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To Sister Helen Prejean
For the good are always the merry

The Three Secrets of John XXIII

The secret of everything is to let yourself be carried by the Lord and to carry the Lord.
—John XXIII at his coronation
The secret of my ministry is in [the] crucifix…. Those open arms have been the program of my pontificate: they mean that Christ died for all, for all. No one is excluded from his love, from his forgiveness.
—John XXIII on his deathbed
This was the secret of his personality: he loved people more than power.
—Yves Congar
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INTRODUCTION
“Toward a New Order of Human Relationships”

“IN THE DAILY EXERCISE of our pastoral ministry—and much to our sorrow—we must sometimes listen to those who, consumed with zeal, have scant judgment or balance,” said John XXIII to the bishops of the world assembled in Saint Peter’s Basilica as he opened the precedent-shattering Second Vatican Council (or Vatican II) in 1962. “To such ones the modern world is nothing but betrayal and ruin. They claim that this age is far worse than previous ages, and they rant on as if they had learned nothing at all from history—and yet, history is the great Teacher of Life…. We feel bound to disagree with these prophets of doom who are forever forecasting calamity—as though the world’s end were imminent. Today, rather, Providence is guiding us toward a new order of human relationships, which, thanks to human effort and yet far surpassing human hopes, will bring us to the realization of still higher and undreamed of expectations.”
This was uttered with his accustomed warmth and serene joy by a short man with sensuous lips and a hooked nose set in a flat Italian peasant’s face framed by elephantine ears, a fat old man with twinkling eyes and a seductively resonant voice, robed with such extravagant dignity as to underscore the comedy of his figure. The glimpse he offered of the pope’s daily trials of patience in the midst of an overheated clerical atmosphere proved too much for his handlers, the little, anonymous men of the Vatican. As John went on to ask his audience for “a leap forward” (un balzo in John’s original Italian text) in insight (penetrazione) into the Church’s teaching and a new coat of paint (la formulazione del suo rivestimento) in which to clothe the old doctrines, the little men made plans to censor the pope’s text, to clip from the official transcript here and to add there, in order to prevent scandal to the faithful and to gratify their own outraged sensibilities. But the original text, before they could get their hands on it, was, like so many things John said, unlike anything any pope had said before or would say since; and this is because John was unlike any other pope.
We would not remember John at all were it not for the office he occupied in the last five years of his life: bishop of Rome, successor to Peter the Fisherman, the leading figure among Jesus’s apostles. From this unique position John was able to cast a pebble into the pond of human experience that has continued to reverberate in ever wider rings. To understand his crucial importance to the world’s one billion Catholics, his remarkable influence on Christians everywhere, and his effect on human hopes and happiness, we must spend some time retracing the long and labyrinthine history of the papacy, which gave him his platform.


PART I
BEFORE JOHN

From Congregation to

Church to Standard of Orthodoxy
VATICAN PROPAGANDA notwithstanding, Peter was never “bishop of Rome.” In the five narrative books with which the New Testament begins—the four gospels and the Acts of the Apostles—Peter is given prominence, a prominence that would later be interpreted as his “primacy” over the other bishops of the primitive Church. But the early Church communities had a congregational structure, like the synagogues from which they sprang. The word bishop (episkopos, or superintendent, in Greek) was at first interchangeable with the word elder (presbyteros, from which we derive our word priest) and did not signify rule over others. After the death of the apostles, who had been the chief witnesses to Jesus’s life and teaching, and under the pressure of bizarre heresies and the consequent need to establish a voice of orthodoxy within each community, the Churches of the late first century began to single out an episkopos to take doctrinal charge of each local Church. The Christian community at Rome, however, seems not to have adopted this strategy till toward the middle of the second century. The first man who can be designated “bishop of Rome” with historical certainty is Anicetus, who stands eleventh in the Vatican’s somewhat fanciful list of early “popes” and who served from 155 to his death c. 166, weakening considerably the “claim” of Peter, who died a hundred years earlier.
But Peter did die at Rome, crucified during the first widespread persecution of Christians—under the emperor Nero—and his bones surely lie beneath the high altar of Saint Peter’s Basilica, beside which John XXIII stood to deliver his address of welcome to the council fathers. Rome’s possession of these bones, along with those of the other great martyr of the primitive Church, Paul—a rabbi converted to the new form of Judaism that would become Christianity and a missionary of such overreaching devotion that he was belatedly given the title “apostle”—would become in the generation after Anicetus the foundation of the Roman Church’s universal prominence.
By the time of Ireneus of Lyons, who wrote in the last quarter of the second century, Rome had become the pilgrimage center of the Christian world on account of its shrines to the two martyred apostles, who were now imagined to have founded the Roman Church by shedding their blood (though there were Christian communities at Rome prior to their arrival there), and Rome’s bishop was seen—at least by some—as final arbiter in disputes throughout the Christian world. For Ireneus, as no doubt for many others, the Church of Rome was already “the great and illustrious Church,” and “every [other] Church—that is, the faithful everywhere—must resort to this Church on account of its pre-eminent authority, in which the apostolic tradition has been preserved without interruption.”
Thus, within 150 years of Jesus’s crucifixion, within 75 years of the last of the New Testament writings, there was a well-attested tradition that the Church of Rome in the person of its bishop was the most reliable bulwark against doctrinal error and the last court of appeal in any matter that could not be settled locally. If the “Petrine succession”—the monarchical succession of the long line of popes from the apostle Peter—is little more than wish fulfillment, it must be admitted that the roots of the Roman bishopric are ancient and most venerable, springing from the soil of the post-apostolic age, the age in which the Church as a whole took on a form of organization it would preserve to our day.
After Anicetus, a Syrian, there came to the bishop’s chair one Soter (c. 166–c. 174), a Latin-speaking Christian and probably a Roman aristocrat, then Eleutherius (c. 174–c. 189), a Greek, then Victor (189–98), an African, all pointing up the cosmopolitan, multicultural quality of the Roman Church, which enabled it to express an earnest ecumenical concern for all Christians, wherever they were. “[We] greet you…with deepest concern, keep[ing] watch over all who call on the Name of the Lord,” a letter to the North African Churches put it, a letter written by a committee of Roman Christians during a vacancy in the episcopacy caused by the brutal imprisonment and death of bishop Fabian (235–36) during the persecution of the emperor Decius.
Though in this early period the Roman Church was often seen as the common standard of orthodoxy, its orthodoxy was too flexible for many less elastic Christians. The bishop of Rome was often criticized for being too easygoing toward heretics and too forgiving toward sinners. Though Victor made a great fuss trying to get all the Churches to observe Easter on the same date, even briefly excommunicating the Asian Churches that kept their own separate tradition, bishop Callistus (c. 217–222), far more typical of the Roman bishopric in this period, sent his more rigid contemporaries into tizzies by ordaining men who had been married more than once, allowing marriages between partners of different social classes, and welcoming everyone to the Eucharist, even those who had lapsed during persecution. His critics favored purer priests, segregation by economic class, and lifelong penance for public sin. If it is easy for us to see that Callistus was closer in spirit to the views of Jesus, his critics saw no such thing, any more than the critics of John XXIII would acknowledge that he was simply following the Gospel and they were not.
For all the honor and status accorded Rome in the Church’s early centuries, it was never imagined as unique among Churches, only primus inter pares, first in honor among equals. Other Churches, especially those with ancient bishoprics (like Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, Alexandria, and Carthage), behaved more or less as Rome did, sending letters of encouragement and admonishment to younger, less distinguished Churches, offering monetary support, excommunicating when necessary. Bishops of the older metropolitan Churches tended to be addressed as “papa” (or pope), a title that in the Western Church was used as a form of address to all bishops—and in parts of the East to all priests—and would not be reserved to the bishop of Rome till well into the eleventh century. But all the bishops were seen as successors to Jesus’s apostles, sharing apostolic responsibility for all the Churches and sharing also the apostolic power, which was unitary and indivisible, because it descended ultimately from Jesus, the Way.
Nor was criticism a one-way street that could be employed only by a greater Church against a lesser. In the midst of a raging controversy about whether it was necessary to rebaptize penitents who had lapsed during persecution, the African Churches, gathered under their unrelenting metropolitan bishop Cyprian, “the pope of Carthage,” condemned the more flexible position of Stephen, bishop of Rome, in three overwrought synods, accusing Stephen of “set[ting] himself up as a bishop of bishops” and “exercis[ing] the powers of a tyrant to force his colleagues into obedience.” Stephen replied serenely that he was Peter, the living representative of the first Peter, to whom Jesus had promised: “You are Peter [Rock in the Greek of the New Testament] and upon this Rock will I build my Church.” Here we have, midway through the third century, the first instance in the historical record of a Roman bishop asserting an authority greater and different than that of other bishops.
Cyprian was unimpressed, though in fact his attitude toward the nature of Rome’s authority waxed and waned over the course of his lifetime. The dispute was never settled because both the Roman bishop and his African opponent were about to enter the catalogue of saints, Stephen by natural causes in 257, Cyprian by his heroic martyrdom the following year. As will happen many times over in the life of the Church, death resolves the unresolv-able.
The Imperial Church
THE HAND OF EMPIRE was shaping Churches not only by persecution, sometimes instigated by local imperial officials, sometimes by the emperor himself, but also by the occasional positive intervention of the emperor in ecclesiastical affairs. By the time Constantine wrested the imperial throne from his rival Maxentius at the battle of the Milvian Bridge in October 312, the Roman Church had nearly three centuries of history behind it, centuries of service to the poor and to peace certainly, but also centuries of lively, and sometimes deadly, controversy and contentiousness. It had had its share of episcopal martyrs, even of bishops who had abdicated or perished in times of persecution, leaving their see (or seat, the symbol of their authority) to be occupied by a committee. There had been bishops who in times of toleration had been able to build the wealth of the Church as well as its numbers. There had been many acts of courage, relatively few of cowardice. There had been two anti-bishops (known in later times as “anti-popes”) and but one craven bishop, Marcellinus (296–304), who during the persecution of Diocletian had snapped, handing over his library of sacred books, thus becoming a tra(d)itor (one who “hands over”), and sacrificing to idols. There had been compromising bishops and uncompromising ones, peace-loving bishops and high-handed ones. There had even been the bishop of Alexandria’s condemnation, solemnly confirmed by Rome’s bishop Pontian (230–35), of the greatest theologian the Church had ever known, Origen, who was expelled from his teaching post, exiled from Egypt, and hounded out of the Christian priesthood.
The emperors were learning to live with the Church, sometimes persecuting it, but more often—as its growing numbers lent it undeniable social power—intervening for the sake of public order in violent disputes among clergy. On occasion, such intervention would even be invited by a regional conference of bishops. But collaboration between Church and emperor was about to take a new turn that would alter forever the Church’s understanding of itself and its place in the world.
Prior to his victory at the Milvian Bridge on the outskirts of Rome, Constantine, commander of Rome’s British garrison, had seen a sign in the heavens: a cross of light and the Greek words en touto nika (in this, conquer). This cross, formed by the so-called monogram of Christ—the Greek letters XP (chi rho), the first two letters of Christ in Greek—thereafter shone from his soldiers’ shields and billowed on their banners. Constantine, a simple man, seems to have confused devotion to Christ with his own prior pagan practices, leaving us some evidence that he identified Christ with Sol Invictus, the Unconquered Sun of his father’s paganism. But Constantine’s mother, Helena, a barmaid whose husband on becoming emperor had divorced her for a more suitable consort, was an unswerving Christian convert; and by observing his mother’s fervor Constantine may have picked up a notion of how this newfangled faith could be made to work on his behalf. No longer bemoaning, as his predecessors had done, the weakening of Rome’s diffuse pantheism by this rude Asian upstart, Constantine viewed Christianity as a fresh form of energy that could be harnessed as a force to unify his empire, which was always threatening to break into fragments.
But as he looked closer at his chosen instrument of unity, the new emperor was disgusted to learn that Christianity was itself riven by deep theological divisions and the rigidity and mutual hatred that such divisions encourage. He must, at all costs, bring such nonsense to an end. A practical military man, he hit on an innovation that would probably never have occurred to churchmen: he would call a universal council of bishops and force them into agreement, of what sort he didn’t much care. To accommodate the emperor, this council—the first ecumenical (or world) council—was convened in 325 at Nicea, Constantine’s summer residence, not far from his glorious new capital of Constantinople—“New Rome,” as it was called. Though the council appears to have been summoned without prior episcopal consultation and certainly without any by-your-leave to the bishop of “Old” Rome, the bishops came gladly from all parts of the empire, the Ecumene (or well-ordered world). Rome’s bishop, Sylvester, did not come in person but sent two deputies to vote on his behalf. Constantine seems never to have noticed that bishops were not all of the same grade, and perhaps the bishops themselves never stressed to him the nuanced distinctions they treasured among themselves. Certainly, theological subtleties were beyond him. He just wanted to get the job done, and to this end he himself appeared at the council, the overbearing imperial presence no doubt stifling the partisan hysteria that would otherwise have erupted.
With Constantine’s Edict of Toleration, issued in 313 and granting freedom of religion to all, theological controversy involving the lapsi—those who had betrayed the faith during previous persecutions—had quickly faded, giving way to a new dispute about the nature of Christ. Was Jesus of Nazareth just a man elevated by God, as the Arians claimed, or “one in being with the Father,” as the Roman party insisted? In other words, was he truly God or not? Both sides of the argument built thickets of linguistic distinctions that must have caused the emperor to sneak a few naps. But in the end, the Arians were routed. Arius, an Alexandrian elder, and his fervent followers (many of them impassioned Egyptian nuns) were officially condemned by the council, which issued for the first time in the Church’s history a “creed” or list of official beliefs (named from its first word in Latin, Credo, “I believe…”) to which all Christians must subscribe. Unlike the usual, ambiguous, unending theological controversy, Nicea’s result had all the elegant simplicity of a great general’s successful strategy.
But Constantine was mistaken if he thought that churchmen could be deployed like soldiers. The defeated party slunk away, silenced but seething with resentment. The controversy would prove exceedingly durable, encouraging the Arian East to question whether the bishop of Rome, evermore the staunch upholder of Nicea, had any special authority over other Churches. Mutual retaliations followed, Eastern bishops excommunicating the bishop of Rome, he returning the favor, and the Western bishops declaring the bishop of Rome their “head.” Constantine’s son and successor Constantius would prove an Arian and would pressure the Western Church with gifts and threats to see things his way, even exiling the bishop of Rome to Thrace. Soon enough, in 366, an Arian anti-bishop, Ursinus, would be murdered in the streets of Rome by a rabble, urged on by the valid bishop, Damasus.
In 381, a new anti-Arian emperor, Theodosius, called a new ecumenical council at Constantinople, a council that no Western bishop attended but that confirmed Nicea and reformulated its creed with greater precision. This is the same creed still recited in Sunday liturgies. Though imperial interventions in the Church’s affairs would hardly shut the door on theological controversy, the Church’s new partnership with imperium would change the Church forever. Constantine had built splendid new churches around Rome, modeled on the basilicas, or public halls, long in use as law courts and places of assembly. He had made extravagant grants of rich farmland (as far away as Africa and Asia) and gifts of precious metals to the bishop of Rome. He had linked emperor and bishop in public display and private association.
Such association could only encourage the bishop to adopt a more regal, even an imperial style. The bishop took over the emperor’s title of Pontifex Maximus, Supreme Pontiff or Bridgebuilder (which the emperor had held as head of the city of Rome’s college of pagan priests). Damasus began to call his fellow bishops “sons” rather than “brothers”; his immediate successor, Siricius (384–99), began to issue “decretals,” normative rulings on ecclesiastical disputes throughout the empire, consciously modeled on the emperor’s own decretals. In Rome, Damasus acted the part of the shady municipal politician, arranging the mob violence that cut down his Arian rival, Ursinus, following a little episcopal tête-à-tête with the city’s chief of police. The bishop was now distinguished by the parallel purple stripes running down his shining senatorial robe. The wealthy matrons of the city vied for the prestige of his presence, a presence he was happy to lend their social gatherings in the hopes of cadging yet another benefice from their trembling hands. Damasus was known as matronarum auriscalpius, the matrons’ ear-tickler; and the shenanigans of the episcopal party did not go unnoticed by more detached commentators, such as the pagan historian Ammianus Marcellinus, who describes the senior clergy of Rome as “forever secure, enriched with offerings from the matrons, riding out in their carriages splendidly bedecked, hosting banquets so lavish they surpass the tables of kings.” Conveniently ignored was the example of the apostle Paul, who, despite his heroic missionary labors, had always worked at the humble trade of tentmaking, lest he “become a burden” to anyone or need to accept unseemly favors.
Here we have, already securely in place by the last quarter of the fourth century, the entitled, touchy, parasitical clerical culture that is with us still and to which John XXIII referred obliquely in his opening address at Vatican II. The bishop never allowed the matrons to get too close, of course. The sense of unspeakable distance was part and parcel of the “spiritual” aura that surrounded him. His intimate circle was exclusively male, composed of younger clergy whose only desire—to emulate their master—was announced by their own smartly striped dalmatics, the origin of distinctive clerical dress. Jesus’s contemptuous description of “those who wear soft garments” was completely forgotten. God, it seemed, had created the Roman empire so that Christianity—this peculiar, hothouse Christianity—might triumph.
But there were storm clouds on the horizon. After Constantine, the empire was divided between East and West, an Eastern emperor residing at Constantinople, a Western one at Arles, Milan, or Ravenna—never again at Rome. If it was partly the emperor’s absence that encouraged the bishop of Rome to assume the imperial style, this absence also left Rome more vulnerable. By the beginning of the fifth century, the barbarian hordes were already pouring into the empire from the north and east, and nothing attracted them more than the settled farmlands and sweet vineyards of the Italian peninsula. Leo the Great, a bishop of massive dignity, intelligence, and intentionality, the polar opposite of his trivial predecessor Damasus, had to travel north from Rome to Mantua in 452 to persuade the barbarian chieftain Attila the Hun not to march on the defenseless old capital. Leo employed every weapon in his considerable arsenal of words and panoply and so impressed the Hun that he agreed to desist. It was an encounter of mythological proportions that would bolster the bishop of Rome’s reputation in the West for centuries to come. Peter could not be withstood; he was invincible.
There had now been four ecumenical councils, the third—in 431 at Ephesus, where Jesus’s mother, Mary, was thought to have died—declaring that Mary could be addressed in prayer as theotokos, God-bearer, because Christ’s divine and human natures were united in one person. The fourth council of the whole Church was held at Chalcedon a year before Leo’s victorious encounter with Attila. Its principal achievement was a clear statement on the two natures of Christ, true God and true man. The statement was based on the precise formulations that Leo had used in his Tome, written to dispel confusion on the subject. For much of the West, Chalcedon’s declaration was vindication of the claims of Rome’s bishop to lead the universal Church. “Peter has spoken through Leo,” said the council fathers after the Tome was read aloud to them. But for the “Eastern” bishops (from Antioch to Jerusalem, from Alexandria to Constantinople) this simply meant that this time out Peter had spoken through Leo. It was up to the bishops, gathered collegially, to decide when the bishop of Rome spoke true and when he did not. Thus was set for all time the two different ways of imagining how authority flowed through the Church. For Rome and its allies (especially the other Italian sees), Peter in the person of his successor was the last word. For the East and for not a few in the amorphous “West” that lay beyond the borders of Italy (whether in Gaul, Spain, or northwest Africa), the last word, the ultimate measure of doctrinal orthodoxy, could only be the bishops together, representing the whole Christian world as they deliberated in council.
The Romans and the Barbarians
IN 476, the last Western emperor is pulled from his throne. Thereafter, Western Europe is divided into an interlocking puzzle of barbarian chiefdoms, ruled by illiterates—sometimes animists, sometimes Arians, never (in Rome’s discerning view) orthodox Christians. These petty kings can claim none of the legitimacy of the faraway emperor of the East; but the emperor is ever more distant from the political realities of the West, till he will eventually become in the minds of most of his putative Western “subjects” a figure as fabulous and remote as Kubla Khan. As the barbarians overwhelm the Roman civitates and the old, cultivated way of life, as the remaining Romans of the West dwindle in number before the barbarian population explosion, as violence, extortion, and abduction into slavery increase and education and even literacy decline precipitately, the bishops of Rome, like their brothers throughout the West, waste little time lamenting what is lost but take up the task of becoming not only standards of doctrinal orthodoxy but lonely beacons of culture, law, and literacy in this rough new world. As Lord Peter Wimsey, lost in a wild Fen snowstorm, remarks hopefully on hearing the peal of distant bells, “Where there is a church, there is civilization.” Never in history was this so literally true as during Europe’s Dark Ages between the fall of the Western emperor and the cultural flowering of the high Middle Ages. Any traveler making his way through the roiling barbarian sea knew that he had reached the cultivated security of a lost world when he came upon the little island of the bishop and his court.
The barbarian chieftains were generally open to such refined episcopal influence. After all, as Theodoric, the homely king of the Ostrogoths who now sat on the throne of the last Western emperor, put it: “Every able Goth wants to be a Roman; but no Roman wants to be a Goth.” Though the unruly barbarians, in their ignorance and numbers, succeeded finally in destroying almost all vestiges of Roman civilization, this was not their intention. They just wanted in.
Meanwhile, the East, once the haven of the Arianism that had denied the divine nature of Christ, had become the protectorate of the monophysites, who denied Christ’s human nature. Perhaps the Greek East, more diverse in its several ancient patriarchal sees, more intellectual, more “spiritual,” more innovative, was also more naturally extremist. The Latin West, now solidly on the side of its single “patriarch of the West,” the bishop of Rome, was more plodding and practical, more interested in questions of jurisdiction than rarefied theological speculation. It seems to have permanently absorbed something of Constantine’s spirit: conserving of Res Publica, the Common Good, through adherence to law and tradition, open to innovation but unwilling to rewrite its history or its creed, striving to preserve unity through balanced common sense but without discarding anything essential. Jesus was God and man, not one or the other. If expressing this accurately created considerable verbal difficulties, this was no reason to manufacture a “purer” intellectual scheme by throwing out one pole or the other. In its obsession with abstractions, the Eastern Church sometimes seemed unable to hold more than one idea at a time. The Western Church, far less notional, was more comfortable living inside a theological universe that held opposites in tension.
This Roman balance, this sober assessment of the passing theological enthusiasms of the East, this unwillingness to go off half-cocked in one direction or another, would over the course of time only enhance Rome’s reputation for dependable orthodoxy—its “pre-eminent authority,” in the words of Ireneus of Lyons. It is just this balanced maturity, this impermeability to the winds of fashion, whether of Arians to the left or monophysites to the right, that would one day encourage Victorian churchmen of the Oxford Movement to the unwelcome conclusion that the national Protestant Churches had got something seriously wrong, while Rome still stood where it had always stood—in the middle, at the center. “I saw my face in that mirror [of fifth-century theological controversy],” bemoaned the introspective Anglican curate John Henry Newman, the nineteenth century’s greatest theologian, “and I was a Monophysite.”
If the bishops of Rome felt no special love for the crude, disruptive barbarian kings and secretly longed for the restoration of the Roman Ecumene, they were also forced—in their uncomfortable political position between the ideal of the refined East and the reality of the harsh West—to notice a flaw in the political theory that had served the Church so well since the accession of Constantine. Whether or not the bishop of Rome was “head” of the college of bishops, there had never been any doubt that the emperor was head of the empire and that therefore every one of his subjects, including the bishop of Rome, was at his service and served at his pleasure. This is why Constantine could call a council of bishops without a peep of objection from them. But if the emperor was now a heretic, a monophysite who, with an eye to the eventual reunification of East and West, was attempting to forge a compromise of words between Rome and his fellow monophysites, was there not something misguided about the assumption that the emperor should control the Church?
Gelasius, upon his election to the Roman see in 492, did not seek the emperor’s confirmation (as had his predecessors) but rather ventured to instruct the emperor in a novel political theory:
There are, most august Emperor, two powers by which this world is chiefly ruled: the sacred authority of bishops and the royal power. Of these the priestly power is much more important, because it must render account for the kings of men themselves before the judgment seat of God. For you know, most gracious son[!], that although you hold the chief place of dignity over the human race, yet must you submit yourself in faith to those who have charge of divine things, and look to them for the means of your salvation. You know that it be-hoves you [in Church matters] to be obedient to ecclesiastical authority, instead of seeking to bend it to your will…. And if the hearts of the faithful ought to be submitted to priests in general…how much more ought assent be given to him who presides over that See which the most high God himself desired to be pre-eminent over all priests, and which the pious judgment of the whole Church has honored ever since.

So, the emperor should be subject to the bishop of Rome, not the other way around. And though such language hardly persuaded the emperor, it is the first salvo in a war that will see skirmishes and pitched battles from Gelasius’s day to the pontificate of John XXIII, when the Church will at last retire its antiquated weapons of words and embrace an alternative theory. But Gelasius’s theory is not so simple as may first appear: he sees two realms, the temporal and the spiritual, the spiritual being the more exalted. Though it may be a short step from saying that the emperor should be subject to the bishop in spiritual matters to claiming that the bishop of bishops has universal jurisdiction over temporal rulers, Gelasius doesn’t quite make such a claim. Many of his successors will; but it is just as possible to read Gelasius’s instruction as the first attempt to articulate what will one day become the political doctrine of the separation of Church and state.
Despite Gelasius’s august attempt to put some theoretical distance between his office and the emperor’s, in the actual West of the late fifth century the Roman bishops and their supporters find themselves making whatever practical compromises are necessary for survival in the new barbarian world, even allowing the patently unorthodox king Theodoric, the Arian barbarian, to choose between two candidates for bishop, one presented by the Roman aristocrats who are hoping for the return of imperial rule even at the expense of doctrinal orthodoxy, the other favored by the rabble who are ardently orthodox and partisans of the jurisdictional claims of the Roman see. Theodoric goes with the people’s choice (who is also, not incidentally, the anti-imperial candidate), Symmachus, who will occupy the bishop’s chair from 498 to 514.
The political realities of this period become ever more complex for the bishops of Rome, who, though usually under the thumb of a powerful barbarian king, maintain some form of contact with the Byzantine court, always abuzz with subtle doctrinal intrigues. The emperor sometimes proves a piously orthodox believer, such as Justin, who forces the bishops of the East to accept the Formula of Hormisdas (514–23), Symmachus’s successor. This doctrinal statement affirms the authority of Chalcedon as well as the primacy of Peter’s “successors,” all seen to be that same “Rock” on which Jesus meant to build his Church. At other times, the emperor turns out to be a monophysite sympathizer, such as Justinian, whose scheming and insatiable empress, Theodora, is determined to see a monophysite installed on the chair of Peter. What she gets for her machinations is Vigilius (537–55), not a true monophysite, just someone willing to appear in whatever guise is required to advance his ambitions—a thoroughgoing chameleon and the worst Roman bishop yet. Vigilius’s attainment of his lofty episcopal goal does not improve his character: he flip-flops every which way over the subject of the two natures of Christ, pretending publicly to maintain some distance from the monophysite position but secretly caving in to pressure from the emperor, who finally turns over to the fifth ecumenical council, meeting at Constantinople, all of Vigilius’s fulsome, duplicitous letters on the subject. The council, bowing to imperial pressure, condemns the writings of three deceased theologians who were among Chalcedon’s most passionate defenders and condemns Vigilius himself, with whom the emperor breaks off communion. This excommunication is followed by similar action in the important Italian sees of Milan and Aquileia. The formerly warm relationship between Rome and Gaul enters a deep freeze. The bishops of Istria (northeastern Italy and Croatia) will remain alienated from Rome for the next century and a half. The prestige of the Roman see sinks to the lowest level since its establishment. Vigilius, under house arrest in Constantinople, is made to retract all his previous positions, after which the thoroughly disgraced bishop is allowed to return to Rome, where a murderous mob awaits him. Luckily for him, a vicious attack of gallstones does him in en route.
It will be thirty-five years before the Roman see can begin to recover some of the authority that Vigilius had frittered away. By the time of the accession of Gregory I (590–604), the power and panoply of Byzantium, as the Eastern empire was called, have become but a memory in much of the West, ever more deep in the camp of Germanic illiterates. Even if Rome remains officially imperial territory, a priest of Germanic stock has already sat on the throne of Peter, and many Germanic tribes, now settled on farms throughout the West and in the process of becoming Christian, look to papal Rome, not to Constantinople, for ultimate religious guidance.
Unlike Vigilius, the last thing Gregory wanted was to be bishop of Rome—a good beginning for greatness. He was the first monk to occupy the Roman see, a man known for his devotion to the poor and his personal care of the sick during one of Rome’s many plagues (brought on by the brackish, undrained marshes that surrounded the city). He loved to pray and study and to care for those in need, and he much resented being forced to take on what seemed an impossible responsibility. It is amazing that the worldly Roman clergy would choose such a saint to lead them, but the choice was unanimous—which gives us a good idea of how desperate they had become for a sincere bishop who could raise them out of the noxious trough they found themselves in.
The Rome that Gregory inherited was no jewel. Though the city’s position had made it a prize fought over by Byzantines and Goths, it was now, after so many battles, little more than a depressed and defeated backwater, its ancient Senate gone, its enormous population (which had once exceeded a million) reduced to a tenth of its former size, its marvelous water delivery system of ancient aqueducts in ruins over the hills from which water leaked into the plain, creating stagnant pools of disease. Communication with the outside world was blocked by the Lombard barbarians, who had come in droves to inhabit the northern half of the Italian peninsula.
But Gregory loved this city and its language and customs. Even when he had been the previous bishop’s apocrisiary (or ambassador) to Constantinople for seven years, he had steadfastly refused to learn Greek. “How could anyone,” he once asked, “be seduced by Constantinople, and how could anyone forget Rome?” Gregory was in many ways typical of the early Middle Ages, credulous of divine wonders, full of pious awe. But his many letters, still in the Vatican’s possession, also show him to have been a padrone who combined medieval piety with the ancient Roman civic virtues of order, practicality, and hardheaded realism. He was required to engage in constant political haggles if only to save Rome from further depredations. He took his office as conserver of “Peter’s Patrimony” most seriously, insisting that the farflung “Petrine” estates be administered justly and their bounty awarded to local people in need. “Promote not so much the worldly interests of the Church,” he admonished the supervisors of these vast estates, “as the relief of the needy in their distress”—a sentiment one looks for in vain in subsequent papal pronouncements. He drew up an address list of every poor person in Rome, so that each could receive an adequate weekly food supply from the fruits of the episcopal farms. He saw to it that his own dinner table was populated by a dozen poor people each afternoon.
In regard to his office, he retained a wholly admirable humility, infrequent enough in his predecessors, hardly ever displayed by his successors. His favorite title was neither “pope” nor “patriarch of the West,” but “servant of the servants of God.” He admonished the patriarch of Constantinople for styling himself “the Ecumenical Patriarch” and objected strenuously when the patriarch of Alexandria addressed Gregory as “Universal Papa” (that is, Pope or Father). “Away with these words,” exclaimed the bishop of Rome, “that increase vanity and weaken love!” A bishop should be ever “a minister, not a master,” one who attempts “to subdue himself, not his brethren.”
Gregory lived to see orthodox Christianity make fresh inroads among the Lombards, among the Visigoths of Spain, and—with Gregory’s careful intervention—among the pagan Angles and Saxons, who had recently wrested southern Britain from its Celtic Christian population. Having spied some young Angles on sale in the Roman slave market and thinking their blond beauty made them “not Angles but angels,” Gregory sent his librarian, Augustine, off to evangelize Angland (or England). The nearsighted, sedentary scholar was hardly the ideal apostle, and the wretched man tried to wriggle out of his assignment more than once. But Gregory was used to making do with whatever was available. Augustine, who arrived in England quaking with fear and expecting to be eaten, ended up doing a creditable job and rewarding Gregory’s faith in him.
As Christianity took root in these barbaric realms, Gregory the lover of Rome sent forth a steady stream of letters offering advice, telling his friends and representatives in various places not to be too fussy about keeping to Roman custom, even daring them to be creative in altering the customs of the Roman Church to fit local sensibilities. “My brother,” he urged the cautious Augustine, now ensconced at Canterbury as primatial bishop of the English nation, “customs are not to be cherished for the sake of a place, but places are to be cherished for the sake of what is good about them.” In other words, adapt—and love your neighbor as he is, even if he is an Anglo-Saxon.
Gregory’s care for all the Churches, expressed in his constant outpouring of thoughtful letters to every part of the known world, undoubtedly shortened his life, for he died in his early sixties, an exhausted man happy in the knowledge that he had done his best in an impossible job. His nimble mind was bent on solving problems wherever he met them. But his love of prayer and contemplation impelled him, even in this time of upheaval, to collect and document the Roman Church’s musical traditions, leaving his name in permanent association with the ethereal beauty of “Gregorian” chant. He lived in a time of political and cultural change so rapid that many, including Gregory himself, believed the world was approaching its end. But even had he lived in a more settled age, his understanding of his role as one of universal concern would probably have shortened his life. Though he rejected the title of “universal father,” he came closer to fulfilling it than any of his predecessors. Nor would any of his successors come near to realizing such a description till the advent of John XXIII.
The death of Gregory the Great brings us to the opening decade of the seventh century—about a third of the way through Christian history. Gregory is a kind of hinge, for with his “reign” the Western Church definitively turns its back on the postclassical Greco-Roman world, turning its face toward the barbarian nations—the Celts, Germans, Vikings, and western Slavs who will come to represent its future. The once-unified empire had always had a cultural fissure running through it, dividing those who spoke Greek from those who spoke Latin. This fissure was made only more emphatic when the emperor abandoned Rome for the oriental lavishness of New Rome, empowering a new patriarch at Constantinople, who could often rival the bishop of Old Rome—who had previously been held in evident honor above the bishops of the other ancient patriarchates of Jerusalem, Antioch, and Alexandria, all thought to be of apostolic origin.
Greek cultural superiority was a given of the ancient world: Greeks knew they had no intellectual rivals, and even Romans tended to accept their superiority, if more than a little grudgingly. This cultural hegemony made it difficult for even the bishop of Rome, speaking, as it were, on the bones of Peter and Paul, to assert clear leadership over the Greek East, especially in intellectual—that is, theological—matters. Given Byzantium’s growing isolation and cultural stasis, its increasing political irrelevance to the West, and the infusion into the Western Church of the rude but vigorous barbarians, the stage was set for a complete break. It would be four and a half centuries more in coming, but from the time of Gregory little more than lip service would ever again be paid to the Eastern empire, and an invisible but permanent wall of estrangement was building between the Churches of the Greek East and the Church of the Latin West.
In the East, where the emperor held all political power, a synodal or conciliar form of Church government had become the norm: decisions of importance could be made only by the bishops gathered in council, who were bound to be guided by their own most revered traditions. In the West, the bishop of Rome, the West’s sole patriarch, will increasingly be elevated as il papa, the pope, despite great Gregory’s rejection of the title; and the other Western bishops will correspondingly shrink in stature. It is in some ways an inevitable, even a natural, development. In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. In a rough, illiterate society, full of talismans and superstitions, the civilized island of Roman culture, redolent of holiness and continuity with the ancients, could only increase in importance. In a world of warriors and petty strongmen, devoid of intellectual traditions or any notion of conciliar-parliamentary polity, kingship will take on ever more hallowed associations. And who can be more kingly than Peter’s successor, the only man on earth who can be said to speak on behalf of the King of Kings?
To Peter, Jesus had given—in the metaphorical language of ancient Palestine—“the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven” and the power to “bind” and “loose” in heaven and on earth. These last were translated by Jerome (whose fourth-century translation of the Bible would be used in the West for more than a thousand years) as ligare and solvere—technical legal Latin suggesting that Peter’s successors had authentic juridical claims over the Kingdom of Heaven itself and certainly over the kingdoms of Earth.
The Two Swords
WHEREAS IN THE EAST the relative power of the episcopate was always exercised in the shadow of an all-powerful emperor (who customarily thought of himself in the spirit of Constantine as the “Thirteenth Apostle”), in the West there was a political vacuum left by the gradual receding of empire, a vacuum that would be filled uncomfortably by a chessboard of jostling medieval figures: barbarian kings of growing territorial power, bishops who continued to embody what remained of the old traditions of Roman law and literacy, and the bishop of bishops. It is not so hard to see how in this new Western political environment the office of Roman bishop would loom ever larger till, to the estranged East, it would come to seem an overbearing monstrosity, an unhealthy and damnable weed that for lack of proper cultivation had grown to endanger the garden of Christendom.
Byzantium, however, which continued to shrink in size, could not fix its attention on the upstart West. To the east of Constantinople, matters were even more unsettled: Slavic barbarians were invading the Balkans and driving the Greek-speaking inhabitants into the sea; Persia was once again on the rise, its Zoroastrian troops capturing (at least for a time) the Byzantine cities of Antioch, Damascus, and Jerusalem; most frightening of all, the whole Arab world was being transformed into a great army of conquest, propelled by the visionary revelations of a camel driver named Mohammed. This new force would in time conquer and convert to Islam nearly all of the Eastern empire (what we call today the Middle East), turning the Mediterranean into a Muslim sea and seriously threatening the cultural survival of Christian Europe.
Despite these looming woes, the Byzantine emperors continued to act as though they were superior to the bishops of Rome, issuing religious decrees supposedly binding on all Christendom and even (in one instance) arresting a Roman bishop, Martin I (649–53), at his own altar in the Lateran Basilica and forcing him to Constantinople, where he was publicly humiliated, physically abused, and then deported to the Crimea to die. A new Eastern theological movement—Iconoclasm (or Image-Breaking)—drove another wedge between East and West. Despite the fact that virtually every formerly revered icon—every representational Christian image—throughout the East was destroyed by the iconoclasts (usually with the emperor’s encouragement) on the theory that God had in the Book of Exodus forbidden the making of “graven images,” the illiterate West was by this point too much in love with religious images—their vivid colors, their emotional power—ever to give them up. To Westerners, especially those concerned with religious matters, it was simply that the East was at it again, agitated by another exaggerated enthusiasm, advancing another cockamamie theory. “You have no business issuing dogmatic constitutions [in favor of Iconoclasm],” Gregory II (715–31), bishop of Rome, wrote to the emperor Leo, as if to an outrageously naughty boy. “When it comes to dogmas, you haven’t the brains; yours are too crude and militaristic.”
Islam’s advance into Europe, after overrunning Visigothic Spain, was brought to a decisive halt in 732 at Poitiers in southern Gaul by the forces of Charles Martel. The patriarch of the West could only be grateful and sent a delegation to Charles asking protection for Peter’s Patrimony—the territories of central Italy clustered around Rome and Ravenna, territories threatened by Lombard incursions. Though Charles made no reply, this was the first uncertain step in a collaboration that would refashion the power structure of Europe and influence its politics ever after.
Charles was not yet king of the Franks but Mayor of the Palace to the Merovingian kings, who were kings in name only. What did the bishop of Rome think? asked Charles. Shouldn’t he who wields the power hold the title? By all means, Rome replied and supplied its loyal missionary Boniface to anoint and crown the upstart king. Then, on January 6, 754, the old feast of Christmas, Stephen II, two years after his election as bishop of Rome, arrived at Ponthion for a meeting with Pepin, Charles’s son and successor and now (with Rome’s help) undisputed king of the Franks. They got on famously, Pepin willingly leading the mounted bishop’s horse as if he were a stable boy. The bishop anointed Pepin, bestowed on him and his male heirs the newly minted title “patrician of the Romans,” and swore the Franks to eternal allegiance to this family. Pepin then vowed to restore Peter’s Patrimony to its rightful owner.
And Pepin was as good as his word. The next two years saw the creation of a new kingdom, carved out by Pepin’s sword, encompassing as much of the west coast of Italy as modern Lazio, running through the heart of the Italian peninsula, and spreading north along the Adriatic from Ancona almost to Venice. Here we have the origin of lo Stato della Chiesa, the Papal States. Of course, the Byzantine emperor objected, crying feebly that this territory was rightly his, now wickedly alienated from the Roman empire by barbarian upstarts. And, indeed, there is mystery here. The bishop of Rome had long held extensive properties, farms that fed the poor and supported the far-flung activities of the see of Peter. But the bishop had never before claimed to be anything more than a landowner, certainly not a monarch. Yet here was Stephen accepting the absolute rule of considerable territories at the hands of a self-styled king.
About this time, there came to light a document known as the Donation of Constantine, which presented the first Christian emperor as setting the bishop of Rome once and for all time above all other bishops and bestowing on him “all the privileges of our supreme station as emperor and all the glory of our authority.” Constantine’s donation included all of Italy, as well as “the Western regions”—that is, the whole of Europe west of Italy. The document was completely bogus, but to eighth-century eyes it looked reassuringly authentic. It became the theological and political basis for the papal role in subsequent Western history: the pope (and we should probably begin calling him this now even if “pope” as his exclusive title still lies three centuries in the future) was, in effect, not only patriarch but emperor of the West, ceded this role by Constantine himself. The pope was—to say the least!—entitled to the territories of central Italy; moreover, imperial rule lay in his gift. Who devised the forgery no one can say for sure.
Before the modern period and the selling of “shares,” all wealth lay in land ownership. The saying of Jesus that “you cannot serve both God and money” was relegated to the outer darkness; and the wealth of the Papal States brought into being fresh horrors not known before, as the principal Roman families set in motion an unending mafia war over whose candidate would sit on the throne of Peter—whose stock had spiked with the Donation of Pepin—and which family would get its hands most deeply into the papal pork barrel. From this time on, the halls and dungeons of Old Rome would echo with never-ending cries of torture, betrayal, poisoning, murder, and maiming, all in hopes of making a pope or thwarting a candidacy. The goal of the pope in acquiring a kingdom was security for the papacy, but this earthly kingdom would make the papacy more insecure than ever. The ghoulish intrigues that we associate with the Renaissance Borgias begin right here in the middle of the eighth century.
Collaboration between the pope and the Frankish king grew even closer when on Christmas Day 800 Pope Leo III solemnly crowned Pepin’s son Charlemagne as Holy Roman Emperor of the West—a title that would serve its bearers for more than a thousand years—in a singular ceremony in Old Saint Peter’s. The less-than-reliable Frankish account of this scene includes the detail that the pope then prostrated himself on the floor before Charlemagne, as protocol required before the Byzantine emperor. Whether or not this act of humility occurred, Charlemagne, the greatest of his line, had no doubt that his authority came directly from God, not the pope, and felt himself free within his own demesnes to make significant religious decisions, such as adding a key word to the consecrated age-old text of the Creed. (The word, filioque, expressed the belief of the West that the Holy Spirit “proceeded” from the other two Persons of the Trinity. But since in the original conciliar formulation the Spirit had proceeded only from God the Father, this addition was seen by the East as further proof of the West’s heretical tendencies.) The pope’s objections to this innovation carried no weight with the Emperor of the West. All the same, the pope had succeeded in establishing papal anointing (and therefore papal approval) as a prerequisite for imperial rule in the West.
In the centuries after the crowning of Charlemagne, the question of who was on top, pope or emperor, would remain unsettled. This question of sovereignty, of which sword was absolute—the spiritual or the temporal—was to be threaded through all the European political tensions of succeeding centuries until the clear emergence of powerful nation-states in the sixteenth century would render the Sword Spiritual an anachronism.
But the pope, considering not only the proper arrangement of the temporal powers of this world but the inner workings of his Church, had other fish to fry. Another forgery—this time an elaborate collection of letters of earlier “popes” and canons (or decrees) of ancient councils, some authentic, others spurious, many nonsensical—emerged around 850 under Frankish auspices. The purpose was to undermine the traditional power of metropolitan archbishops over smaller dioceses by asserting that all power in the Church had always derived from the pope and that the bishops were only vicars—his representative spokesmen—in regions where he could not personally reside. A pope could appoint or remove anyone and had the right to hear any appeal, the judgment of competent local authority, whether spiritual or temporal, notwithstanding. These false “Decretals of Isidore of Seville,” which departed so strikingly from the customs of the ancient Church (in which all bishops were seen as sharing in the unitary power of the apostles) were taken for the real thing. From them—and not from the New Testament or from the life of the ancient Church—issue the extraordinary theological claims, still made in canon law, that the pope’s jurisdiction over the Church—and, therefore, in the last analysis over all Christians—is “full” (that is, total), “supreme,” “ordinary” (that is, constant), and “immediate.” In the course of the two and a half centuries since the death of Gregory the Great, the Church had gone from viewing the pope as the servant of all and an exemplar to others (“a minister,” as Gregory had said, “and not a master”) to setting him up, in theory at least, as absolute monarch of the whole world.
The first pope to act as if the False Decretals were true was Nicholas I (858–67), the third and last bishop of Rome to be given the title “the Great.” Nicholas cut a great swath through his time, demanding—and getting—obedience from powerful archbishops, who had formerly thought themselves autonomous, even extracting obedience from the emperor Lothair himself, forcing the emperor to abandon a fertile concubine he was planning to raise as empress and return to Theutberga, his barren wife. He instructed the Eastern emperor in his duty of obedience to Rome and excommunicated the embarrassingly young patriarch of Constantinople, who had been illegitimately appointed by the emperor because he needed a yes man. The patriarch, Photius, retaliated by excommunicating Nicholas, but the pope never heard of the excommunication. He died before the news reached Rome.
The mutual excommunications of pope and patriarch, which severed the Eastern from the Western Church, did not become final and unalterable till 1054, two centuries after the age of Nicholas. But by his time, communication between the two branches of Christianity had all but stopped completely. In language, culture, and obedience, the two Churches had grown so separate that they felt they no longer had anything to say to each other. And the see of Rome, after the brief respite of Nicholas’s reign, descended once more to the cesspool of intrigue to which it had grown accustomed.
Inconvenient popes were dispatched mafia-style or left to live on as terrifying examples, minus eyes, lips, tongue, hands—or, in one case, all the above. As such occurrences became almost commonplace, the ne plus ultra scene was no doubt the trial, ordered by Stephen VI (896–97), of the corpse of his predecessor, Formosus. For the occasion of this “Cadaver Synod,” the putrid mummy of the dead pope, whose name means “One Beautifully Formed,” was arrayed in full pontificals and deposited on a throne. In due course it was found guilty of many crimes, had the blessing fingers of its right hand chopped off, and was thrown into the River Tiber, whose green sludge serves as the unhallowed final resting place of not a few popes. Stephen would come to his own grisly end after two years in office, deposed, imprisoned, and choked to death.
But the theory of papal supremacy, as well as its practice during the pontificate of Nicholas the Great, had become an established feature of the medieval landscape. Because there now was in place, nearly a full millennium after the time of Jesus, most of the privileges claimed by the historic papacy, we may say that the construction of the platform from which John XXIII would speak to the world was well on its way to completion. It needed only to be reinforced and more splendidly decorated. It also, however, had to undergo a long history of abuse and neglect.
The Need for Reform
THE PAPACY had become a corrupt political institution and with only a few bright moments would remain so from the middle of the eighth century till Paul III would convene the Council of Trent in 1545. This means that for eight centuries—more than a third of its history—the Roman bishopric or “Holy See” was to be fatally tainted by the power politics of Europe and by the grasping atmosphere of papal Rome, as well as by the venal motivations of the men who sat on its throne, a spiritual seat in name only. “Kings who incarnate an idea,” muses the Prince in The Leopard, Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s great novel of the Italian Revolution, “should not, cannot, fall below a certain level for generations; if they do the idea itself suffers.” So, too, with the papacy, so much so that the historian is hard put to make his selection among the abundant riches of outrageous incidents: which scandal to include, which abomination to forgo. It is difficult indeed, even for the doggedly professional researcher, working systematically through this increasingly dreary eight-century saga, to keep straight the difference between one conniving papal mistress and another, one set of highly beneficed papal nephews and another, one family fortune and another, which boy cardinals were placed on the papal throne to satisfy which families, which pope built which splendid palace, who thought up each new method of increasing papal revenues, which popes died in their beds at an early age from an excess of early morning sex.
There were, even during this long period, reforming popes, though their reforms tended to stop well short of the sort of remedies that were actually called for. Leo IX (1049–54), for instance, who walked to Rome for his papal coronation all the way from his episcopal see of Toul in Alsace, was resolved to make the papacy more than a familial Roman institution. He traveled to northern Italy, Germany, and France, holding reforming synods to deal with the evils of simony, lay investiture, and clerical marriage (or, where marriage was not a viable possibility, concubinage). Though of these, only simony (the selling of Church offices to the highest bidder) is likely on the face of it to strike the modern reader as a genuine evil, “lay investiture” had come to mean not the democratic election of a priest or bishop (the common practice of the primitive Church) but appointment by the prevailing strongman, whether duke, king, or emperor.
Leo’s innovative view of his office—“proactive,” we might be tempted to call it in contemporary terms—also left room for the pope as commander in chief of papal armies, a role that popes would resort to with catastrophic results in coming centuries. In Leo’s case, the catastrophe was the defeat of his inexperienced forces in 1053 and his arrest by the Normans, who had expelled the Muslims from southern Italy and were threatening the freedom of the Papal States. The Byzantine empire (or what was left of it) greatly resented this papal intervention into what it still thought of as imperial territory, and Leo’s disastrous military campaign supplied the occasion for the final break between Rome, henceforth center of “Catholicism,” and Constantinople, henceforth center of “Orthodoxy.”
Not many years later, a successor of Leo’s, Nicholas II (1058–61), set out a new mode for electing popes. Up to now, they had been selected in all sorts of ways—originally elected by the priests and people of Rome, later appointed by emperors, kings, or Rome’s most distinguished mafia families. Now, a new pope was to be chosen by seven electors, the cardinal (or “hinge”) bishops of the principal Roman churches, his election confirmed by the cardinal priests and deacons of Rome, with final confirmation to be obtained by the acclamation of the Roman people. Though “cardinal” was already a term in transition, an honorific whose precise meaning would continue to evolve, this mode of election represented a break with lay investiture and the corruptions of power politics; and it forms the basic procedure for papal election to this day (though the laity are now completely excluded).
The greatest of the medieval popes was Hildebrand, a monk who had been deeply influenced by a monastic reform movement generated by the Abbey of Cluny in Aquitaine and who took the name Gregory VII (1073–85). Cluny’s reforms would hardly strike us as radical. The charter it was awarded by its founder, the generous and thoughtful William, Duke of Aquitaine, enabled it to remain free of local political control and to answer only to the pope. Thus liberated from the need to spend their energies in endless political machinations, the monks of Cluny had time to devote to spiritual and aesthetic considerations, such as art, architecture, and liturgy capable of inspiring devotion. Cluny’s achievement was to embody faith in ritual and stone. It was unique in its day because it took religion seriously.
Monkish Hildebrand was the pope who, after more than a thousand years of Christian tradition, made lifelong celibacy mandatory for clergy throughout the West, upsetting the families of priests everywhere, as wives were declared whores and children bastards with no claim on inheritance. Indeed, the incremental loss incurred by Churches as ecclesiastical property fell more and more into the hands of priests’ heirs played no little part in Hildebrand’s insistence on celibacy. But it was not his whole reason.
Heretofore, the obligation had risen and sunk fitfully. Peter, as is clear from the New Testament, had a wife who shared his ministry; and this was true of other apostles as well. The New Testament’s Epistle to Titus even advises local congregations that whoever they elect as their priest should be the “husband of one wife,” rather than of several. But early in Christian history—as early certainly as the apostolate of Paul—the idea that celibacy is superior to marriage began to gain adherents. Paul’s exaltation of the single life may have been practical (how could he have covered so much missionary territory with a wife and children?) and feminist (women, especially, were freer to live a life of the spirit if they were not limited by the enslaving demands imposed on a wife in a male-dominated society). But Paul was exceptional in many ways, and there is evidence that even bishops of Rome continued to have wives at least into the early fifth century (and afterward, as the idea of married bishops became unthinkable, mistresses). The shift in direction to an all-celibate clergy was gradual, modeled initially by monk-bishops, who were much influenced by the atmosphere of Eastern monasticism, which was in its turn much influenced by Platonism—and particularly by the dualist strain in Platonism that saw the material world (and therefore the human body) as inimical to immortal spirit, something to be dominated and, insofar as possible, ignored. For all that, even Hildebrand’s reform was unable to eliminate clerical marriage altogether, as lonely priests simply invented new terms. Their wives became “housekeepers,” their children a gaggle of “nephews” and “nieces”—and their sympathetic parishioners conspired in this innocent ruse.
Thinking the elimination of lay investiture the heart of reform, Hildebrand wasted little time in setting forth a bold assertion of papal prerogatives in the teeth of the claims of emperors, kings, and lesser princes. In 1075 he published the Dictatus Papae, a set of twenty-seven propositions that included such old standbys as: the pope is Christendom’s final court to whom anyone may make appeal over the heads of local bishops or monarchs and, concomitantly, the pope may be judged by no one but God. But there was much in these dictates that was novel: only the pope is to be called “by right, universal” (thus forgetting Gregory the Great’s vigorous rejection of such a title) and may, therefore, depose even an emperor and absolve his subjects from their obedience; only the pope can depose or transfer a bishop, add to or alter the canons of Church law, or call an ecumenical council (thus dismissing the precedents of the ancient Church); the pope is supreme over all bishops and councils; even his legates take precedence over any bishop. Most startling of all are the assertions that “the Roman Church has never erred” (conveniently ignoring Vigilius and a couple of others), it “will never err to all eternity,” and the pope is by virtue of his office a living saint. Though the pope hasn’t tried to depose an emperor recently, just about all the other claims are still in force, however innovative most of them were in the eleventh century. The Vatican is too politically astute to claim publicly nowadays that the pope is a living saint, but the etiquette of addressing the pope as “Your Holiness” or “Holy Father,” a vocative locution expected of everyone who meets the pope (regardless of personal belief), goes a long way toward suggesting that even this dictate remains in effect. In fact, the only planks yet to be added to the papal platform after the Dictatus were the pope’s incontestable right to appoint all bishops (which Hildebrand could never have gotten away with because so many cities, cathedral chapters, and princes were well aware of their time-hallowed rights in this respect) and the doctrinal infallibility not just of the Roman Church but of the pope alone.
Hildebrand’s greatest success was the sight of Henry IV, the German king (who styled himself Holy Roman Emperor), standing barefoot in the snow for three days in the courtyard of Countess Matilda of Tuscany at Canossa in the Apennine mountains, while the pope, Matilda’s guest, decided whether or not he would forgive him. Henry’s sins were egregious: he had attempted to make his own candidate bishop of Milan without consulting the pope and, after the pope had castigated him, had forced the German and Lombardian bishops, over whom he held control, to “depose” the pope. Unexpected political consequences, especially the subsidence of support for his throne by independent-minded bishops and princes, drove Henry to his knees. The image of the king, the most powerful man in Christendom, as a painfully humiliated beggar would live on in medieval imagination with the same force that the image of Leo the Great confronting Attila once had for the people of late antiquity.
Hildebrand forgave Henry—reluctantly. But the pope’s remarkable luck did not hold. He was to die at Salerno, a fugitive from Rome, cursed by the Romans who had once loved his steely courage, now blamed for his unbending obstinacy in provoking against them not only the emperor’s forces but the cutthroat Normans, who nearly leveled the city. Hildebrand never doubted the course he had taken. “I have ‘loved righteousness and hated iniquity,’” he maintained, quoting Psalm 45. “For this, I die an exile.”
Though the Vatican reveres his memory, the contemporary reader is likely to find Hildebrand insufficiently “spiritual.” It is instructive, however, to ask ourselves what else the man might have done in the circumstances. The great fight of the Middle Ages was over real estate; and the Latin tag Cujus regio, ejus religio (The ruler decides the religion of his realm) had overwhelming force long before the Reformation. If the pope wanted to avoid being reduced to court chaplain, either to the emperor or to some magnate closer at hand, he had to assert—vigorously and often—that he possessed unique prerogatives not conferred by any man. Since no one had yet conceived of “rights,” civil or otherwise, that could be written into law to protect the individual against the whims of the monarch, it is hard to imagine how Hildebrand could have insisted on the special privileges of the spiritual realm except as he did. Had he given in to Henry and admitted that the Cross was simply the creature of the Crown, would the Church have anything left today?
It is in this context that we should consider the last important title that the pope would claim for himself. For ages, he had been acknowledged as Peter’s “vicar” or stand-in. But Peter was thought to have been bishop of Antioch, perhaps of other ancient Churches as well, before coming to Rome. As the life of the Eastern Churches (such as Antioch and Alexandria) faded from Western memory and as the cold necessities of European Real-politik closed their iron lock on the Roman Church, the pope—in the person of Innocent III (1198–1216)—was moved to proclaim: “We are the successor of the prince of the apostles but we are not his vicar, nor the vicar of any man or apostle, but the vicar of Jesus Christ himself.” If such a grand pronouncement can only make Christians uneasy today—what, in this theory, could be said to have happened to Christ, who had promised to remain always present among his disciples, what had happened to the Holy Spirit?—the pronouncement makes splendid sense as an affirmation of the primacy of the spiritual realm over the mundane exigencies of the temporal order. That the spiritual realm should be localized in one man was probably also inevitable, given the limits of medieval imagination, in which a consecrated individual (whether king or bishop) stood for a whole mass of men. The English king was addressed, at least by other kings, as “England,” the French king as “France,” and so it went throughout Europe. That the pope should be imagined to be Christ’s visible stand-in is logical. As England needed the visible figure “England,” the Church required a visible figure of its own—and who but the pope could fill such a role?
Of course, the new concentration of power that resulted from Hildebrand’s exaltation of the pope’s role within the Church quickly lent itself to new forms of corruption: if Rome was the court of last resort in cases that had once been dealt with locally, if more and more postings within the Church had to be approved by the pope, more and more palms had to be greased, and more and more ducats found their way to the papal purse. To understand these currents of power in their medieval context, it is useful to compare this age with that of modern Africa, its nearest contemporary equivalent, where the leaders tend to be village chieftains raised to national status and the led are often illiterate and unable to discern subtle shifts in power or to exercise much in the way of political effect. As a discouraged Kofi Annan, the recently retired UN Secretary General, remarked of his home continent: “For everything you want, you need a permit. The person who gives you a permit wants a bribe. The person who’s going to make an appointment for you wants a bribe. And so on.” Though the Holy See did make most of its money through fees for permits and similar services (as well as through taxes leveled on beneficed bishops and priests), these were not bribes precisely, since they were generally known from officially published price lists. But the prices were steep. Until the reforms of Vatican II, for instance, only wealthy Catholics could expect to obtain marriage annulments, because only they could afford the endless list of “fees” required.
The crusades, convoked by powerful popes (in their newly fashioned role as executive spokesmen for Christendom) to win back the Holy Land from Muslim control, also created fresh opportunities for money to change hands and, as war inevitably does, opened the way for cruel men to practice barbaric atrocities on vast populations of the innocent and helpless. Not only could you massacre to your heart’s content, you were, while in arms, a sort of temporary cleric under the pope’s protection (and therefore technically exempt from prosecution in a secular court); and when you died you went straight to heaven, all your sins having been forgiven you by the pope’s plenary indulgence.
Innocent III, who straddled the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, was the most powerful pope of the Middle Ages, a man who knew how to extract large concessions (especially on the issue of ecclesiastical appointments) from kings in return for throwing his weight to them as the occasion demanded. It was Innocent, therefore, who roundly condemned Magna Carta—the fragile beginning of the world’s first parliamentary system—nullifying it as an illegal encroachment on the privileges of God’s anointed monarch.
But it was also Innocent, “adorned in jewels and silk, crowned with gold, mounted on a white horse,” as Bernard of Clairvaux reprovingly described the pope, who gave his blessing to Francis of Assisi’s peculiar experiment in absolute poverty. Indeed, it was saints such as Bernard and Francis, Peter Damien and Hugh of Cluny, living far from the centers of power, who were the real strength behind the medieval reform movement. Pope Innocent, worldly, sharp, and ironic (never more so than in his choice of name), knew in his heart that what integrity the Church possessed rested on such people. In a dream he could never forget, Innocent saw the Lateran Basilica—the pope’s own cathedral church and symbolic seat of all his power—about to fall to the ground, held up only by the strong arm of il Poverello, the little poor man from Assisi. It was this dream that induced the effulgently adorned Innocent to give his seal of approval to a company of gray-clad wretches, who would become known as “Franciscans” and who were usually preceded by their own body odor and a host of circling fleas—and who believed their way of life an imitation of the earthly Jesus. In a world of illiterates who lived by images rather than words, such commitment served as a living witness, condemning the “way” of the popes more eloquently than words could ever do. A scant two years after Francis died, Innocent’s nephew, reigning as Gregory IX (1227–41), would “canonize” il Poverello as a saint.
The authority to make a saint, traditionally in the power of the local community—the people who had known the man or woman—was now, like so many other things, reserved exclusively to the papacy. One of Innocent’s lasting effects was the enormous expansion of the Code of Canon Law, an expansion completed under his immediate successor that reserved one right after another to the pope alone, excluding not only kings and princes but bishops, priests, and ordinary people from a participation that had been considered normal in the ancient Church.
Innocent’s lasting shame, however, lies in his crusades, one against the Albigensians of Spain and southern France, during which he offered an indulgence from sin to all who took part. They took part with abandon, slaughtering men, women, and children. The Albigensians held austere beliefs not unlike those of the Franciscans, but they made the fatal mistake of denying the efficacy of the Catholic system of sacraments—which was intolerable to Innocent. Heretics, he reasoned, those denying an essential doctrine of the Church, had to be exterminated before they infected others, as if they were rats carrying plague. Under his immediate successor, Honorius III (1216–27), this idea would blossom into the evil flower of the Papal Inquisition, which, like so many papal initiatives, took precedence over local authority and came to interrogate, torture, and execute with impunity. Innocent also preached the Fourth Crusade to Jerusalem. In the event, the attention of this savage army was diverted to Constantinople, and the population of Greek Christians was attacked with the same fervor that one might have expected to be reserved for French and Spanish heretics.
If Innocent III may be taken as an example of a strong pope who did at least some good and had some sense of his own limitations, the thirteenth century closes with Boniface VIII (1293–1303), a papal megalomaniac who understood only his own importance. Like Caesar Augustus, he erected statues of himself everywhere and was fond of dressing up as a Roman emperor. He remodeled the papal crown, which had been an elongated cone with a single diadem, symbolizing priestly power, into the triple tiara, symbolizing the powers of priest, king, and emperor. The triple tiara has been worn by popes ever since, till Paul VI sold his and gave the money to the poor. Before his pontificate, Boniface had been highly regarded as a canon lawyer (could there be a worse training ground for a pope than a lifetime of narrow legalisms?); and he was smart about money, initiating the first Jubilee Year, which brought countless thousands of pilgrims to Rome, so many that, according to an eyewitness account, the sacristans in the major basilicas had to spend “notte e giorno…con in mano rastrelli e raccoglievano…senza fine” (night and day…with rakes in hand as they harvested…without end) the monetary offerings left by the faithful. He brought the papal indulgence machine to its basest level yet, bestowing plenary indulgences on anyone willing to join his vendetta against the powerful Colonna family. Rumored to be an atheist and an insatiable pederast, he secured the undying hatred of many, including Dante, the greatest poet of the Middle Ages, who in the Inferno gives us Boniface hanging upside down in the perpetual fire of the devil’s oven. In the papal bull (from the Latin bulla, for lead seal) Unam sanctam (One, Holy), he formally taught that subjection to the pope is “utterly necessary for the salvation of every human creature.” Thus did this horrifying creature think to grab hold of not only the purse but even the soul of each human being. And he knew perfectly well from which direction he could expect obstruction. In another bull, Clericis laicos, he started off with this earth-shattering insight: “All history shows clearly the hostility of the laity toward the clergy.” Can’t imagine why.
A close successor to Boniface was John XXII (1316–34), who so identified himself with both Christ and his own immense riches that he was moved to teach that the earthly Jesus and his apostles had not been so poor as to own nothing at all. Since this was completely at variance with the well-known Franciscan interpretation of the gospels, John found he had to suppress the most severe branch of the Franciscans, known as the “Spirituals.” The Inquisition went to work, and in due course four innocuous Franciscans were burned at the stake. John succeeded, in fact, in making enemies of the entire Franciscan movement, including the philosopher William of Occam, the most discerning writer of the day.
It’s seldom wise to make an enemy of a writer. William got busy at his trade, refuting John’s theology point by point; and by the time of the pope’s death, John was held throughout Europe to be that rare bird, a pope who had actually fallen into heresy. Despite his literary success, I would not wish to inflate Occam’s importance in this controversy. Rather, it would seem that, even in a time of few books and sparse literacy, even so august a personage as a pope could not win the great mass of people over to a view of Jesus that contradicted the plain sense of Scripture. “Foxes have their holes and the birds of the air their nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head,” said Jesus of himself. He had nothing. People high and low might have had trouble defining the proper role of a pope, but this pope went too far when he tried to foist on them a portrait of Jesus contrary to the gospels.
John XXII did not rule from Rome. He was second in a line of popes who took up residence in the French town of Avignon. Boniface’s fulminations had in the end proven impotent to protect the papacy from the growing power of nationalism, and Boniface himself was hounded to an early grave by the forces of France’s Philip the Fair, who had no patience for anyone asserting power over him. (The humiliated Boniface found himself toward the end surrounded in his hometown of Anagni, south of Rome, where he became the only pope in history to be slapped publicly—the famous schiaffo d’Anagni, the slap of Anagni.)
It was the powerful magnet of the French monarchy that first brought the popes to Avignon, where they were to remain for seventy years—most of the fourteenth century—captives of the king surely, but living better than popes had ever lived, erecting dazzling villas and concerning themselves with their admirably efficient estates. “My predecessors,” exclaimed the cheerful Clement VI (1342–52) on his way to another fête, “just didn’t know how to be pope!”
The one lasting, if dubious, achievement of the Avignon popes—needless to say they were all Frenchmen—was to give the Curia (or papal court) a more rational structure, creating the basic dicasteries (or departments) of the papal bureaucracy, as well as the Sacred Rota (or marriage tribunal), all of which remain in existence to this day. One great saint crosses the story of the Avignon papacy (or “Babylonian Captivity of the Church,” as it was known to those who disapproved): Catherine of Siena, a mystic and charmer of the first rank, who in her letters addressed the pope as “dulcissimo babbo mio” (“my sweetest da-da”) but was not afraid to sail into Avignon and wag her finger under the pope’s nose, while instructing him in his solemn duty to return to Rome.
Unfortunately, the return to Rome encouraged only further disintegration, in the form of the Great Western Schism, with a pope at Rome, a “pope” at Avignon, and at length a third “pope” striding about. The schism was able to get off the ground because the valid pope, Urban VI (1378–89), the first to be elected by the Roman cardinals since the supposed end of the Avignon papacy, turned out to be a screaming madman once installed. By the time a solution was reached, the schism had lasted nearly forty years. In the end, no one could keep straight who the real pope was. The century and a decade that stretched from the beginning of the Avignon papacy to the end of the schism had brought the papacy to the lowest esteem in which it had ever been held. There must, everyone thought, be a better way of organizing Christianity than this.
The seemingly obvious solution was Conciliarism, the old belief of the Eastern Church that the bishops in plenary council, not the pope, were the whole Church’s final arbiter. It was indeed a council—the Council of Constance in the Swiss Alps—that at last put an end to the schism, managing to retire three extant popes and electing a single new pope, Martin V (1417–31). Theorists like Occam went even further, speculating that, in the final analysis, authority issued not from the pope nor even from the bishops gathered in council but simply from the Church as a whole because the power to “bind” and “loose” was given not to Peter alone but to the whole Church. Thus the Church—that is to say, all Christians together—could structure the Church in any number of ways and could delegate authority as it wished. Such a theory grew out of late-medieval experiments in republican government but also provided a far more faithful description of the actual functioning of the Church of the apostolic and post-apostolic ages right through the time of Gregory the Great than did the medieval theory of papal supremacy.
The Council of Constance, however, which was a council of bishops, did not mean to go so far in disestablishing episcopal prerogatives. Rather, like the English barons who wanted to limit their king by the rules of Magna Carta, the council fathers intended only to rein in papal power so as to increase their own. They decreed that ecumenical councils had to be held regularly, every five to ten years. But once the fathers of the council had returned to their far-flung sees, who would call such councils? The popes, reduced in both prestige and income, bided their time and quietly saw to it that this question would never be answered.
The Council of Constance, in what it thought of as its reforming zeal, also condemned the saintly Czech reformer Jan Hus. This was a terrible mistake, and the Catholic Church is still paying the consequences in the tepid regard of the Czech people. The things that Hus fought for—allowing the laity to drink from the chalice, the Bible accessible to all, participation by all the laity in the affairs of the Church, reform of the openly scandalous lives of the clergy, informed preaching and teaching—seem unremarkable today, certainly not sufficient reason for the flames that lit the walls of Constance on the night they burned Hus alive, despite a specious promise of safe conduct, which had brought the Czech to Constance and had been guaranteed by the emperor himself.
These flames were portents, for we have now reached the Renaissance and its necessary concomitant, the Reformation.
The broken and bankrupt city that Martin V took possession of was about to get a face-lift. As the conciliar movement lost adherents through the sheer impossibility of making it work, humanism—the rediscovery of the art and literature of the pagan past and the inspiration these lent to a fashionable new intellectual force—began to drive all before it. Nicholas V (1447–55), the first humanist pope, was a master at consolidating political ties, which gave him not only breathing room but new income. This he used to begin the transformation of the old city. He abandoned the decaying Lateran, made the Vatican his official residence, and began to redecorate. He restored Castel Sant’Angelo and the ancient buildings of the Capitol; he brought in Fra Angelico to do up the new Vatican palace. Inspired by a confidence that was sweeping over Italy as it began to recover the magnificence of its own past, Nicholas had no doubt what he was about: “to create solid and stable convictions in the minds of the uncouth masses.” If his authority were to be “visibly displayed in majestic buildings, lasting monuments, and testimonies that seem to have been planted by God’s own hand, faith will grow.” In the end, “the whole world will accept and revere [the pope].” His successors can only thank him for giving them such a stage set.
His immediate successors waded into the fashions of humanism like hippos to mud holes, and the religious sensibility of the papacy became so beclouded with the enthusiasms of the day that at times it was impossible to tell a pope from a pagan. Alexander VI (1492–1503), the second Borgia pope, had his Vatican apartments decorated with pictures of the mysteries of Osiris to please his current mistress and fathered nine acknowledged bastards, marrying off the females to princes and installing the males as dukes on papal lands. One of these, Cesare Borgia, served as Machiavelli’s model of the ideal Renaissance prince.
Curial documents began to refer to God as “Jupiter,” to Mary as “Diana,” and to the pope as “God’s Consul.” The Latin of these documents, imitative of the worst rhetorical excesses of late antiquity and so pretentious as to be indecipherable, was largely given over to an elaborate obsequiousness toward the “Supreme Pontiff” that must have appeared as distasteful then as it does now. Had Peter risen from his grave beneath the basilica and appeared among the living once more, he would never have recognized this court of oriental sycophants as the inheritors of his Church. Papal ceremonial and literary style underwent a similar metamorphosis. Thus was initiated the allusive, refined pompousness that was to mark papal discourse right through the mid-twentieth-century reign of Pius XII, John XXIII’s immediate predecessor: never a short sentence, seldom an active verb, impenetrable paragraphs clotted with ornamentation and indirection, a language of effete churchiness, parading itself as imperial, far removed from biblical sounds and themes, and requiring a specialized education if one were to unlock its meanings and intentions.
The most amazing Renaissance pope was Julius II (1503–13), known as il Terribile, a commanding, athletic figure who led his troops into battle while clothed in silver armor. He was not the first warrior pope; and, it must be confessed, he was more selfless than his predecessor, Alexander VI, since some of his battles were for the sake of winning back territory that Alexander had alienated from Peter’s Patrimony by awarding large parcels to Borgias. By the end of Julius’s reign, the French had been driven from the Italian peninsula, and the northern border of the Papal States was approaching the Alps.
An overbearing man of overreaching appetites, he was an enthusiastic patron of the arts and of Michelangelo in particular, who celebrated his patron’s fierceness in the great statue of Moses that was intended for Julius’s funerary memorial (and was banished by jealous successors to a side aisle of San Pietro in Vincoli). It was Julius who commissioned a new Saint Peter’s to replace the Constantinian basilica that was falling down. This Saint Peter’s is the one that still stands today, a building that would take nearly half a century to complete. An acute businessman who replenished the papal treasury that had been plundered by Alexander, Julius knew that financing the new Saint Peter’s would require funds from an extraordinary source. A sale of indulgences seemed to him the very thing—and in this way the building of the basilica, the quintessential monument to papal power, became the direct cause of the Reformation, the ultimate challenge to this power.
Martin Luther, a sensitive young German friar, had come to Rome on pilgrimage and been scandalized by what he saw of the uncaring, materialistic lives of high-ranking clergy who were supposedly the heart of the Church. But Luther was more than a scrupulous monk; in a time of cold theological aridity, he was much admired as a dynamic theologian of uncommon warmth and creativity. And he was nothing if not earnest. He came to believe that what passed for religion was a jerry-built system of automatic salvation. Though Luther lived long before vending machines, they give us his essential metaphor: the Church preached that its system enabled the devotee to put money (or ritual or some rigmarole or other) into the machine at one end and out would pop personal salvation at the other end. You could even work the machine on behalf of others, especially your dead friends and relations now suffering the fiery tortures of purgatory. If only you were to buy them an indulgence they could pass from the flames to the bliss of heaven. How could you refuse to save your own loved ones from pain (and at the same time help the Supreme Pontiff to build his beautiful new church)? Heaven, insisted Luther, was not a purchasable commodity.
Looking back to this moment of intellectual and moral crisis that would forever split Western Christendom, it is easy to see that Luther was right and the pope (Julius’s successor, Leo X, who understood nothing of theology and was interested only in political and financial consequences) wrong. However one refines one’s interpretation of these events—claiming, say, that Luther was too sensitive, too unworldly, too confrontational, even too parricidal, and that the reigning pontiff was an unusual blockhead even for a pope—one comes out the same door in the end: somebody had to blow the whistle on these impostors and point the way back to the spirit of Jesus—and whoever did the whistle-blowing had better have all his ducks in a row and all his defenses secure if he did not mean to end like Hus. Luther’s ducks were his own bracing ideas, flung like gauntlets before a flabby papal establishment shockingly unprepared for such a challenge. His defenses were German nobles, who offered him their protection either because they were convinced by his theological positions or because they saw in them the more mundane possibility of increasing their own power at the expense of the Church. Luther, who proved to be quite worldly as time went on, was especially good at playing the nobles to his permanent advantage.
What had begun as a series of academic theses by an obscure theologian turned quickly into a movement for radical reform. At each step, as positions hardened on both sides, the rhetoric of the controversy became more and more extreme till, in a short time, there could be no turning back, no compromise. Luther was, in papal rhetoric, “a leper…and the son of a bitch, born to bite and snap at the sky with his doggish mouth,” all his writings “heretical, scandalous, or offensive to pious ears.” To Luther, the papacy was seen more and more as so corrupt as to be irreformable, and the pope was “the whore of Babylon” and the Antichrist prophesied in the Book of Revelation. It was not long before Luther began to claim that the official, visible Church—and therefore the papacy itself—was not founded by Jesus but was the result of historical accidents. Because the Christian clergy had for so long shown themselves to be unreliable guides to spiritual health, sola scriptura, Scripture alone, was the single incorrupt authority. He set himself the task of translating the Bible into German, a spectacular achievement given currency by a new invention, the printing press, which enabled the humblest reader to examine the Bible in his own language for the first time, as well as Luther’s zesty manifestos. The new invention did what the Internet is now doing to dictatorships throughout the world. It broke the tyrant’s monopoly on the truth.
But Luther, none of whose main theological assertions would be rejected by the majority of Catholic theologians and biblical scholars today, was only the beginning. Beyond the Lutheran territories of Germany and Scandinavia (and, from the beginning of the seventeenth century, England, whose Elizabethan Anglicanism retained much of Catholic form and substance), far less Catholic forms of Christian faith were aborning, especially the Calvinism that was to become the dominant species of Protestantism. John Calvin, a much more severe figure than the earthy Luther, managed—almost entirely by sheer willpower—to remake the Swiss city of Geneva into his vision of a model Christian community, where public vice was not tolerated and even private sin was extirpated. Dancing, singing (especially if the lyrics suggested less than total respect for Calvin), and fortunetelling could all bring severe fines or imprisonment on the malefactor; adultery, if discovered, led to execution; laughing during a sermon could get you into major trouble. Geneva became the only city in Christendom without a working theater; and prostitution, formerly a principal Genevan industry, was eliminated. Calvin, the “pope of Geneva,” taught that God was so Other that his purposes were unfathomable to mere human beings. The Catholic “domestication” of God—in ritual, art, sacrament, and extravagant devotion to the saints—was an abomination. The terrifying Calvinist God permitted no such mediations (not even the celebration of Christmas) and in fact had predestined every human being from all eternity either to salvation or damnation—and there was nothing you could do about it. Needless to say, Geneva wasn’t much fun.
Calvin’s spiritual children would fan out in many directions, forming the Dutch Reformed and Scottish Presbyterian Churches, becoming the Huguenots in France and the Puritans in England, who, distressed at the lingering Catholicism of the Anglican Church, finally crossed the Atlantic to establish new Genevas in New England. The division of Western Christianity into warring camps created whole new industries of propaganda, fed by printing presses and reaching ever lower depths of invective. Catholics were seen in Protestant lands as pagans and agents of Satan and their religious practices as forms of black magic. To Catholic eyes, Protestants were rebels who, like Adam, had refused to obey and thus brought on a formerly happy Christendom all the anguish of disunity. Neither side would willingly accord the other the appellation “Christian.” It was in this context that the reformers who remained within the Catholic fold set out to do their work.
Though the urge to reform had hardly been confined to those who turned Protestant, the rise of Protestantism and the permanent alienation of whole provinces and countries from the Roman obedience lent undeniable urgency to the need for Catholics to clean up their own house. Not surprisingly, this Catholic Reformation (or Counter-Reformation, as it was more commonly called till recently) was initiated not by the pope but by a series of extraordinary individuals who brought new life to medieval orthodoxy, carefully pruning its evident excesses and giving it bold new directions. Of these the most important was Ignatius Loyola, the Basque soldier who became general of the Jesuits, a new military-style religious order that put itself completely at the service of the Holy See. These men were filled with a new kind of missionary zeal, ready (like Francis Xavier, who blazed a trail of baptisms through India, Malaysia, and Japan and died at the gates of China) to set off for the ends of the non-Christian earth. Within Europe, the Jesuits engineered themselves into smart bombs, focused, flexible, and adept at hitting heretical targets. But many new (and renewed) orders and movements began to give Catholicism a new look, among them the cheerful Italian Oratorians of Philip Neri and the mystical Spanish Carmelites of Teresa of Ávila and John of the Cross. French-speaking Europe had its own Catholic innovators, among them the witty Francis de Sales, who as bishop of Geneva won back many Calvinists to Catholicism. His protégée Jane de Chantal founded the Visitation Sisters; and the compassionate Vincent de Paul founded both the Congregation of the Mission and (with Louise de Marillac) the Sisters of Charity, the first vowed religious women not confined to cloister. These figures (all of whom would become the leading patron saints of a revitalized Catholicism) and their movements created a new ambience for Catholicism that would endure into our own time, an ambience of serious, activist clergy and religious, chaste and often forbidding, allowing themselves few pleasures beyond the over-gorgeous Baroque sanctuaries they built and populated, covered in New World gold.
The New World was, indeed, part of their plan. Though they managed to recover some of Europe for the papacy—the Poles, the unwilling Czechs, most of France, and large parts of Germany and the Low Countries—the percipient head-counters saw that the future lay beyond Europe. For the whole of the seventeenth century, Catholic missionaries were the only missionaries; and it is especially the adherence of Latin America and large parts of Africa to the Catholic Church that today gives Catholicism its numerical edge over other forms of Christianity—Orthodox worldwide: 250 million; Protestants: 400 million; Catholics: 1.1 billion (as well as 350 million or so Christians who don’t fit easily into one of the three major categories).
It took the papacy a while to get with the new program. Still bedazzled by the glories of their surroundings, the popes continued to live as entitled Renaissance princes. Paul III (1534–49), who saw himself as a patron of the arts and of his several illegitimate children, thought the way forward lay in reestablishing the hated Inquisition. This gruesome papal instrument, eventually supplemented by the Congregation of the Index, which listed all the books one could not read without being brought before the Inquisition, did indeed suppress almost all suspected deviancy in Spain and Italy, though it was hardly a positive step. But the same pope was also responsible for calling a council. He did so reluctantly, ever fearful that the old papal bugbear of Conciliarism would once more raise its head. The council convened at Trent in the Italian Alps, and it was by conciliar standards a modest affair, only thirty-odd bishops participating at the outset. It took Trent, seldom in session, eighteen years (1545–63) to complete its work, and when it had done so the Counter-Reformation was complete, for the Council of Trent gave to Catholicism the exact shape it would maintain till the calling of Vatican II, a shape which would in time be mistakenly received by conservative Catholics as eternal and unalterable.
Trent did indeed reform Catholicism in that henceforth the lives of the clergy, especially the higher clergy, and of the members of religious orders would never again be the source of open and unchecked scandal they had so often been before. Strict, even punitive standards were set in place for the formation of clergy and vowed religious, and these were gradually implemented to the letter, rooting out the more public forms of sexual laxity and worldliness that had afflicted the Church for so long. By the close of the council, it was inconceivable that a sitting pope would ever again create his bastards cardinals (though popes would, for several decades to come, continue to sire bastards). Beyond this, all of Trent’s reforms were reactionary, designed to be specifically anti-Protestant. Against Luther, Tradition, in addition to Scripture, was held to be determinative of faith. A human being’s justification was not by faith alone; good works were also necessary. The constitution of the Church was monarchical and God-given (the laity were there only to obey), its sacraments were seven (no more, no less), instituted by Christ. Only its duly ordained priests could turn bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood in the Sacrifice of the Mass (no talk of the “Lord’s Supper,” please), and this central act of the Roman Church would continue to be carried out in the now-hallowed (and unintelligible) language of Latin, as would the other major rituals. On all these matters, compromise might once have been forged, especially since (as theologians on both sides have discovered since Vatican II) the issues were virtually all a matter of terminology rather than of substantial disagreement. But forty-seven years had passed since Luther had first spoken out, and Europe (apart from the Orthodox East) was permanently divided into two armed camps. What Trent had to do was prove that the Catholic Church—saving the expectable moral flaws of some of its members—had been right all along. No quarter could be given, and none was.
The Pope Alone
IF THE PERMANENT EXISTENCE of Protestant kingdoms within Europe meant that the pope could no longer claim to be master of the world (Europe being the only world that had ever really mattered), the post-Reformation popes were determined to be masters of the house that was left to them. Under the exceedingly antipathetic Paul IV (1555–59), a man obsessed with heresy (and who had earlier in his career denounced as a heretic even so blindly loyal a son of the Roman communion as Ignatius Loyola), cardinals were imprisoned on suspicion of heresy, and the Jews of Rome, who had long counted on the popes as protectors, found themselves confined to a ghetto and compelled to sell their property and offer up their sacred books to the bonfires. Pius V (1566–72), a Dominican who introduced the papal fashion of wearing white, solemnly excommunicated Elizabeth, Queen of England, absolved her subjects from their allegiance, and forbade them from recognizing her as their sovereign, all of which only heightened English prejudice against Catholics and made their lives more precarious. Sixtus V (1585–90) helped finance the Spanish Armada against England and generally encouraged the Catholic crowns to war against the Protestant powers and to persecute their Protestant subjects, as would several of his successors. From Sixtus’s day forward, all bishops were to come to Rome and kiss the feet of the pope before taking up the duties of their diocese and were to return periodically to report to the pope on their management of their charge. Thus was power to be seen as flowing from the pope, not from the Church, the Assembly of the People, as the ancient theology had held.
Within the Holy City, Sixtus demanded the execution of any religious who broke the vow of chastity (in comic ignorance of the lives of his predecessors) and even tried to execute any layperson discovered in adultery (in direct contravention of the example of Jesus). It was said of Sixtus’s Rome that there were more heads on display along the Sant’Angelo Bridge than there were melons for sale in the markets. If such a grisly show seems more characteristically Genevan than Roman, it must be said that Europe had become a continent full of change and full of fear, which now spread to the Americas. Burnings, hangings, and decapitations served absolute monarchs everywhere as their chief tools for enforcing social compliance.
Despite the illusion of absolute control, however, the pope was one absolute monarch who was in the course of being relativized. As Cardinal Richelieu, the French king’s éminence rouge in the first half of the seventeenth century and the Henry Kissinger of his day, put it: “We must kiss [the pope’s] feet and bind his hands.” More and more, the Catholic powers paid the pope elaborate homage, kept their own counsel, and went their own way—often at variance, even at war, with one another. In the same period, the bellicose Urban VIII (1623–44) made what is probably the most famous papal error when he placed Galileo, one of the greatest scientists of all time, under lifelong house arrest for “dar[ing] to meddle in matters beyond his competence” by teaching that the earth revolved around the sun—rather than the other way around, as had been thought. It was, in fact, the pope, not the astronomer, who was “beyond his competence.”
Urban emptied the papal treasury with gifts to his relatives and an ill-considered war, waged on the advice of his nephews, against an enemy family. And the monarchies of Europe, in the face of toothless papal condemnations, continued to exercise ever greater control over Church appointments, Church property, and religious practices within their realms. Nowhere was this truer than in the kingdom of France, whose “Gallican” Church, though professedly Catholic, was every bit as nationalist as England’s Anglican Church.
One pope knew how to live within these new constraints, the amused, ironic Benedict XIV (1740–58), who enjoyed his leisurely strolls around Rome during which he would chat with whoever crossed his path. He took a realistic view of European power politics, securing the liberties of the Church wherever he could, surrendering gracefully and making the best deal when someone else held the upper hand. He was the first pope to employ the encyclical letter as his standard literary form. An insightful theologian, he protected not a few theological innovators, truthful historians, and spiritual guides from their more vindictive critics and modernized both the agricultural methods of the Papal States (substantially increasing revenues) and the machinery of papal governance (markedly improving efficiency). Everyone loved him. Even Protestants found themselves admiring him, and Voltaire, of all people, dedicated a play to him. He belongs as much to the eighteenth century as Dr. Johnson and Ben Franklin. Approached one day during his passeggiata by a wild-eyed friar, who told him that the Antichrist had been born, Benedict inquired with apparent interest as to the age of the Anti-christ. “Three,” came the assured reply. “Ah,” smiled the pope benignly, “in that case I shall leave the problem to my successor.”
But Europe’s century and a half of sectarian wars had taken their toll. Men high and low were fed up with the claims and counterclaims of Churches. More and more, the idea that religion should be a private affair, not interwoven with matters of state, was gaining ascendancy. Voltaire, the most prominent exponent of the new secularism that came to be called the Enlightenment, had concluded that the pope should not be permitted to interfere in other countries or be a temporal ruler of any kind. By 1773, papal power was at an ebb. The cowardly Clement XIV (1767–74) felt forced by the combined pressure of the principal Catholic monarchies to suppress the Jesuit order, which had served the popes so well but was seen, in one royal court after another, as interfering with the rights of the crown. Jesuit “interference” had especially rankled over the issue of the human rights of the native peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean, which the Jesuits championed and which the crowns of Spain, Portugal, and France found it economically expedient not to consider. But we have now reached the age in which the Divine Right of Kings runs into mortal conflict with an appealing new slogan, “the Rights of Man”—appealing to the put-upon many, horrifying to the privileged few.
Voltaire, despite the demonizing he has suffered at the hands of Catholic apologists, was a moderate thinker, a penetrating and entertaining controversialist, and a religious, if idiosyncratic, soul, who made a deathbed confession to a priest and allowed himself to receive Final Anointing. But he saw with piercing clarity that the functions of the state had to be disentangled from those of religion. He rightly loathed the fanaticism and obscurantism of the clergy, whether Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, or Anglican, and found repellent the common “Christian” practices of torture, hanging, decapitation, and incineration of those accused of impiety. Most radically, he and the fellow philosophes of his circle believed that all men were equal before God and should be equal under the law. For Voltaire, this was not in itself an anti-monarchist proposition; he had no quarrel with kingship as such. But he was soon followed by less moderate men (and women) who pushed his lively—and bestselling—speculations to more revolutionary conclusions.
It is not as if only Voltaire and his friends marched under the banners of intelligence and justice, while the entire political-religious establishment of Europe was ranged against them. The ideas of the philosophes soon affected the air that everyone breathed. And just as the Roman political-religious establishment had once adopted the fashions of humanism, many crowned heads and Church leaders throughout Europe found themselves drawn to the new ideas. As anticlericalism becomes for the first time an articulated factor in European politics, we witness the paradoxical emergence of anticlerical clergy and even, as the Enlightenment grows more fierce in its assertions, atheist clergy. When King Louis XVI declined to transfer the archbishop of Toulouse to the see of Paris, he defended himself by saying that, even if it were unremarkable to appoint atheists to lesser sees, surely the archbishop of Paris “must at least believe in God.”
The Enlightenment was about to hatch the messy egg of revolution and its even messier siblings, regicide and class warfare. The first time revolution struck—in the British colonies of North America—it hardly raised a blip on continental Europe’s radar. It was all to do, Europeans thought, with matters Anglo-Saxon, Anglican, Atlantic, and faraway. No one in a position of power foresaw what was coming next. For Louis XVI, even July 14, 1789, the very day the Bastille was stormed, was a day without incident. In his normally abundant diary he could find but one word to write, “Rien” (the same single word the poor blunderer had posted years earlier to describe the night of his wedding to Marie Antoinette).
The mounting chaos in France—the eventual execution of the foolish king, the hated queen, and the haughty nobles, the hunting down of clergy high and low and good and bad, the blithe confiscation by local and national assemblies of virtually all monastic and ecclesiastical property, the retributive purges (afterward known as “the Terror”) against anyone deemed insufficiently “revolutionary” (not unlike the Stalinist, Maoist, and Pol Pottist purges of our own time), the forced paganization of public life—gave nightmares to the crowned heads and to anybody who had the least stake in the status quo. In the imagination of Europe—of have-nots as well as haves—all of France was steeped in blood. Whether this vision elated or repelled you depended on where you stood in society. Needless to say, it had little appeal for the papacy.
Revolution rumbled fitfully across Europe. The Italian peninsula, for so long divided and redivided into various kingdoms and continually beset by shifting alliances with the larger Catholic powers of Austria, Spain, and France, would not be remolded by the full force of France’s new ideas till the middle of the nineteenth century. In the meanwhile there was General Napoleon Bonaparte to contend with. This Corsican upstart, who fancied himself the new Alexander (or, at the least, the new Charlemagne) intervened decisively in the political chaos and gave the French Revolution a new twist, allowing the “Republic” to keep its democratic, secular, anticlerical posture, while insisting that he, Napoleon, was its natural leader. Since he meant to conquer the world, the popes could hardly avoid dealing with him.
Occupying much of northern Italy, especially the cities of Ravenna and Bologna, so essential to papal solvency, Napoleon established the Republic of Milan and boasted that he would at last “free the Roman people from their long slavery.” This was saber-rattling. Instead, he made terms with the humiliated pope—Pius VI (1775–99), as close to being a nonentity as popes ever get—alienating from Peter’s Patrimony the fat cities of the north and the papal reservation of Avignon, levying an exorbitant ransom of some 45 million scudi, and carrying off many of Italy’s most precious manuscripts and works of art from places as diverse as the Vatican museums and the early medieval Irish scriptorium of Bobbio in the Apennines. Pius VI, who had been born Giovanni Braschi, ended his days as “Citizen Braschi” (one is almost tempted to say “Comrade Braschi”) in the French city of Valence, where he, though terminally ill, had been forced by his French guard. There, in the closing months of the eighteenth century, the local clergy, now called “constitutional” and in the pay of the French state (all their benefices having been confiscated), refused the pope’s body burial in consecrated ground.
The Revolution had overstepped and inadvertently created a martyr, giving the papacy a new mystique that would become its salvation for the next two hundred years. For the pope, deprived of his pomp and even his property, was on his way to becoming the purely spiritual figure, suffering on behalf of goodness and truth, that fourteen centuries of imperial pretensions had been unable to make of him.
The deadlocked conclave of cardinals that after three months of meetings in Venice, under the watchful patronage of the Austrian emperor, elected Pius VI’s successor saw that the times required a flexible pontiff. Their choice, which horrified imperial Austria, was the bishop of Frenchified Imola, dubbed “the Citizen Cardinal” because of the lengths to which he had gone to accommodate himself to the Revolution, teaching that God did not favor a particular form of government and that the ideals of democracy—liberty, equality, fraternity—were ideals first enunciated in the Christian Gospel. But the new pope took the name Pius VII (1800–23), giving a clue that he was committed to continuity rather than revolutionary departure. Refusing the emperor’s invitation to Vienna, the pope set out for Rome. While Pius made his journey south on an antiquated barge, not being permitted to travel overland lest he generate a popular uprising, Napoleon succeeded in defeating the Austrians at the Battle of Marengo and expelling them from all of northern Italy, where he now reigned supreme.
Pius went as far as he could to accommodate Napoleon, even traveling to France, where his predecessor had been abused and defeated, to preside at Napoleon’s coronation as Emperor of the French, an event that outraged Austria’s Holy Roman Emperor. Napoleon, needing the pope’s presence to confirm his legitimacy but, unwilling to concede that the pope had any power to confirm him emperor, placed the crown of empire on his own head and another on the head of Josephine, his wife, as depicted in the famous David painting in which a youthful Pius is shown seated behind Napoleon, a little dazed, two fingers raised in languid blessing. He may have been dazed not just to find himself in such circumstances but by the triumphal progress he had made by carriage from Rome to Notre Dame de Paris. All along the way, the roads had been lined with kneeling men and women, begging the papal blessing. The same would be so on the way back. Europe had never seen such devotion. The pope was indeed becoming a sacred figure, somehow above the petty politics of kings and nations.
The coronation was to prove the high point of papal-Napoleonic cooperation. Not long after the scene in the cathedral of Notre Dame, Napoleon began declaring himself “King of All Italy,” made moves against the remaining Papal States, and ordered the pope to block his ports against “the Church’s heretical enemies”—England and Russia, coincidentally Napoleon’s enemies as well. Pius VII replied that “We are the Vicar of a God of peace, which means peace toward all without distinction.” From this point on, the relationship between the two deteriorates till the Citizen Pope is made to undergo a replay of his predecessor’s sufferings.
Pius is first barricaded in his palace on the Quirinal, then forced to languish in isolation at Savona on the Gulf of Genoa not far from the French border, then bundled into a coach and dragged over the Alps to Fontainebleau, dressed in the black soutane of a simple priest so there could be no recurrence of his earlier triumph—despite the fact that a chronic papal urinary infection requires the party to stop every ten minutes. What Napoleon wanted was that the pope relinquish all his temporal power, that the papacy be moved to France, and that the pope put the ultimate power of episcopal appointment throughout French territories in the hands of the emperor. Pius, alone, exhausted, and bullied beyond his power to resist, gives in to much of this, then recants. But by early 1814 Napoleon’s run is nearly over, his army lost in a Russian blizzard, the Austrians closing in on the “French” republics of northern Italy. The pope is able to return to Rome. Soon after, rather less charitably disposed than he had been toward Republicanism, which had destroyed the Church’s economic foundation as well as its leadership, he restores the Jesuits, the trusty defenders of papal rights. In the following year, the Congress of Vienna restores to the pope most of the territory he had lost, Avignon excepted.
Europe, swept by Republicanism, is now swept by a reaction against it. This reaction will often take the form of extreme devotion to the pope as the living foundation stone of European society. As Joseph de Maistre, a Corsican count, puts it in his popular book Du Pape: “There can be no public morality and no national character without religion; there can be no Christianity without Catholicism; there can be no Catholicism without the pope; there can be no pope without the sovereignty that is properly his.” Thoughts like this fill the minds of many and come to be called Ultramontanism, or South-of-the-Alps-ism, which sees the Papal States as the seedbed of Europe’s blessedness, the unalterable land that is the absolute guarantor of all monarchical stability. The Revolution, which destroyed the previously unassailable power of metropolitan bishops throughout Europe, has left one still standing.
The next pope, Leo XII (1823–29), is a stranger to his predecessor’s moderation and reasonableness, and Rome soon takes on the fearful darkness of the most repressive Puritan settlement. Games, drinking, suggestive apparel, even public spontaneity can bring one a prison sentence. Religious indifferentism, toleration, and Freemasonry are condemned. The Jews, whose civil disabilities had been largely lifted, are clamped down on once more. Throughout papal Italy, due process is suspended, anonymous denunciation to authorities encouraged, and even summary execution initiated for a time. Lo Stato della Chiesa has become a police state.
Gregory XVI (1831–46) is even worse. In his infamous encyclical Mirari vos arbitramur (We Perceive You Are Astonished), he denounces freedom of conscience, freedom of the press, and the separation of Church and state. He argues that his sovereignty over the Papal States is divinely mandated. He condemns Félicité de Lamennais, a forward-looking French priest and the founder of liberal Catholicism, who is engaged in trying to reconcile religious liberty, universal suffrage, and other positive Enlightenment developments with traditional Catholic theology. Lamennais, like many before and since, tries at first to bend his mind to the reproving papal teaching. But when he hears that the pope has condemned the Polish uprising against the czar, which conforms to all of Lamennais’s political principles, he leaves the priesthood and the Church, remarking that the Catholic hierarchy has “divorced [itself ] from Christ, the Savior of the human race, in order to fornicate with all his torturers.” His departure is an unnecessary tragedy, for virtually all of Lamennais’s thought will find expression in the decrees of Vatican II.
In June 1846, following Gregory’s death, the cardinals meet once more in conclave, the intransigenti in support of a reactionary candidate, the more numerous liberali resolved to find among their number a man capable of meeting with an open mind the challenges of the new age. Thanks partly to repressive papal regimes and partly to the fermentation of Enlightenment principles, Italy is in the process of a great transformation: more and more men are in favor of ending the peninsula’s fragmentation into small kingdoms and duchies and of allowing it to coalesce into a united country with an Enlightenment constitution. The cardinals choose Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti, a genial nobleman of fifty-four whose presumed liberalism had raised the previous pope’s suspicions. “Even his cats are liberals,” sneered Gregory.
As it turns out, not even his cats are liberals. The new pope takes the name Pius IX, in Italian Pio Nono—and “no, no” will prove to be his favorite response to practically everything. His papacy will endure for close to thirty-two years (1846–78); and when he finally dies at the age of eighty-six, he will have had the longest run in all of papal history. He begins well enough, allowing an elected municipal government for Rome and a constitution for the Papal States that calls for an elected assembly with lay representatives, lifting some of the Jewish disabilities, modernizing methods of farming, introducing gas lighting to the streets of Rome, and even permitting the construction of railways—which Gregory XVI had forbidden, calling them chemins d’enfer (roads of hell), punning on the French chemins de fer (roads of iron), because he feared people would gather under their trestles to plot sedition. For his first two years the new pope is wildly popular throughout Italy, and cheap cartoons begin to appear everywhere showing Pio Nono, flanked by Victor Emmanuel II (the constitutional monarch of Piedmont) and the red-shirted revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi, arms linked, suggesting the desirability of a united Italy brought about by the magnanimous cooperation of these three.
In 1848, as all Europe seems to rise in revolution, the pope is pressed to lead an army to expel the Austrians from northern Italy. “No,” says Pio Nono—not against a Catholic power. He condemns the aspiration to a federated Italy and tells the Italians to obey their God-given monarchs, no matter who they are. It now appears that all the pope’s reforms had been strategic—to allay unnecessary opposition—and did not spring from Enlightenment conviction or a sense of patriotism desirous of a united Italy. The tide of popular opinion turns against him, for he is not the man people had thought him to be. Rome itself is now on the brink of revolution, and in November Count Rossi, the pope’s prime minister, is assassinated on the steps of his chancery, as revolutionary nationalists surround the papal palace on the Quirinal. Pio Nono barely escapes, disguised in black soutane and shovel hat. Garibaldi (who now calls his horse “Mastai,” the pope’s surname) and his compatriots proclaim a republic that lasts but half a year, when French troops overcome the forces of revolution (that take France as their model!) and restore Rome to the pope.
Pio Nono would continue to rule the recalcitrant Romans for twenty years, propped up only by French and Austrian firepower. He now saw clearly that any concession to democracy was misguided and could only result in further concessions and final defeat. The forces of the Risorgimento (Resurgence) that were amassing to deliver a united Italy were in the service of Satan. The pope, ruling the middle of the peninsula, would never give in. Though liberal Catholics from Europe to the Americas found the pope’s stance a painful embarrassment, simple folk throughout the world saw in his courtly defiance the courage of true holiness. As his political power shrank ever smaller, his spiritual stature continued to wax.
In 1864, Pio Nono solemnly issued his “Syllabus of Errors,” condemning Freemasonry, Socialism, and all forms of rationalism. Indeed, eighty separate “errors” were condemned, including this one: “That in the present day, it is no longer necessary that the Catholic Church be held as the only religion of the State, to the exclusion of all other modes of worship: whence it has been wisely provided by the law, in some countries nominally Catholic [read especially “France”], that persons coming to reside therein shall enjoy the free exercise of their own worship.” The most memorable “error” reads: “That the Roman Pontiff can, and ought to, reconcile himself to, and agree with, progress, liberalism, and modern civilization.” Here was a badly frightened old man who existed in a sealed environment, utterly out of touch with the age in which he lived.
Nothing condemns Pio Nono more than his kidnapping of a six-year-old Jewish boy and refusal to return him to his parents. This hideous intervention occurred in 1858, ten years after the abortive Roman Republic and six before the “Syllabus.” The child, Edgardo Mortara, had been secretly baptized by a Catholic serving girl who worked in the Mortaras’ house in Bologna. The occasion for the rite was Edgardo’s illness, which the servant feared might prove fatal—which to the servant (and, unfortunately, to most Christian theologians of the day, whether Catholic or Protestant) would mean that little Edgardo would be condemned eternally to hell, final home of the unbaptized. So the pope had no choice but to seize the now-saved child and raise him as a Christian, so that he could not be lost again.
The horrors of the story are manifold. The servant was addled and unreliable, so her story of the secret baptism may have been fanciful. In any case, she told it in secret to the Inquisition—which always operated in secret, so that, when the child was seized, the Mortaras were given no reason for this destruction of their lives. They were never allowed to recover their son. He was raised in the papal household as Pio’s darling and became a priest.
It has been objected recently by defenders of this pope that he must be understood “in the context of his time”—which would mean absolving him on account of his good intentions in Edgardo’s regard. He only meant, after all, to save the boy from eternal damnation. But “the context” of our time offers a strikingly similar drama. The Edgardo Affair had for 1858 all the tension, posturing, and self-justifying fanaticism of the recent Elián Affair, in which American relatives of a Cuban boy attempted to prevent his permanent return to his father on sheerly ideological grounds. Like Elián, Edgardo was entranced by the wealth and panoply of his new surroundings. Like Elián’s Miami relatives, the pope complained bitterly that he was the victim of vicious propaganda—in his case, from Freemasons, revolutionaries, Jews, and, as Pio put it, a conspiracy of “freethinkers, the disciples of Rousseau and Malthus.”
To a delegation of Jews who had come to plead with him for the return of the child, Pio threatened to “make you go back into your hole”—that is, reimpose the full range of Jewish disabilities, such as compelled attendance at Christian sermons, confinement to the ghetto, and disbarment from the professions. But no, his wondrous image of himself would prevent such harshness. “Don’t worry,” he reassured them. “My goodness is so great, and so strong is the pity I have for you, that I pardon you.” A difficult character to pardon, whatever the historical context. But what finally gives the lie to such a defense is that, knee-jerk papalists aside, the whole world—that is, the context of his time—turned against Pio Nono over this outrage. The American president, James Buchanan, was kept from public condemnation of the pope only by his realization that in the slave states of his country black children were regularly separated from their parents for motives far less supernal than Pio could offer.
In order to put an even more authoritative stamp on his retrograde opinions, Pio Nono now called a general council—the First Vatican Council (or Vatican I)—which was expected to anathematize the modern world. While Ultramontanists were overjoyed, liberal Catholics prepared for the worst. As the time for the council’s opening drew near—on December 8, 1869, the feast of the Immaculate Conception, a celebration of the doctrine that the Virgin Mary had been born without the human stain of original sin, a dogma Pio Nono had proclaimed on his own—it looked more and more as if a ringing affirmation of papal infallibility would prove to be Pio Nono’s hidden purpose in calling the council. After all, if the council fathers would assent to such a doctrine, the impervious cloak of infallibility could be placed retroactively over the dogma of the Immaculate Conception and the “Syllabus of Errors,” as well as over anything the pope might do or say. Once this maneuver was accomplished, there would be no further theological need for bishops, except as implementers of papal decrees.
The idea of infallibility had been around a long time. Because Jesus had promised to be with his Church “to the end of the world,” it was assumed—by almost all Christians through most of Christian history—that the Church as a whole could not fall into permanent theological error. The question remaining was: In what or whom did this so-called infallibility reside? In the apostolic and post-apostolic Church, the answer was obvious. The Church was the Church, that is, the Assembly of God’s People; and so, the Church’s “infallibility” (though the authors of the New Testament would have shunned such a term as inflated, exclusivist, inflammatory, and bizarre) lay in the consensus of the Assembly. In the imperial period of the great ecumenical councils, such “infallibility” (though, again, the term was never used) would have been presumed to lie with the assembled bishops, elected by the people of each locale as their representatives. It was only with the rise of the pope in the guise of a divinely anointed medieval monarch—as the personal embodiment of Christendom—that anyone could have imagined that “infallibility” accrued to him in some exclusive sense. But, in truth, no one in the early Middle Ages ever uttered the word. In the thirteenth century, some dissident Franciscans invented the term in the hopes of getting a papal decree on their preferred form of poverty declared “infallible.” In the fourteenth century, the “infallible truth of the teaching of the Roman pontiff in matters of faith” was proposed by a single theologian, Guido Terreni, but the idea remained a novelty without much currency. It was only the vibrant growth of competing ideologies—Protestantism, rationalism, revolution, democracy, Socialism, atheism—in the pope’s backyard that triggered the widespread adoption of this defensive theological tool.
The pope intervened in the council at every turn, scheming with his advisors and twisting episcopal arms. Though Pio Nono, now approaching his twenty-fifth year on the papal throne, had appointed a majority of the bishops in attendance, he was leaving nothing to chance. Contrary to the tradition of general councils, the topics to be discussed and the ground rules for discussion were drawn up before the bishops arrived and were presented to them as faits accomplis. Only the pope would be permitted to propose new topics. Pio Nono then set about to influence bishops one by one. He threatened poor bishops with the withdrawal of financial support, pressured others by placing items in the Vatican newspaper, intimidated others with nocturnal visits from the papal police. With still others, he gave himself over to hysterical fits. In Saint Peter’s Basilica, where the council was being held, Cardinal Guidi, the best theologian on the pope’s side, made the mistake of offering concessions to the opposition by proposing that the dogmatic formula speak of the infallibility of the pope’s doctrinal definitions rather than of his personal infallibility and that a clause be inserted obliging the pope to examine the existing doctrinal tradition (which would imply the necessity to consult his brother bishops) before proclaiming a dogma. When Pio Nono got poor Guidi alone, he asked him stridently what on earth he could be thinking of. “Tradizione?” screamed the pope. “La tradizione son’ io! La chiesa son’ io!” (“I am the Tradition! I am the Church!”)—not far from Louis XIV’s “L’état, c’est moi,” and pointing to the receding tradition of monarchical absolutism that provides the underlying historical context for this corrosive theological development.
The dying Count Montalembert, a distinguished liberal spokesman who had remained faithful to Rome after Lamennais’s departure, published a letter in which he characterized the council as an attempt to “sacrifice justice, truth, reason, and history as a holocaust to the idol they have set up in the Vatican.” John Henry Newman, a convert from Anglicanism and the greatest Christian theologian of the century, called the council majority an “insolent and aggressive faction.” In the end, this council of rubber stamps still possessed enough free men for 60 bishops—Germans, Austrians, Frenchmen, and Americans—to refuse to vote with the majority. They were pressed to return to their dioceses before the final vote, so that the 535 bishops remaining would constitute the necessary “consensus” that had been the constant tradition at ecumenical councils.
With all this, the pope did not get everything he wanted. His newfound infallibility was severely hedged about: he had become infallible only when speaking ex cathedra (that is, officially) on a doctrine of faith or morals; and his “gift” of infallibility was not exclusive but a participation in the infallibility thought to have been implied by Christ in his promise to remain with his Church. Pio Nono’s precious “Syllabus of Errors” did not meet the test, even if the dogma of the Immaculate Conception seemed to. (Only one more papal definition has since been deemed infallible: Pius XII’s oddball definition of the dogma of Mary’s bodily “assumption” into heaven.)
On July 18, 1870, as the voting concluded and Pio Nono read out the new dogma, a violent storm broke overhead, sending rain thundering down on the great basilica and filling the shadowed aula with garish bursts of lightning. The next day, the Franco-Prussian War erupted. As bishops hied themselves quickly back to their dioceses, France, in need of all its troops, withdrew its garrison from Rome, leaving the pope to fend for himself. On September 20, the Rome of the popes fell to the revolutionaries, soon to be declared the capital of a united Italy. The pope withdrew into the Vatican, refusing to recognize the new state or to have any dealings with it. Likewise, he forbade Italian Catholics from any participation in their state—even by voting—under pain of excommunication. In Pio Nono’s absolutist stance some may discern, as the Ultramontane cardinal Manning put it, “the beauty of inflexibility.”
Henceforth, the pope would be the self-styled “prisoner of the Vatican,” a mysterious figure in white, whose isolation, sufferings, and inflexibility made him beloved of unschooled Catholics everywhere. The modern world, which Pio Nono so despised, gave the pope by its inventions the means of coming in contact with his millions of admirers. They flocked to him as pilgrims by steamship and rail, kneeling at his feet (as only their bishops and princes had once done), and he came to them by printed pictures, newspapers, and telegraph and would soon arrive by telephone, film, and radio. By the time Pio Nono died, in February of 1878, the world was on the threshold of a revolution that would reconfigure modern reality beyond the wildest dreams of the philosophes, a communications revolution that would for the first time in history enable the enshrining of individual human beings as international icons. Already, many Catholic homes and businesses throughout the world gave pride of place to a printed portrait of the old pope (often sentimentally situated between pictures of Jesus’s Sacred Heart and Mary’s Immaculate Heart). The Papal States had made the pope a temporal ruler, seldom enough a good one, and encouraged him to imperialist fantasies. Their final loss began to remake him into an exalted global figure, powerless in political and economic terms but capable of moving mountains.
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