
The Eight Stages of the Rise and Fall of 
Civilizations (by Msgr. Charles Pope) 

 

   Cultures and civilizations go through cycles. Over 
time, many civilizations and cultures have risen and 
then fallen. We who live in painful times like these do 
well to recall these truths. Cultures and civilizations 
come and go; only the Church (though often in need of 
reform) and true biblical culture remain. An old song 
says, “Only what you do for Christ will last.” Yes, all 
else passes; the Church is like an ark in the passing 
waters of this world and in the floodwaters of times 
like these. 
   For those of us who love our country and our 
culture, the pain is real. By God’s grace, many fair 
flowers have come from Western culture as it grew 
over the past millennium. Whatever its imperfections 
(and there were many), great beauty, civilization, and 
progress emerged at the crossroads of faith and human 
giftedness. But now it appears that we are at the end of 
an era. We are in a tailspin we don’t we seem to be 
able to pull ourselves out of. Greed, aversion to 
sacrifice, secularism, divorce, promiscuity, and the 
destruction of the most basic unit of civilization (the 
family), do not make for a healthy culture. There 
seems to be no basis for true reform and the deepening 
darkness suggests that we are moving into the last 
stages of a disease. This is painful but not 
unprecedented. 
   Sociologists and anthropologists have described 
the stages of the rise and fall of the world’s great 
civilizations. Scottish philosopher Alexander Tyler of 
the University of Edinburg noted eight stages that 
articulate well what history discloses. I first 
encountered these in in Ted Flynn’s book The Great 
Transformation. They provide a great deal of 
perspective to what we are currently experiencing. 
Let’s look at each of the eight stages. The names of 
the stages are from Tyler’s book and are presented in 
bold red text. My brief reflections follow in plain text. 
 

1. From bondage to spiritual growth – Great 
civilizations are formed in the crucible. The 
Ancient Jews were in bondage for 400 years in 
Egypt. The Christian faith and the Church came 
out of 300 years of persecution. Western 
Christendom emerged from the chaotic 
conflicts during the decline of the Roman 
Empire and the movements of often fierce 
“barbarian” tribes. American culture was 
formed by the injustices that grew in colonial 
times. Sufferings and injustices cause—even 
force—spiritual growth.  Suffering brings 
wisdom and demands a spiritual discipline that 
seeks justice and solutions. 

2. From spiritual growth to great courage – 
Having been steeled in the crucible of 
suffering, courage and the ability to endure 
great sacrifice come forth. Anointed leaders 
emerge and people are summoned to courage 
and sacrifice (including loss of life) in order to 
create a better, more just world for succeeding 
generations. People who have little or nothing, 
also have little or nothing to lose and are often 
more willing to live for something more 
important than themselves and their own 
pleasure. A battle is begun, a battle requiring 
courage, discipline, and other virtues. 
 

3. From courage to liberty – As a result of the 
courageous fight, the foe is vanquished and 
liberty and greater justice emerges. At this 
point a civilization comes forth, rooted in its 
greatest ideals. Many who led the battle are still 
alive, and the legacy of those who are not is 
still fresh. Heroism and the virtues that brought 
about liberty are still esteemed. The ideals that 
were struggled for during the years in the 
crucible are still largely agreed upon. 
 

4. From liberty to abundance – Liberty 
ushers in greater prosperity, because a 
civilization is still functioning with the virtues 
of sacrifice and hard work. But then comes the 
first danger: abundance. Things that are in too 
great an abundance tend to weigh us down and 
take on a life of their own. At the same time, 
the struggles that engender wisdom and steel 
the soul to proper discipline and priorities move 
to the background. Jesus said that man’s life 
does not consist in his possessions. But just try 
to tell that to people in a culture that starts to 
experience abundance. Such a culture is living 
on the fumes of earlier sacrifices; its people 
become less and less willing to make such 
sacrifices. Ideals diminish in importance and 
abundance weighs down the souls of the 
citizens. The sacrifices, discipline, and virtues 
responsible for the thriving of the civilization 
are increasingly remote from the collective 
conscience; the enjoyment of their fruits 
becomes the focus. 
 

5. From abundance to complacency – To be 
complacent means to be self-satisfied and 
increasingly unware of serious trends that 
undermine health and the ability to thrive. 
Everything looks fine, so it must be fine. Yet 
foundations, resources, infrastructures, and 
necessary virtues are all crumbling. As virtues, 



disciplines, and ideals become ever more 
remote, those who raise alarms are labeled by 
the complacent as “killjoys” and considered 
extreme, harsh, or judgmental. 
 

6. From complacency to apathy – The word 
apathy comes from the Greek and refers to a 
lack of interest in, or passion for, the things that 
once animated and inspired. Due to the 
complacency of the previous stage, the growing 
lack of attention to disturbing trends advances 
to outright dismissal. Many seldom think or 
care about the sacrifices of previous 
generations and lose a sense that they must 
work for and contribute to the common good. 
“Civilization” suffers the serious blow of being 
replaced by personalization and privatization in 
growing degrees. Working and sacrificing for 
others becomes more remote. Growing 
numbers becoming increasingly willing to live 
on the carcass of previous sacrifices. They park 
on someone else’s dime, but will not fill the 
parking meter themselves. Hard work and self-
discipline continue to erode. 
 

7. From apathy to dependence – Increasing 
numbers of people lack the virtues and zeal 
necessary to work and contribute.  The 
suffering and the sacrifices that built the culture 
are now a distant memory. As discipline and 
work increasingly seem “too hard,” dependence 
grows. The collective culture now tips in the 
direction of dependence. Suffering of any sort 
seems intolerable. But virtue is not seen as the 
solution. Having lived on the sacrifices of 
others for years, the civilization now insists that 
“others” must solve their woes. This ushers in 
growing demands for governmental, collective 
solutions. This in turns deepens dependence, as 
solutions move from personal virtue and local, 
family-based sacrifices to centralized ones. 
 

8. From dependence back to bondage – As 
dependence increases, so does centralized 
power. Dependent people tend to become 
increasingly dysfunctional and desperate. 
Seeking a savior, they look to strong central 
leadership. But centralized power corrupts, and 
tends to usher in increasing intrusion by 
centralized power. Injustice and intrusion 
multiplies. But those in bondage know of no 
other solutions. Family and personal virtue 
(essential ingredients for any civilization) are 
now effectively replaced by an increasingly 
dark and despotic centralized control, hungry 

for more and more power. In this way, the 
civilization is gradually ended, because people 
in bondage no longer have the virtues necessary 
to fight. 
   Another possibility is that a more powerful 
nation or group is able to enter, by invasion or 
replacement, and destroy the final vestiges of a 
decadent civilization and replace it with their 
own culture.  
   Either way, it’s back to crucible, until 
suffering and conflict bring about enough of the 
wisdom, virtue, and courage necessary to begin 
a new civilization that will rise from the ashes. 
 

   Thus are the stages of civilizations. Sic transit 
gloria mundi. The Church has witnessed a lot of this in 
just the brief two millennia of her time. In addition to 
civilizations, nations have come and gone quite 
frequently over the years. Few nations have lasted 
longer than 200 years. Civilizations are harder to 
define with exact years, but at the beginning of the 
New Covenant, Rome was already in decline. In the 
Church’s future would be other large nations and 
empires in the West: the “Holy” Roman Empire, 
various colonial powers, the Spanish, the Portuguese, 
and the French.  It was once said that “The sun never 
sets on the British Empire.” Now it does. As the West 
began a long decline, Napoleon made his move. Later, 
Hitler strove to build a German empire. Then came the 
USSR. And prior to all this, in the Old Testament 
period, there had been the Kingdom of David, to be 
succeeded by Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and 
Rome. 
   The only true ark of safety is the Church, who 
received her promise of indefectibility from the Lord 
(Matt 16:18). But the Church, too, is always in need of 
reform and will have much to suffer. Yet she alone will 
survive this changing world, because she is the Bride 
of Christ and also His Body. 
These are hard days, but perspective can help. It is 
hard to deny that we are living at the end of an era. It is 
painful because something we love is dying. But from 
death comes forth new life. Only the Lord knows the 
next stage and long this interregnum will be. Look to 
Him. Go ahead and vote, but put not your trust in 
princes (Ps 146:3). God will preserve His people, as 
He did in the Old Covenant. He will preserve those of 
us who are now joined to Him in the New Covenant. 
Find your place in the ark, ever ancient and yet new. 
   This video of psalm 121 is sung in an ancient 
language and manner, but its message is still current: 
   I lift mine eyes to the Mountains from whence cometh 
my help (Psalm 121). 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S2rusJaXcrc 



Gems of Wisdom from the Diary of Saint Faustina 
   884.  Oh, how beautiful is the world of the spirit!  And 
so real that, by comparison, the exterior life is just a vain 
illusion and powerlessness. 
   886.  January 15, 1937.  Sorrow will not establish itself 
in a heart which loves the will of God.  My heart, longing 
for God, feels the whole misery of exile.  I keep going 
forward bravely—though my feet become wounded—to 
my homeland and, on the way, I nourish myself on the 
will of God.  It is my food.  Help me, happy inhabitants 
of the heavenly homeland, so that your sister may not 
falter on the way.  Although the desert is fearful, I walk 
with lifted head and eyes fixed on the sun; that is to say, 
on the merciful heart of Jesus. 
 

The Mass Schedule is on the Website for Holy Days—
All Saints, Immaculate Conception, and Christmas 
 

Mass Schedule for All Saints: Holy Day of Obligation 
-Monday, October 31 
   St. Ignatius, 5:30 p.m. 
   St. Peter, 6:30 p.m. 
-Tuesday, November 1 
   St. Bernard, 8:30 a.m. 
   St. Anne, 5 p.m. 
   Our Lady, 6:45 p.m. 
 

All Souls Envelopes; All Souls Day is November 2 
   If you receive collection envelopes, you have an All 
Souls envelope in your box.  Please think about your 
beloved deceased and put your envelope in the collection 
no later than October 30 so we can place envelopes on 
the altar and pray for your beloved by name. 
   Your envelope donation pays for our Vacation Bible 
School, called Totus Tuus.  Last year about 40 children 
attended. 
 

What to Do for the Holy Souls in Purgatory 
   As you know from some of the above readings, the 
Holy Souls in Purgatory cannot pray for themselves to 
get into heaven.  We must pray for them.  Recall the 
Golden Rule: “Treat others how you want to be treated.”  
You will want people praying for you after you die, so 
pray for the Holy Souls NOW.  They are praying for you. 
-Have Masses offered for them 
-When you go to Mass, when you receive Holy 
Communion, offer it for them 
-If you cannot go to Mass or receive Holy Communion, 
make a Spiritual Communion for them (pray):  

My Jesus, I believe that You are present in the Most 
Holy Sacrament.  I love You above all things, and I 
desire to receive You into my soul.  Since I cannot at 
this moment receive You sacramentally, come at least 
spiritually into my heart.  I embrace You as if You were 
already there and I unite myself wholly to You.  Never 
permit me to be separated from You.  Amen. 

-Pray a Rosary or Divine Mercy Chaplet 
-Pray Psalm 130 (De Profundis) for them: 

Out of the depths I call to you, LORD; Lord, hear my 
cry!  May your ears be attentive to my cry for mercy. 
If you, LORD, keep account of sins, Lord, who can 
stand?  But with you is forgiveness and so you are 
revered.  I wait for the LORD, my soul waits and I hope 
for his word.  My soul looks for the Lord more than 
sentinels for daybreak.  More than sentinels for 
daybreak, let Israel hope in the LORD, For with the 
LORD is mercy, with him is plenteous redemption, And 
he will redeem Israel from all its sins. 

 

Joint Prayer Service for the Election, Tues, Oct 25 
   As Catholic Christians in a unified effort with our 
brothers and sisters in Christ, we invite you to pray and 
meditate on God’s word at Winter Park Christian Church 
at 7 p.m. on October 25. 
 

Calendar of Events 
-Oct 25 (Tue).  Prayer Service, Winter Park Christian, 7 pm 
-Nov 1 (Tue).  All Saints Day—Holy Day of Obligation 
-Nov 1 (Tue).  Catholic Women Today, OLS, 5:30 pm 
-Dec 8 (Thu).  Immaculate Conception—Holy Day 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mass Collections, October 15 – 16 
 

St. Anne  $  2827 
St. Bernard      1238 
Our Lady of the Snow     1344 
St. Peter        694 
St. Ignatius        568 
Total   $  6671 

Vocations Prayer Calendar 
Please pray for our seminarians every day. 
Sat--John Stapleton and men in spiritual year 
Sun--Manuel Alarcon & Peter Srsich 
Mon--Ryan Kent & Sean Conroy 
Tue--Sile Wilfred Kone & Tony Davis 
Wed--Yaroslav Cherniavskyi & Francesco Basso 
Thu--Christian Mast & Christopher Marbury 
Fri--Men and women applying for formation	

Mass Intentions and Schedule for StP and StI 
KEY: StI = St. Ignatius (Walden); StP = St. Peter 
 

-Sat, Oct 22, StI, 4 p.m., Parishioners and visitors 
-Sun, Oct 23, StP, 10 a.m., John and Julie Kleinhenz 

Mass Intentions and Schedule for StA, StB, and OLS 
KEY: StA = St. Anne; StB = St. Bernard; 
   OLS = Our Lady of the Snow 
 

-Sat, Oct 22, StA, 5 p.m., Jordan and Victoria Goray 
-Sun, Oct 23, StB, 7 a.m., Thomas and Georgina Brand 
-Sun, Oct 23, OLS, 9:30 a.m., Parishioners and visitors 
 

Weekday Masses 
-Mon, Oct 24, StA, 8:30 a.m., S./Mary Lou Vecchiarelli 
-Tue, Oct, 25, OLS, 7:30 a.m., Zach Stadler 
-Wed, Oct 26, StB, 8:30 a.m., Sherri Peterson 
   [No Holy Hour after Mass on Wednesday.] 
-Thu, Oct 27, OLS, 5:30 p.m., Ted and Lynda Parker 
-Fri, Oct 28, OLS, 8:30 a.m., Mark and Debbie Goulette 


