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		A NOTE ON THE CULT OF RELICS

		For Catholics and non-Catholics alike, the typical response to relics of the saints tends to alternate between squeamishness and ghoulish fascination. In Europe especially, where it is not unusual to see crystal shrines that display a skull, a tibia, or a femur on altars or in cathedral treasuries, devout pilgrims as well as curious tourists often find themselves uncertain why the Catholic Church permits such a “medieval” custom to survive.

		Of course, displaying and venerating sacred relics is not uniquely a Catholic custom. Christians of the Orthodox Church also preserve and revere relics of the saints. Sacred relics are not unknown among Muslims and Buddhists: Islam has the sword and mantle of the Prophet Muhammed, as well as strands of his beard, while Buddhism preserves bones and teeth of the Buddha.

		Reverence for the remains of the saints is older than Christianity. In fact, it is rooted in Scripture, beginning with the Old Testament. There is a story in 2 Kings 13:20–21 of an Israelite who was buried beside the body of the prophet Elisha. As his family and friends lowered the corpse into the grave, the dead man brushed against the bones of Elisha; instantly the dead man was restored to life. There are more examples in the New Testament. St. Mark the Evangelist tells of a woman who suffered from a hemorrhage for twelve years. As Jesus walked by her, she reached out and touched the hem of his robe—at once, she was healed (Mark 5:25–34). Finally, in the Acts of the Apostles, we learn that the first Christians asked St. Paul to touch pieces of cloth, which they carried to those who were seriously ill or possessed by evil spirits. As soon as the infirm came in contact with the cloths Paul had touched, “diseases left them and the evil spirits came out of them” (Acts 19:11–12).

		During the first three centuries of the Church’s history, Christians were the targets of sporadic but violent persecution. From the point of view of the Romans, Christians were criminals, enemies of the state who had no respect for Rome, the emperor, or the gods. As criminals they did not deserve honorable burial. It was not unusual for the Roman authorities to burn the bodies of Christian martyrs, then dump the ashes into the nearest river: that was the fate of the bodies of St. Blandina and the other martyrs of Lyon who were put to death in the city’s arena in AD 177. Nonetheless, we know that from a very early date Christians made an effort to recover the bodies of the martyrs when possible. In this they were imitating Joseph of Arimathea, a secret disciple of Jesus, who found the courage to ask Pontius Pilate for permission to take Christ’s body down from the cross and bury it.

		A letter dating from about AD 156 is believed to be the oldest surviving account of Christians rescuing the relics of a martyr. During Emperor Marcus Aurelius’s persecution of Christians, St. Polycarp, the elderly bishop of Smyrna, was condemned to be burned at the stake. After the fire had burned out and the ashes had cooled, the Christians of Smyrna searched among the cinders. “We took up his bones,” the anonymous author of the letter wrote, “which are more valuable than precious stones and finer than refined gold, and laid them in a suitable place, where the Lord will permit us to gather ourselves together, as we are able, in gladness and joy, and to celebrate the birthday of his martyrdom.”

		In that one sentence is a summary of how Catholics and Orthodox honor the saints: by placing their remains in a suitable shrine, by treating them as something of inestimable value, and by offering Mass, or the Divine Liturgy, in memory of the saint on the day he or she was born into eternal life in heaven. That anniversary is generally called the saint’s feast day.

		A tradition that dates back to the beginning of the Church in Rome asserts that Christians managed to recover the bodies of St. Peter and St. Paul. Peter was buried in a cemetery on Vatican Hill, near the arena where he had been martyred. Paul’s body was buried in a cemetery on the Via Ostiense, the road that ran from Rome to the port of Ostia. At some later date, a shrine was erected over Peter’s grave, and Paul’s bones were placed inside a stone sarcophagus. In AD 199, a Roman priest named Gaius wrote to a man named Proclus, a critic of the Roman Church, saying that if Proclus ever came to Rome, he, Gaius, could show him the tombs of Peter and Paul.

		In the year AD 313, the history of Christianity had taken a dramatic turn. The new emperor, Constantine, published an edict that put an end to persecution of the Church, granted legal status to Christianity, and restored to Christians property that had been confiscated from them a decade earlier during Emperor Diocletian’s empire-wide attempt to obliterate Christianity. Then Constantine went a step further: he favored the Christians above members of every other religion, he gave the popes the Lateran Palace as their residence, and he began an ambitious program of church construction in Rome and the Holy Land.

		Some of Constantine’s basilicas—including the churches of St. Peter on Vatican Hill, St. Paul on the Via Ostiense, and St. Lawrence—were erected over the tombs of the saints. Then, in AD 386, St. Ambrose, bishop of Milan, discovered the relics of St. Gervase and St. Protase, the first Christian martyrs of his city. Ambrose had the bones moved from their graves in a cemetery and into his cathedral, where the relics would rest in a place of honor. Installing the relics in the cathedral in the heart of town would be more convenient for the Christians of Milan who wished to pray at the resting place of these saints. Ambrose’s decision marked the next stage in the development of the cult of relics—the movement (the formal term is “translation”) of holy remains from a grave in a cemetery to a shrine in a church.

		As in the case of the bones of Elisha and the cloths touched by St. Paul, relics often became the vehicle for miracles. In Book 22 of City of God, St. Augustine tells of the miraculous healings God wrought through contact with the relics of St. Stephen, the first Christian martyr.

		Nonetheless, Church officials worried that some Christians might be led to believe that the saints had godlike power, or that the relics themselves worked like magic. St. Jerome assured a man named Riparius, “We do not worship, we do not adore [saints], for fear that we should bow down to the creature rather than to the Creator, but we venerate the relics of the martyrs in order the better to adore Him whose martyrs they are.”

		During the Middle Ages, pilgrims’ enthusiasm for relics intensified. Churches, monasteries, convents, even members of royal families and the aristocracy vied with one another to assemble especially impressive relic collections. In more than a few cases, wishful thinking and gullibility entered the equation. The head of St. John the Baptist was particularly prized, and as a result, today, at least nine places, from Damascus to Bulgaria to Amiens, claim to possess the skull or a portion of the skull of the saint who baptized Jesus. (During the Middle Ages, there were probably many more reputed skulls of St. John.) The Catholic Encyclopedia published in 1911 found that more than thirty places claimed to possess one or more of the nails used to crucify Christ. Bodies of the Holy Innocents, the infant boys massacred by King Herod in his attempt to kill the Christ Child, were another favorite relic. Given the size of a little town like Bethlehem, it is not likely that there were more than a dozen baby boys aged two years or under, yet by 1500, the number of relics purported to be bodies of the Holy Innocents ran to the hundreds.

		Such abuses made relics a target of the Protestant reformers—and not just in the polemical sense. In northern Germany, the Low Countries, England, Scotland, Switzerland, and other areas where Protestantism gained an upper hand, shrines were attacked by mobs, or dismantled by government officials, and the relics burned. In response, the Catholic bishops assembled at the Council of Trent (1545–1563) defined and defended the proper veneration of relics: “The holy bodies of holy martyrs and of others now living with Christ—which bodies were the living members of Christ and ‘the temple of the Holy Ghost’ (1 Corinthians 6:19) and which are by Him to be raised to eternal life and to be glorified are to be venerated by the faithful, for through these [bodies] many benefits are bestowed by God on men.”

		Guided by Trent’s decree regarding relics, the Catholic Church continues to encourage the proper veneration of relics. Sealed within the main altar of every Catholic church are the relics of saints, thereby providing each parish with a direct link to the age of the martyrs, when bishops offered Mass in the catacombs, using the sarcophagus of a martyr as an altar. The exhumation and translation of the remains of a candidate for sainthood from the grave to a shrine is part of the Church’s formal canonization process. It is common practice for priests to bless pilgrims or the sick with a relic, but always with the understanding that if a miraculous healing occurs, it is the power of God operating, according to his will, through the relic. It is understood that the relic possesses no power of its own.

		In light of Catholics’ abiding reverence for relics of the saints, the quest for St. Peter’s bones is no mere Catholic Indiana Jones story. The desire to possess a physical link with a person we love or admire is deeply rooted in the human psyche. This desire expresses itself in many ways: wearing Grandma’s pearls, visiting the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, lining up to see the bloodstained gloves Mary Todd Lincoln wore to Ford’s Theatre the night her husband was assassinated.

		That same impulse prompted the archaeologists and anatomists and anthropologists who labored in the dark, dank atmosphere of the necropolis 120 feet beneath St. Peter’s Basilica, and later in modern laboratories, where the bones and other remains were examined with all the care and precision the science of the 1950s and 1960s could provide. As scientists, they were called upon to be objective, to be dispassionate about what they were analyzing. Yet it was impossible to escape the bigger questions: Was St. Peter’s tomb directly beneath the basilica’s high altar? Were the apostle’s bones inside that tomb? If so, these archaeologists and anatomists would have found a treasure “more valuable than precious stones and finer than refined gold.”

	
		Chapter 1

		AN ELDERLY BUT POWERFUL MAN

		In 1940, Pope Pius XII authorized a thorough reconstruction of the Vatican Grottoes, the undercroft of the Basilica of St. Peter, transforming it from a cramped burial chamber into a series of crypt chapels. To accomplish this, the floor of the Grottoes would be lowered by two-and-a-half feet. Everyone in the Vatican knew that there were Roman remains under the basilica, but no one had any idea what type—no one had seen them in sixteen hundred years. Then, in January 1941, workmen uncovered an elegant mausoleum that, based on inscriptions found in the tomb, had belonged to the Cetenni family. The archaeologists who were called in to examine the find declared that it was a discovery of genuine importance. On their recommendation, Pius XII gave permission for a full-scale excavation of the area beneath the Grottoes.

		Pius’s decision was daring. Other popes had expressed an interest in excavating beneath St. Peter’s but had always held back out of reverent awe. Rome’s Christians had buried the earliest popes and countless forgotten martyrs in the vicinity of St. Peter’s tomb; it would be sacrilege to disturb the graves of so many saints. So Pius settled on a compromise. The archaeologists could excavate everywhere beneath the Grottoes with one exception: the area below the high altar and in the immediate surrounding area. The place where St. Peter was presumed to be buried was deemed off-limits.

		To supervise and direct the project, the pope created a commission and named to it a group of expert scholars, as well as a team of sampietrini. Traditionally, the sampietrini are an elite corps of men trained in every trade and craft. These electricians, stonemasons, plasterers, and plumbers are responsible for the maintenance of St. Peter’s Basilica, and they take this trust very seriously. The sampietrini are so defensive of the responsibilities placed upon them, that in most cases the job is passed down from father to son for generations.

		The scholars included Professor Enrico Josi, a leading expert on the catacombs; Antonio Ferrua, S.J., considered the foremost scholar of epigraphy, the study of ancient Christian inscriptions; Engelbert Kirschbaum, S.J., a professor of Christian archaeology; and three architects, Bruno Maria Apollonj Ghetti, Gustavo Giovannoni, and Giuseppe Nicolosi. The manager of the project was Monsignor Ludwig Kaas, one of Pius XII’s closest advisers, especially on Church-state affairs in Nazi Germany. Msgr. Kaas also was administrator of the Basilica of St. Peter.

		This work crew assigned to lower the floor of the Grottoes had been laboring for about three weeks when on January 18, 1941, one of the men digging at a spot in the south aisle uncovered the top of a brick wall. The crew had been turning up sarcophagi almost from their first day on the job—that had been expected, as the Grottoes had been a burial place for sixteen hundred years. But finding evidence of a structure beneath St. Peter’s had not been expected. The foreman sent for one of

		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
					PETRVS ROGA XS HIS
					Peter, pray to Christ Jesus
			

			
					PRO SANC(TI)S
					For the holy
			

			
					HOM(INI)BVS
					Christian men
			

			
					CHRESTIANIS AD
					Buried near your body.
				
			

			
					CO(R)PVS TVVM SEP (VLTIS)
					 
			

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To my friend and fellow relic wrangler,
Father Charles Jan Di Mascola
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