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Notre Dame, IN—For most of his professional life, University of Notre Dame 
professor Lawrence Cunningham has kept notebooks filled with memories, ideas, 
verses, and reflections on the things that captured his attention on a given day. 
Now, for the first time, Cunningham has selected and compiled notes from his 
many volumes to comprise Things Seen and Unseen. 

This window into the mind and heart of an exceptional theologian reveals in-
sightful, spirited, and often wickedly funny commentary on the messy, comic, 
tragic, and ultimately beautiful realities of the diverse landscape of contempo-
rary Catholicism. Cunningham writes in the introduction, “Keeping this log has 
been one of the few disciplines I have maintained with some regularity over the 
years. Reading journals and diaries of other people has always been a pleasure to 
me, so it struck me that others might like a peek into the vagrant workings of one 
theologian’s mind.”

Scholarly, popular, and personal in equal amounts, Things Seen and Unseen con-
siders the legacy of such spiritual figures as Simone Weil, the interplay between 
religion and pop culture where Christmas and Easter are concerned, and the al-
ways difficult balance between family and work. Cunningham also addresses such 
thorny issues as the quality of Church leadership, the commercialization of spiritu-
ality, and the sad contrast between the ideal of Christian charity and the pettiness 
that can pervade everyday church life. In all things, Cunningham inspires readers 
with his deep love for and steadfast devotion to the Catholic Church. 

According to James Martin, S.J., author of The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything, 
“Lawrence Cunningham is that rare person: a renowned scholar who not only 
writes beautifully, but whose essays, reviews, and books are useful. Reading Cun-
ningham is like listening to an exceedingly wise, articulate, provocative, funny 
and, above all, compassionate man who passionately wants you to meet the God 
he knows so well.”  Publication Date: October 2010

Airplane travel is notoriously awful, but every so often the fates smile and you end up next to a sparkling conversationalist—
erudite yet unpretentious, utterly hilarious, the kind of person who even hiccups in epigrams. On those rare occasions, you hope 
the landing never comes. Lawrence Cunningham is just such a personality, and reading Things Seen and Unseen is like taking the 
trip of a lifetime in his company. Settle in and enjoy the ride!  

John L. Allen Jr. 
Senior Correspondent

National Catholic Reporter 
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Lawrence S. Cunningham is the John A. O’Brien Professor of theology at the University of Notre 
Dame. A leading U.S. scholar and award-winning professor, Cunningham’s interests are in the area 
of systematic theology and culture, Catholic spirituality, and Catholic saints. 

Cunningham has edited or written over twenty-five books and is the Christianity editor of the 
forthcoming Norton Anthology of World Religions. His most recent books are A Brief History of Saints 
and An Introduction to Catholicism. Cunningham has won three Catholic Press Association awards 
for religious writing and has been the “Booknotes” columnist for Commonweal for over ten years.

About the Author

Lawrence S. Cunningham is that rare person: a renowned scholar who not only writes beautifully, but whose essays, reviews, and books 
are useful. Reading Cunningham is like listening to an exceedingly wise, articulate, provocative, funny and, above all, compassionate man 
who passionately wants you to meet the God he knows so well. Everything he writes is worth reading—often over and over. Highly recom-
mended! 

James Martin, S.J.
Author of The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything

For decades, Lawrence S. Cunningham has enlightened students and readers with the fruits of his academic discipline and his generous, 
reflective spirit. These excerpts from his notebooks convey not only his rich understanding of the Christian vision, but also his grasp of history, 
theology, and tradition vis-a-vis contemporary thinkers and events. Cunningham combines an intuitive sense of the holy and of beauty with 
care for the poor and a practiced life of prayer. His “jottings” will challenge, but also set the reader at ease. They demonstrate how delightful 
it can be to serve the Lord and others with full mind and heart and soul.

Patrick Jordan
Managing Editor

Commonweal

If you like Lawrence Cunningham’s monthly reviews in Commonweal, you will love this book. . . . Asked his goal as a teacher, Cunningham first 
says “to convey a love of learning,” then shyly refers to a well-known text, “the love of learning and desire for God.” In these journal notes we 
meet a remarkable teacher who gracefully bears witness to that love and desire.

David J. O’Brien
Professor Emeritus
Holy Cross College

Praise for Things Seen and Unseen
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Excerpts from Things Seen and Unseen

On the Sign of the Cross

On Fish and Vocation

“Here is a severe reproach to any serious theologian from an observation by 
Simone Weil: ‘To be able to study the supernatural one must first be capable 
of discerning it.’ Weil, of course, could be brutally realistic about such matters. 
Simone de Beauvoir, as she tells us in her autobiography, was a bit terrified of 
Weil in describing their youthful days as fellow students. I once read a perceptive 
essay by the late Susan Taubes who, rightly, judged that Weil was a person to be 
admired from afar but never emulated. . . . More recently, Caroline Bynum wrote 
that medieval hagiographers warned readers not to try and emulate the saints 
because their lives were too dangerous to imitate. Every once in a while I teach 
Simone Weil, but most commonly Weil terrifies the students. I have an intense 
admiration for her, despite her rather unsmiling seriousness.”

“At an Ash Wednesday homily the celebrant pointed out that we sign a cross 
on an infant’s brow at baptism, and the priest makes a Sign of the Cross over 
a coffin at the end of life. In the interstices we make thousands of such signs. 
The Sign of the Cross (Tertullian mentions the custom) is an act of faith both in 
our redemption (the cross) and in the Trinity (the formula). I always remember 
a line from Romano Guardini (I have this feeling that I have written this down 
somewhere before) who says that we should always make a bold sign of the 
cross as a witness to our faith; the gesture should be clear and not some miserly 
waving the hand around. The Sign of the Cross is the Creed in shorthand.”

“Every once in a while a sight jerks one out of the quotidian. In Gulfport, Florida, I saw an 
elderly gentleman throwing a cast net for mullet. A common enough sight in Florida. What 
made the scene peculiar was that he was dressed in a seersucker suit complete with shirt 
and tie and a porkpie hat of light blue. In addition, he was wearing those oversized sun-
glasses that eye surgeons give out as freebies after a cataract operation. Now, then, a poet 
could have done something with that scene while all I could do was to stop and wonder at 
it. Wordsworth made much of a daffodil; Shelley of the west wind; Heaney of a shriveled up 
corpse in a bog. I, on the other hand, could do nothing with the vision of the natty gentle-
man and his cast net. Firm conclusion: my vocation is not to be a poet.”

On Simone Weil


