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some of the daytime baby-sitting so that Angela could go to
some of her high-school classes. Then the two girls turned
to Roxanne’s sister, who is a year older. Then the three of
them turned to three older boys—men, really, ages 18 and
19—who are high-school dropouts. This scruffy group of
young people took turns watching the children, cooking for

them, and entertaining them; the girls got to school often
enough that their absence did not attract attention.

But they had no money and the house was soon without
food. Angela then turned to her mother, who turned to
Angela’s grandmother. The two older women spent $180 for
food for the abandoned children. When the neighbors called
the police and the police finally came, they found in the
kitchen three dozen eggs, a gallon of milk, two loaves of
bread (which Angela had put in the freezer), and three
packages of frozen vegetables. The police found evidence of
pizza, but the inhabitants had eaten all of the pizza. This
was, after all, a household of children looking after children,
and children prefer pizza.

The neighbors, not the teenagers, called the police. The
teenagers did not want the children to be turned over to
public authorities—because, they said, that would mean
that the children would be divided up and parceled out to
foster-parent homes. “In the end,” Angela said later, “that’s
what happened anyway.”

“I feel relieved that it’s all over,” she said. “But I feel like
crying, too.”

The theme in the BYU Symposium was the notion of the
common good.2 I can’t tell what Angela Morris’s notions are,
but her story is about the common good in the most elemen-
tary way she and you and I know about it—need meeting need
with other people’s children, neighborhood, family, friends.

There were four children, ages two to 10. Angela was
employed to watch them while their parents went away for
the weekend. The parents did not come back, and it took
two weeks for public authorities to notice the situation. 

The children are now in public custody; their parents
were arrested; and Angela is back in high school, full-time.

There was no heat in the house. For 16 days Angela
heated water for baths in an electric coffee pot. She put the
children in bed together so that they could keep one anoth-
er warm. When two of the children got colds anyway,
Angela was their nurse. She was very busy and sometimes
felt overwhelmed. “One night,” she said, “I broke down
and started crying.”

“I felt just like a mom,” Angela said. When Angela is
not away baby-sitting, she lives with her mother, in a sin-
gle-parent home. Her mother works in a video store.
Angela has been keeping house and baby-sitting younger
children since she was 10 years old.

What interests me is that first, Angela somehow knew
that she had to care for those children. And then she some-
how knew what she had to do. Angela saw what the BYU
Symposium called the common good. That is the good that
is common for a community—in two senses: (1) This was
for her an ordinary good, and (2) it was a good held in
common—no person’s access to this good is diminished
because others have access to it. And Angela knew what to
do because she had learned from her family and her neigh-
borhood. Because of these other people, she had the virtues
of compassion and courage (which are moral skills) and the
knowledge it takes to care for children.

When Angela needed help, she turned first to her class-
mate and friend Roxanne Magrino, also 14, who took over
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c o m p a s s  i n s i d e  o u r s e l v e s  t o  f i n d  h o m e  e v e r ,  a n y w h e r e  a t  a l l . ”  — E u d o r a  W e l t y
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“ B u t  t h e  h o m e  t i e  i s  t h e  b l o o d  t i e .  A n d  h a d  i t  m e a n t  n o t h i n g  t o  u s ,

Angela and her friends and family know, as the African saying
puts it, that it takes an entire village to raise a child.3

Family comes first in this story, I think, both as a notion
and as a story: “[T]here may come to be new places in our
lives that are second spiritual homes,” Eudora Welty says.
“But the home tie is the blood tie. And had it meant nothing

to us, any other place there-
after would have meant less,
and we would carry no com-
pass inside ourselves to find
home ever, anywhere at
all.”4

Ann Landers reflected
this sort of understanding when she replied to a young woman
about an unreasonable husband. “To straighten this guy out,”
Ann said, “you’d have to start with his grandmother.”5

Angela and her friends knew how to make a home and,
for a while, a family, for the children, because they knew
what home was, and knew what family was.

When Angela needed help, she turned first to a rather
odd personal community where she trusted and was trusted.
But she knew how to trust in that community because she
learned something about trust at home. The children and
her friends were her neighborhood, but she could be that
way in a neighborhood because she came from a family. A
neighborhood is a family of families.

When the teenagers had to come to terms with the brutal
economic facts of caring for children in modern America,
they turned to Angela’s family. It’s a nice twist on our
middle-class jokes about the daughter or son in college who
holds up a sign for the television cameras to catch at the
football game: “Hi, Mom. Send money.”

There is one last point to this story, and I want to cover it
before I turn academic. These places of resort for Angela
were not like the American family in Louisa May Alcott sto-
ries. Angela’s family was fatherless, as millions of American
families now are. Although she loved her mother enough to
turn to her for help, she apparently spends most of her time

with her friends—and she
turned first to her friends.

This group of friends
is not like the kids-in-high-
school groups I learned
about from Andy Hardy
and the Archie comics
when I was a teenager.
“They hang out, drifting
from house to pizza parlor
to train tracks,” the New
York Times said. The three
young men should have
had jobs, or have been in
school, or both. (Of
course, God has a sense of
humor: If they had been
good citizens, they would
not have been around to
help Angela and Roxanne.)
Angela and Roxanne, who
should not be running
around with young men
four or five years older
than they are, obviously are
not earning perfect atten-
dance records in high
school. They kept those
four children well and fair-
ly happy, but they were not
good housekeepers. When
the police came in, they

found a filthy house: Cleanliness was not next to godliness
in this odd, Anne Tyler sort of family.6

The importance here is that much of our current politi-
cal talk about “family values” is pie-in-the-sky at best and
self-deceptive at worst. None of the political talk is of any
value unless we find ways to locate values in families like the
one Angela comes from and the one she and her friends
made with each other, and, for a while, with those four
abandoned children. The important “values”—the ones we
seem to encompass when we talk about “the common
good”—are in the story. We just have to be careful to be
serious when we use the adjective “family” for them. I sug-
gest that the way for a Jew or a Christian to be serious is to
notice that God put us in families and that, as Karl Barth
said: God will find us where he has put us.7

Believers mean something distinct when they say “fami-
ly.” It might be better to use a modifier that points to that
deeper meaning. How about “Hebraic8 values”? Then we
could talk about what it means to be a family within the
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community of faith, and then about what it means to be a
person in such a family. How about “Christian values”? or
even “LDS values” and “Catholic values”?

People who read and listen and watch television respond-
ed to the Angela Morris story, I think, because our popular
culture is in the process of taking a second look at its fling
with radical individualism. We are in the process of remem-
bering elements of the common good and deciding that
some of our familiar political commitments are harmful—
harmful to children, as the warnings on the pill bottles say.

Alexis de Tocqueville warned us in the 1830s that
America would come to this situation: “Not only does
democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides
his descendants and separates his contemporaries from him;
it turns him back forever upon himself alone and threatens
in the end to confine him entirely within the solitude of his
own heart.”9 Ours was not then the culture of the sovereign
self but now it has become so—a society of strangers.

At least our political notions have taken that turn. The

party line that people hear from us lawyers, us professors,
and us thinkers, has taken that turn. Angela and Roxanne
knew what to do when they found themselves, at the age of
14, with a family of six. But our rights-saturated rhetoric
cannot explain what they did or explain why anybody would
want to do something like that.

American families could have used a better party line, but
they have not been taken in as much as we academics think
they have. Contrast the picture Tocqueville saw in his crystal
ball with what happened to those children in Pittsburgh. Or
with the way Rabbi Harold Kushner describes what happens
in Jewish families at the time of the Jewish New Year:

The Torah readings . . . tell the story of Abraham and
Sarah, of their longing to have a child to carry on their family
traditions, of the birth of Isaac when his parents were old. . . . I
have always believed that those readings were chosen to make
the point that human history is the story of what happens to
husbands and wives, to parents and children, and not what
happens to kings and armies. When the entire congregation
gathers for worship on Rosh HaShanah, the message they hear
stresses the importance of passing on a tradition from genera-
tion to generation, from parent to child.10

Our theories need work. That, at least, is a relevant sug-
gestion to make to a group of lawyers, at a university, most
of you associated with a religious tradition that values the
family in deep, consistent practice as well as in theory.

Ernest L. Fortin, whose essay on the common good
appears in the current Boston College alumni magazine,11

attends to the theory with a quotation he has from Virgil by
way of Joe Paterno: “You must be a man for others.” Garrison
Keillor said it another way in September, in Lake Woebegone,
Minnesota: We have got to help one another more. Fortin
sees an alternative to the political ideology we Americans
borrowed from the French and the Scots 200 years ago. That

ideology of “enlightenment” was obsessed with bills of rights.
Fortin sets up, in opposition to that obsession, ancient Greek
and biblical emphases—not on rights but on duties.

A right, in the biblical way of thinking, is what you have
to have in order to do your duty. The ways of thinking that
Fortin contrasts with individualism can explain why an old
man would plant a tree, or why a teenager in Pittsburgh
knows and lives “a shared notion of the good life.”

“The ‘we’ of modern thought is not a community,”
Fortin says. We modern Americans do not know what a true
community is like. He means we modern American thinkers.
Angela Morris knew, even if she didn’t have a theory for it.

The quibble I have with Fortin is that he is not clear
enough about where we might learn what a true communi-
ty is like—or, better, where we thinkers might, on a clear
day, even find one. That is kind of odd, when you think
about it. Fortin is a Roman Catholic priest, employed by a
fine, old Catholic university to teach theology. And theolo-
gy, his discipline, is the memory of the church. Does the

church know what a true community is like? Father Fortin
doesn’t say.12

The answer he might give is that the church (I mean
Christians in America) has not managed to preserve and
teach what its scriptures and its memory have to teach about
being a community. To a significant extent, the church in
America has let the secular culture set the agenda. As I read
the curious history of the matter, the church set out, more
than a century ago, to make America work. The church did
that instead of tending to its own agenda.

That has worked out to mean compromise after compro-
mise with such historical and shameful facts as slavery,
racism, imperialism, and the exploitation of children. It has
worked out, this year, to mean a political situation in which
our most prominent leaders are telling us that the way to see
to children such as those Angela cared for in Pittsburgh is to
deny public benefits to them—or, if not to the elder two, to
the third and fourth.

The doctrine of the church, as well as the popular view of
what American civility now requires, is that popular morals
are secular and religious morals are private. It is impolite, in
most of academic America, even in church-related schools,
to teach religious reasons for public action.13 (That is less
true at BYU than at Boston College or Notre Dame, and I
applaud you Mormons for making it so.)

All of which means that I finally have an argument to
make: Having concluded both that the morals of what
Father Fortin calls “political hedonism” are inadequate and
that real people in America don’t follow those morals much
anyway, the place to turn to locate morals that might sup-
port the common good is the church.

I want to suggest that the highest compliment one could
pay a lawyer or a law teacher is the compliment Robert
Bellah recently paid to one of my favorite Christian thinkers,
Stanley Hauerwas. Bellah said that Hauerwas is “an un-
compromising Christian who thinks about matters of great

public concern.”14 (He might have added that Hauerwas
insists on doing his thinking in the church.) I wish that
focus—pray for it—for all of us American Christians.

Here are some ideas of what we might think about if we
think in the church about a theological agenda that is devot-
ed to the common good:

First: The church is going to have to catch up in its sup-
port for families. I grew up an evangelical Christian and
then became a Roman Catholic; the church (churches) I
know best has lost ground to secular culture during all of my
adult life. You Mormons have done better for families than
anybody else I know of, except possibly some Jews. The rest
of us need to learn from you. I invite you to become our ever
more strident teachers.

Second: The church has to devote itself to overcoming
the glitter. Our children have to be drawn away from what
Ronald Dworkin describes as putting all of our eggs into the
choose-and-act basket.15

If children are taught that the good is what they chose—

that what makes it good is that they choose it (which is the
moral heart of radical individualism)—they will grow up to
choose glitter. Glitter not only leaves them with shallow
morals; it also drives them away from their families, their
homes, and their communities.

Third: The church should reclaim its place in popular
and political argument. That does not mean so much teach-
ing its people what they believe as teaching them that what
they believe matters.

During the last decade the polls have shown, again and
again, that 80 percent of Americans are “God-fearing church-
goers who pray daily and hold traditional family values,” as a
recent newspaper story puts it.16 What has happened to us
believers is that we have been gulled by a small minority of
opinion makers and spin doctors into believing that our wor-
ship, our prayer, and our religious ethics don’t matter—don’t
have a bearing on the good we have in common.

That is a bad notion. False. Pernicious. Corrupt. Daniel
Conkle, one of our lawyer-professor colleagues, says the
notion was invented by the federal Supreme Court; the legal
principle, he says, is that “religion does not matter . . . in the
public domain.” It is “a private good that lacks public signif-
icance.”17 Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Jefferson did not
know that; neither did Jesus.

Fourth: I suggest that this theological agenda, in public,
should begin and end with what Jesus called the least of his
brethren. Leaders in my denomination have talked about
this as preferring the poor, evaluating every public decision in
terms, first, of its impact on the people Angela Morris and
her friends and her mother and her grandmother reached
out to help.18

This means, according to Penelope Leach’s recent book
on the way we treat children, two things: (1) Seeing to the
basic needs of children, as Angela and her helpers in
Pittsburgh did, and then (2) supporting the family rather
than inventing new obstacles for the family to overcome.19

I doubt that those two policies, which, I suggest, should
be the policies of the church, would lead us to say that our
greatest public need today is the abolition of aid to depen-
dent children. But a big part of this policy—and I think
Leach tends to neglect this—is that it not get too far away
from what Angela and her helpers knew in their bones: They
knew how to prefer those children to themselves.20 That is
the essence, as Coach Paterno taught Father Fortin, of what
the common good is: Victory belongs to the team.21

Fifth: The church has to figure out what it has to say and
how it is to say what it has to say. The place to start here is
to recognize, as Michael Baxter puts it, that politics is “the
art of achieving the common good through participation in
the divine life of God. . . . The primary political setting in
which this ordering occurs is the church. . . . Christianity is
always already political.”22

Baxter admits that this will probably involve the church
becoming troublesome. You Mormons and we Catholics try
too hard not to be troublesome. In both cases, our not being

troublesome rests on vivid memory. The memory of the
church, so far as you are concerned, includes the martyrdom
of Joseph Smith and the struggles of the 19th-century
Saints in the West. The memory of the church, so far as we
Catholics are concerned, includes the persecuted immi-
grants who came here as Catholics in the 19th century and
who have had a long, tough time trying to be part of
Protestant America.23

Still, I suppose the memory of the church also includes
the fact that Jesus of Nazareth did not flinch from stirring
up trouble—nor from the political and legal consequences of
stirring up trouble. You could even say that the gospel memo-
ry of the church tells us the test for whether we are being the
church in the world is whether we are being troublesome.24

Protest is the word for that. Neither your tradition nor
mine has been high on protest. Neither have most American
Protestants, despite their historical name. If we want to
learn about what it might mean for Christians to protest we
probably have to turn to modern Christian troublemakers
like Martin Luther King, Jr., and to historical models like the
16th-century Anabaptists.25

Protest is not insular. Protest and common good fit
together. Protest contemplates the good of people who are
not protesting; it has to do with the good that people in a
society share. Free speech is an interesting example. My
colleague John Howard Yoder has shown how the origin of
free speech in our law goes all the way back to John Milton
and the English Bill of Rights of 1689, which was a
demand by Christians for the freedom necessary to preach
the word of God. That bit of church history shows how
“the faith community does not accept the dismissive accu-
sation that its commitments apply ‘only to believers,’”
Yoder says. “The transcendent leverage of God’s revelation
includes staking claims on the wider world rather than
withdrawing from it,” Yoder says. Everyone shares in the
good of freedom of expression—even if the inventors of
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free speech were not so much interested in human rights
as they were interested in being the church.26

A principal document of the Second Vatican Council,
the pastoral constitution on the church in the modern
world, begins with a similar sentiment: “The joys and the
hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the women and men
of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way
afflicted, these too are the joys and hopes, the griefs and
anxieties of the followers of Christ.”27

This is not a matter of poking around and adopting
politically popular move-
ments. “The faith communi-
ty” has to know what it is up
to, and why it is up to what it
is up to. And to do that, it
has to have a politics of its
own—“by letting one’s life
overlap with the lives of oth-
ers on the same pilgrimage
. . . by teaching one’s chil-
dren, even in Babylon, the
songs of Zion, which the
Babylonians cannot under-
stand,” Yoder says.

“A precondition for au-
thentic protest is the accessi-
ble and in some sense
objective criterion for calling into question the way things
are . . . both to stand in judgment on where things have
gone and to point the way of renewal.”

Protesters from the church should notice that they can
afford to be right. Yoder says that the memory of biblical
Israel “experienced by the exiles and brought with them
into Babylon provides a more whole and wholesome
vision of family, work, community, and human flourishing
than is provided by the cult of the imperial priests or the
law of the imperial police, and does so with a psychic and
cultural leverage that is effective ‘from below’ because it
is authorized ‘from beyond.’”28

There are a couple of sad outcomes in Angela Morris’s
story. The sad consequence that made her want to cry is
that those children are now in the custody of the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania—among strangers, split
up, longing for their mother (or maybe for Angela
Morris).

I spend much of my professional time now working on
cases involving children, most of them in situations like
that. I wish I could tell you how we could do better. My
present point is that the question of how to do better is
one the church should be talking about. It’s not that we
just automatically know. It is that we know, or should
know, how to work it out. That and the fact that, if we
have the courage to try, we can afford to be right.

Which only suggests to me the other sad thing in
Angela’s story: There is no evidence in the story that she
turned to the church or that she would have found help
there if she had.29
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need, when someone was sick. On the weekends, our priest came to the
house every Sunday for dinner or dessert and he usually brought with
him someone who needed some company—either an older person in
the parish or a child who was temporarily living at the rectory because
he had no where else to stay. I remember that the Church, in many
ways, helped to raise my family. I know that when my brothers were
going through difficult times, my parents went to our pastor, not thera-
pists, for counsel. Although I believe the parish I live in now is more
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