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Foreword
This may sound strange coming from a Catholic apologist, but 
when atheist Leah Libresco announced that she was entering 
the Catholic Church, I felt vaguely let down. Atheism would 
no longer have Leah around to (as she sunnily puts it) “pick 
fights” on behalf of the No God crew. I knew the online con-
versation would again subside into the normal boring round 
of Flying Spaghetti Monster chatter and “If God created 
everything, then who created God?” high school sophomore 
philosophy that Libresco-less atheism tended to comprise. I 
would miss her Ideological Turing Tests, in which she chal-
lenged believers and nonbelievers to do their level best to get 
into each other’s heads rather than simply caricature each 
other’s positions. I would miss her “geek orthodox” analogies 
from gamer culture, math, and sci-fi/fantasy. I would miss her 
cheery, friendly confidence that the Truth would not lie to her 
and her willingness to follow an argument wherever it led. I 
would miss her ability to call out intellectual laziness (mine 
as much as anybody else’s) in atheist/believer arguments. In 
short, I would miss her old-school belief that the purpose of 
arguing was not to win but to clarify.

I am happy to report that I didn’t wind up missing any 
of Leah’s rhetorical energy for long, since she brought it all 
with her into the Church, verifying once again Saint Thomas 
Aquinas’s conviction that grace perfects rather than destroys 



x Arriving at Amen

nature. It is in Leah’s nature—whether as an atheist or as a 
believer—to be a highly original thinker, and therefore to 
restate old truth (and all truth is old) in fresh ways. You hold 
in your hands the proof of this statement.

Leah’s great gift is that she really, really trusts the Truth. 
She trusts not only that (in the words of The X-Files) the Truth 
Is Out There (sometimes Way Out There, as the astonishing 
Truth of the Incarnation, Death, and Resurrection of God 
Almighty demonstrates), but that the Truth is also In Here: in 
our intimate communion via the Holy Spirit with the Imma-
nent God, who speaks to us through our personal struggles, 
questions, confusions, and crazy intuitions as we examine 
them in light of apostolic tradition.

In pursuing the Truth, Leah is (rather like the apostles 
were) unafraid to say, “I don’t get it,” and to propose her ques-
tions and judgments about life, the universe, and everything 
to Jesus and his Church. She is not rude in her questioning, 
or defiant or impious. Rather, she wrestles with God like the 
patriarch Jacob. In her clear-headed way, she asks things that 
the rest of us are too timid to ask—yielding answers from 
Christ that the rest of us are too timid to get.

After all, who hasn’t thought, “Why am I asking God for 
stuff he already knows I need?” or, “Isn’t it silly to demand 
that justice be meted out to bad guys but I get mercy for me?” 
Leah is willing to tough it out and stay with those kinds of 
questions until she receives an answer that satisfies—one 
that does not bend or mutilate either sacred tradition or the 
interior apprehension of truth, mercy, and justice put into 
our hearts by God. She believes—believed even before her 
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conversion—that we shall know the Truth, and the Truth will 
make us free (Jn 8:32).

The originality—and, in a funny way, charity—of Leah’s 
thought is nowhere better on display than in the introduc-
tion of this book, wherein she extols the virtues of one of 
the most unlikeable characters in all of world literature: the 
entirely uncharitable Inspector Javert of Les Misérables. 
Through Leah’s eyes, we see how this creature of rules and 
regulations—of self-sufficiency and inflexible, merciless rec-
titude—is attempting (as we all do) to reach a good end but by 
bad and ultimately self-destructive means. More than this, we 
see this merciless man through the eyes of God’s (and Leah’s) 
mercy. Who but Leah Libresco would begin a book on prayer 
by referring us to so unyielding and adamant a character—
and find her way through him to the ever-beckoning God of 
mercy, of grace, and, yes, of answer to prayer?

Who but Leah Libresco could formulate the completely 
original yet old-as-the-gospel discovery that “I guess morality 
just loves me or something” and the realization that “morality 
wasn’t just a rulebook, but some kind of agent” who had leapt 
to her across the chasm that she could not cross herself? She 
may not have known it when she first had these insights, but 
they are as serviceable a restatement of John 1:1–14 (“In the 
beginning was the Word. . . . And the Word became flesh and 
lived among us. . . .”) as you could ask for. It is characteris-
tic of her sense of intellectual freedom—a deeply Catholic 
sense—that she would come to the Truth of Christ. This is 
somebody who, under the grace of the Holy Spirit, really 
thinks, and so it is no surprise that she has come to think with 
the mind of Christ, who is the Power and Wisdom of God.
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What I appreciate most about Leah’s work in this book is 
that it shows how deeply humane and full of charity she is. 
Just as she appreciates the finer qualities of even a merciless 
Javert, she approaches even her enemies with the mercy of 
Christ—and is, paradoxically, merciless with her own falsi-
ties, charades, self-flatteries, flummery, and balderdash as 
she does so. For she came to realize that we are all in Javert’s 
boat, only not quite so stony as he in our refusals of grace. 
Here we can see that Leah’s own atheist past, under the guid-
ance of God’s strange grace, taught her well. She grew up as 
a sort of Stoic: wanting to do and think and say the right and 
the true and the good, not for the sake of reward, but purely 
for the sake of virtue. Where most people fear lack of pop-
ularity, she feared flattery and being told what she wanted 
to hear. In consequence, when she did hear the Good News, 
she really heard it and took it in, not because it promised 
her health or wealth or fame or power or honor or pie in the 
sky when she dies by and by, but because Jesus is what she 
had been seeking: Goodness, Reality, and Beauty or, as he 
himself put it, the Way, the Truth, and the Life.

Not, of course, that she doesn’t struggle. This book is a 
chronicle of struggles, questions, confusions—and spiritual 
progress under grace. Indeed, one of its greatest merits is that 
Leah, by her own free admission, does not have it together 
when it comes to prayer. She struggles to arrive at “Amen.” 
But then, so do we all. As Saint Paul notes in Romans 8:26, 
“we do not know how to pray as we ought,” and this fact 
marks Leah’s experience of prayer as well. She both relies on 
and struggles with the many helps and graces Christ gives to 
us through his teaching, his inspired word in scripture, his 
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Church, the liturgy, the saints, and the abundance of other 
ways his Spirit pours out grace on us.

In this book, Leah does us the great favor, not of being 
a spiritual master, but rather of being a fellow kindergart-
ner with us, jumping up and down excitedly when she finds 
something new and beautiful. Join her on her journey into 
prayer, and you will find your prayer life kindled anew.

Mark P. Shea
Author of By What Authority?
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Introduction
Chasing Truth as 

Javert Does
I’ve wanted to be a lot of things when I grew up. When I was 
four years old, I told my preschool teacher that I wanted to 
be Supergirl. On and off, I’ve wanted to follow in my par-
ents’ footsteps and be a teacher. When I was in college, after  
reading through a slew of badly designed research abstracts, 
I wanted to be a methodology cop; I wanted to carry a badge, 
kick in doors, and put a stop to poorly conceived studies 
before they had the chance to waste anyone’s time. But the 
most transfixing sense of who I wanted to be when I grew 
up came to me during middle school when my family went 
to see the musical Les Misérables.

I didn’t fall in love with tragic Éponine or fearless Enjol-
ras or noble Jean Valjean, but with Javert, the story’s antago-
nist. Police Inspector Javert relentlessly pursues Jean Valjean, 
the story’s protagonist, who at the beginning of the show has 
just finished serving a sentence of nineteen years’ hard labor 
for stealing a loaf of bread. Once he discovers that no one 
will hire or shelter an ex-con, Valjean breaks his parole and 
forges new identity papers. Inspector Javert swears to find 
Valjean and bring him to justice.



xvi Arriving at Amen

A Hymn to Order and Duty
Javert appears in the opening number, but for a long time 
afterwards he is absent, only an implicit threat. When he 
finally catches up with Valjean by chance, he swiftly loses 
him again. Alone on the stage, Javert sings his first solo, 
“Stars,” a hymn to order and duty. Javert doesn’t hate Val-
jean or love glory; he sees himself as the steadfast servant of 
order. Although Valjean is the character who goes through 
a Christian resurrection through sacrifice and forgiveness, 
Inspector Javert prays, too: he prays for the chance to serve 
God by preserving his law.

At the time I did not believe in God, but as I listened to 
“Stars” I wanted nothing so much as to grow up to resem-
ble Javert. I wanted to grow up to be just that tall, stable, 
ramrod-straight, inviolate, and wholly consecrated to duty. 
I didn’t understand why, at intermission, no one else’s eyes 
were shining the way mine were when we talked about the 
unrelenting officer.

Javert is untouchable and uncompromising. Because he 
loves the law above all other things, even himself, he is free 
from fear and corruption. Later in the show, he is captured 
by the student revolutionaries and held prisoner at their bar-
ricade. Even when they threaten him, there’s a kind of joy in 
his voice when he sings,

Shoot me now or shoot me later
Every schoolboy to his sport
Death to each and every traitor
I renounce your people’s court!1

It’s the exhilaration of someone who has loyally stood by his 
dearest love, no matter what threats were brought to bear. I 
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was on the edge of my seat, proud of him, wishing for the 
power to keep my promises the way Javert did.

Inspector Javert doesn’t wind up martyred by the stu-
dents for the sake of the rule of law because Valjean, his 
quarry, finds Javert and releases him from the barricade. 
Javert, so committed to the law that he cannot comprehend 
mercy, is caught in a paradox of duty. He would betray his 
oath as a policeman if he allowed Valjean to go free, but he 
would betray his debt to Valjean if he arrested him. Unable 
to neglect either duty, Javert commits suicide, wronging only 
himself to avoid failing in duty.

When I was older, I turned to the Victor Hugo novel 
on which the musical was based and found the same unre-
lenting fairness I had loved in song laid out in prose. In the 
book, Valjean breaks his parole and changes his name, even-
tually becoming the much-beloved mayor of a town. Javert 
is assigned to the same town, grows suspicious, and reports 
Valjean to the authorities. However, he comes to believe he 
has misidentified Valjean and goes to the disguised mayor to 
apologize and receive his just punishment—but not to ask for 
forgiveness or mercy:

In my life, I have often been severe toward oth-
ers. It was just. I was right. Now if I were not 
severe toward myself, all I have justly done would 
become injustice. Should I spare myself more 
than others? No. You see! If I had been eager only 
to punish others and not myself, that would have 
been despicable. Those who say, “That scoundrel 
Javert” would have been right. Monsieur Mayor, 
I do not wish you to treat me with kindness. 
Your kindness, when it was for others, enraged 
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me quite enough; I do not wish it for myself. . . . 
Such kindness disorganizes society. Good God, 
it is easy to be kind, the difficulty is being just.2

If Javert were simply cruel or malicious, he would not have 
presented himself for punishment when he erred. He serves 
the law, not his own self-interest. Because Javert stubbornly 
refuses to accept mercy himself, he feels he has license to 
deny it to everyone else. After all, he never holds anyone to 
a standard higher than that to which he holds himself.

Mistrusting Mercy
As a child until nearly the present day, I shared Javert’s sus-
picion of kindness. It seemed horribly condescending to me 
for friends or family to refuse to acknowledge a wrong as 
wrong or to pretend it was all right for me to have consented 
to it. It made no more sense to me than marking a wrong 
answer on math homework as correct. Those who ignored or 
minimized wrong behavior, I thought, must assume that their 
friends couldn’t improve themselves—so there was no sense 
in upsetting them by pointing out that they’d fallen short of 
the mark. I found this assumption insulting.

Since I couldn’t trust other people to police my actions 
adequately, I tried to do it myself. If I was late for a class, 
I would solemnly tell my teacher why and then note, “But 
that is an explanation, not an excuse.” As an atheist, I didn’t 
believe in any kind of moral anti-entropic force that would 
or could pull me out of an immoral rut. The only anti-cor-
rupting force I could trust in was myself—my own efforts 
and conscientiousness.
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Just as Javert carefully policed the boundaries of the law 
he loved, I took joy in following rules carefully; however, in 
the process I turned kindness into a competitive zero-sum 
game, in which giving kindness cancelled out receiving it. I 
wanted to do my duty so completely as to never be indebted 
to anyone else. I remembered Linus Pauling’s advice to “do 
unto others twenty percent better than you would expect them 
to do unto you, to correct for subjective error.” If something 
seemed “fair” to me, I assumed I was rationalizing, that the 
status quo was probably slightly biased in my favor.

The more unpleasant a duty, the more delight I took in 
fulfilling it. If my teachers thought I was unusually patient 
when a troop of bullies chose me as a target, they missed the 
way I relished the taunts, just for the pleasure of not rising 
to the bait and being able to add one more act to my tally 
of “right choices.” I treated moral excellence like academic 
achievement—I wanted to tackle the hardest moral dilemmas 
I could handle, ace them, and move on to the next challenge.

By the time I got to high school, it was more impressive to 
say that my commitment to duty over sentiment was guided 
by Immanuel Kant and his categorical imperative than to 
refer to a fictional, singing antihero, but I idolized the two in 
tandem. Kant warned his readers that they should be attached 
to duty for the sake of duty alone, not for any other internal or 
external reward. The ideal thing, it seemed to me, would be 
to do the correct thing always and always to be despised for 
it, so that my choices would be entirely untainted by rewards 
from others. (This disposition helped me enjoy high school a 
good deal more than the average person.)
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Before I ever assented to Christianity, I conceded that, 
within its standards, Javert is a heretic, not a saint. He (and I) 
weren’t even particularly unique or dashing heretics. Javert 
fits squarely into the mold of a Pelagian—someone who, by 
appropriating all the work of salvation for himself, preempts 
the role of God’s grace.

That seemed all right to me. Like Javert, I sensed cheat-
ing in the Christian story of an infinitely forgiving God. I 
wanted to rise only as high as I could manage with my own 
efforts rather than have my devotion to duty swamped by the 
overwhelming power of a god’s help, if such a being existed.

After all, the moral law clearly existed outside of me and 
would go on existing without me. My job was simply to mea-
sure up. To imply that the law would or could flex to help me 
was as silly as saying that my measuring tape, in a spirit of 
sympathy with my desire to be taller, would willfully contract 
itself in order to eke out the extra inch to make me five foot 
seven. Once the measure of length had compromised itself 
in order to “help” me, it forfeited its integrity as a measure.

The Price of an Intelligible Universe
My appreciation for order and regularity, even if it inconve-
nienced me, meant I never had much trouble with one of the 
main traditional objections to Christianity (or any religion 
that posits a loving God): the problem of evil—the question 
of how any pain and suffering could be countenanced by an 
all-powerful, all-good God.

Consider the simpler problem of natural evils and acci-
dents (falling masonry, flooding, car crashes, virulent flus, 
etc.). For God to deliver us from all natural pains, the laws of 
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physics would have to be studded with asterisks specifying 
all the times that flying, twisted metal would need to flout 
the conservation of linear momentum to stop just short of 
breaking our bones.

I knew what such a world would look like, for it had 
already been imagined in the sagas of Norse mythology. In 
one legend, the godling Baldr prophesies his own death, and 
all the other gods of the Norse pantheon try to save him. 
The gods and goddesses of Asgard travel the world, extract-
ing a vow from every natural and created thing, be it, bird, 
plant, stone, or sword, never to do Baldr any harm. Once his 
safety is secured, the Asgardians amuse themselves at feasts 
by throwing knives and other weapons at Baldr, in order to 
watch the objects keep their promises, defy their natures, and 
leave him unhurt. Blades blunt themselves, stones soften, 
and poison neutralizes itself, all to avoid inflicting any pain 
on Baldr.

To preclude the problem of evil, it seemed, any god would 
have to give us the same guarantee afforded Baldr. The world 
around us would have to warp itself to shield us from the 
weather, from accidents, from gravity, until the laws of phys-
ics were unworthy of the name. There couldn’t be scientists 
or empiricism in this kind of world, since the nature of matter 
would be too protean for us to gain intellectual purchase on.

The problem of evil has always seemed to me to be the 
price we pay for having an intelligible world, one that we 
can investigate, understand, and love. If miracles were to be 
possible, they would have to stay below some threshold level 
of frequency so that they remained clear exceptions to the 
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general course of causality (as in the case of poor, strange 
Baldr) instead of undoing the rule entirely.

It is the regularity of the world that allows us to struggle 
toward some understanding of it. Most science has progressed 
by building a model of the world and then checking the model 
to see if there are any circumstances in which it fails. Induc-
tive learning depends on the assumption that dropping a 
stone and a feather tomorrow will yield the same results as 
dropping them today—that the laws of physics won’t have 
rewritten themselves overnight.

But this regularity is not the only assumption we rely on 
in order to grow in our understanding of the world. We also 
need to have feedback loops, the ability to receive informa-
tion about the consequences of our actions. Dropping the 
stone and the feather with my eyes closed wouldn’t advance 
my understanding of gravity; I have to watch the speed at 
which they fall. Very few people doubt that we can create 
these kinds of feedback loops to learn about the physical 
laws of nature, even if we sometimes need a microscope to 
augment our eyes or a particle accelerator to generate the 
phenomena we want to see.

Collecting and learning from data becomes more com-
plicated when we want to investigate moral or mathematical 
laws, which can’t be derived simply by observing physical 
phenomena. Experimental philosophers such as Kwame 
Anthony Appiah and Jonathan Haidt generate data by pos-
ing hypothetical scenarios to survey subjects and tweaking 
the conditions of the dilemma to discover what influences 
people’s moral reasoning. (“Would you kill one man to be 
able to use his organs to save five other patients?” “Would 
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you condone incestuous sex if it happened only once, and 
both partners were already sterile?”)

However, this kind of research into morality tells us more 
about human psychology than about moral law. A descriptive 
survey of our current moral intuitions doesn’t tell us anything 
about what moral feelings we ought to follow. When research-
ers discover that people are more willing to sacrifice others 
for the greater good when they are asked in a second language 
to do so than they are when asked in their native tongue, the 
scientists are teasing out something more akin to a cognitive 
bias than a better understanding of morals.

Treating Morals like Math
Philosophers who study ethics, rather than people’s thoughts 
about ethics, tend to look a little more like Kant or Aqui-
nas—people who lay out their core assumptions about what 
is good and see what follows from them. That is to say, they 
look a lot like mathematicians. They retreat to their surest 
axioms and build out theorems from that foundation. But 
mathematicians themselves are split on whether this mode 
of inquiry is related to some deeper truth or whether it is just 
an exercise in imagination.

Some mathematicians are nominalists, who don’t believe 
that mathematics describes any higher, abstract truth. In their 
view, mathematicians are like novelists, who are constrained 
by the rules they create but whose discipline doesn’t reveal 
anything transcendentally true.

Even Javert could be a nominalist. If he has one unshake-
able axiom, it is that the laws of France are worth enforcing, 
but he may love them simply because they are orderly and 
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constant, rather than for any particular content they carry. 
(Hugo’s book leaves open the possibility that Javert is an 
atheist.) Javert may, like some mathematicians, acknowledge 
that the rules he enforces are arbitrary but follow them to 
their logical conclusions as an intellectual discipline.

Other mathematicians fall into the category of Platonists, 
believing that math existed prior to humans and that we can 
trace out the rules and perfections that are already written, 
but that we cannot add to them by making up arbitrary new 
axioms and treating those as equally interesting. Under this 
model, it’s not enough just to pick a rule and apply it fairly 
and consistently. Some starting principles are better than 
others, since those axioms, when combined with the right 
rules for induction, will actually lead you to better understand 
the world.

The mathematics principles beloved by the Platonists 
may seem abstract, but luckily for us, the airy realm of math 
seems to inform our quotidian realm. Math is written into the 
world around us, so that even supposedly theoretical fields of 
inquiry keep manifesting as patterns in the natural world. At 
this point, many mathematicians would be surprised to dis-
cover any particularly beautiful theorem that isn’t somehow, 
somewhere, manifested in the physical world.

Today’s moral philosophers don’t get taken as seriously 
when they make similar Platonic claims. As I got drawn into 
more arguments with friends who were moral relativists, I 
couldn’t point to anything in the world that firmly embodies 
moral truths the way the seeds of a sunflower incarnate the 
Fibonacci sequence. I didn’t take any pleasure or see any 
hope in being a creature of duty who served the arbitrary 


