedside?) One 
man’s treasure, as they say, is another man’s 
firetrap. I have spent hours writing about the 
intoxicating pleasure of buying books (thank 
you, used book stores), the process by which 
I organize my library (a little manic and 
obsessive), the fine art of marking up a book 
(never, ever use a highlighter) and the civilizing 
osmosis one feels simply in being surrounded 
by tall shelves of innumerable books (envision 
the book-enveloped father in any Jane Austen 
novel). Why all of this fuss about books? To 
borrow from Thomas Merton, because they 
allow us to lose ourselves and find ourselves at 
the same time. 
 So I would like to know: What is on your 
desk or at your bedside right now? Today, here is 
my list: The Road to Character by David Brooks, 
Working by Robert Caro, Anna Karenina by 
Leo Tolstoy, Redeeming the Time by Russell 
Kirk, Confessions by St. Augustine, A Wounded 

Innocence: Sketches for a Theology of Art by 
Alejandro Garcia-Rivera, The Crisis of Modernity 
by Augusto del Noce, The Lays of Ancient 

Rome by Thomas Macaulay, Orthodoxy by G.K. 
Chesterton, New & Collected Poems by Czeslaw 
Milosz, The Tyranny of Metrics by Jerry Muller, 
The Free Press by Hilaire Belloc, On the Good 

Life by Marcus Tullius Cicero, The Christian 

World of C.S. Lewis by Clyde Kilby, and The 

Poetry of Robert Frost. Tomorrow, the list may be 
different. When I flip through these pages and 
glance around my library at all the other books 
that await me, I can’t help but remember the ill-
sourced quotation of Desiderius Erasmus: 

As I am clothed and currently a bit paunchy, it 
seems I have room to buy a few more. 
 Tell me what you are reading and why! Do 
you think a certain book should be on my desk 
or by my bedside? Let me know on the Word 
on Fire Institute website community discussion, 

“Books by your bedside.” Happy reading!

“When I have a little 
money, I buy books; and  
if I have any left, I buy 
food and clothes.”

PHOTO: Ricardo Esquivel, Unsplash.
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At some time in my past, in the throes of 
some teenage organizational crisis, my 
dad offered me this insight: “Tod, the 

greatest limitation you are going to encounter 
in life is time.” Buoyed by an unexpected 
compliment from a man who has been so 
formative in my life, I don’t think I fully digested 
what he meant. My takeaway was: “You can do 
anything you put your mind to as long as you 
have the time,” which, in a way, was part of what 
he was saying—but only part. The true struggle 
in life that he was wisely articulating is the fight 
to get everything done in the limited time that 
we have. It is a struggle that never goes away. 
 My dad is full of adages. One is, “You 
can’t put ten pounds of manure in a five pound 
can.” It’s true, though I’ve never tried. (I’ve even 
wondered, “Why would someone put manure in 
a can, anyway?” But that is a matter for another 
day.) As I matured and reflected on my dad’s 
wisdom, my takeaway was that I needed to learn 
to be more efficient. 

Efficiency. 
Glorious efficiency. 

Oh, I became very efficient. Weekly planners 
and checklists, multitasking and goal-setting, 
earlier days and later nights, all in my supreme 
effort to get things done. But one day, in the 
middle of a particular crushing college week, my 

My friends, Let go. Be open to Mystery. Have faith and trust. God knows what he is about. 
Until we meet again. 
       “In my folly, afore this time often I wondered why by the great foreseeing wisdom of 

God the beginning of sin was not letted: for then, methought, all should have been well. This stirring 
[of mind] was much to be forsaken, but nevertheless mourning and sorrow I made therefor, without 
reason and discretion.
 But Jesus, who in this Vision informed me of all that is needful to me, answered by this word and 
said: ‘It behoved that there should be sin; but all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of 
thing shall be well.’”14

sister pulled me aside and bluntly told me, “Tod, 
you’re drying up.” And she was right. Efficiency 
helped me get things done, but it was happening 
at the expense of my health, my happiness, my 
soul. Pure efficiency in isolation had become a 
vice. As Chesterton once observed, “The virtues 
have gone mad because they have been isolated 
from each other and are wandering alone.”12

 Robert Frost knew something of efficiency. 
Working methodically through the summer 
night in 1923 on an involved and largely 
forgotten poem, New Hampshire, Frost felt 
bleary but satisfied. After excusing himself 
from his table and relaxing, he was struck with 
inspiration. In minutes, under the rising June 
sun, the immortal Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 

Evening was dashed off. Sixteen serene lines 
devoted to pausing amid the grind gracefully 
kiss the reader, ending with 

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.13

Surely, this was the product of being, not of 
doing. 
 I think I am finally beginning to understand 
what my dad and sister were saying to me: 
Efficiency matters. But it is not all. We should 
not let the how of our lives eclipse the why.


