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Prologue
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On the Proper Handling of Cleverness

It is widely agreed that theology is a serious matter.

This agreement, however, conceals a further and more delicate consensus: that seriousness itself must be handled with care. Too much seriousness produces heresy. Too little produces jokes. Either outcome is regrettable, though only one requires paperwork.

The Church has long experience in this domain.

It has learned, for example, that belief is safest when it proceeds slowly, under supervision, and with ample opportunity for correction. It has learned that questions should be encouraged, provided they are framed properly and abandoned at the correct moment. It has learned, above all, that cleverness is not in itself a virtue - unless it is patient, deferential, and willing to wait its turn.

From time to time, however, cleverness fails to wait.

It appears early, uninvited, and with an unsettling fluency. It learns forms too quickly. It inhabits structures without reverence. It asks not whether something is true, but how it functions. This kind of cleverness does not shout. It does not rebel. It smiles, agrees, and then rearranges the furniture.

Institutions dislike this.

Not because it is false, but because it is mobile.

This book concerns such a case.

It does not concern a great heresy, nor a famous trial, nor a decisive doctrinal battle. No martyrs appear. No flames are lit. Nothing explodes. Instead, there are lectures, boarding houses, marginal notes, inspections, sentences of remarkable length, and decisions so discreet they scarcely resemble decisions at all.

At the centre of the matter stands a great theologian, whose work remains untouched.

Around him move lesser figures - students, administrators, clerics, friends - who discover, at varying speeds, how belief is displayed, how doubt is managed, and how danger is redistributed until no one in particular is responsible for it.

What follows is not an argument against theology.

Nor is it an argument for it.

It is an account of what happens when theology works exactly as intended - and a few people notice.

If there is a lesson, it will not be announced.

If there is a moral, it will be deferred.

And if, at any point, the reader feels a desire for resolution, clarity, or judgment, they are encouraged to be patient.

These things, like grace, are rarely distributed directly.

They are processed.
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Chapter 1 - Pecora’s Calculation
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Pecora degli Cipolle did not consider himself an ambitious man. He had land, which was enough; olive trees that behaved predictably; tenants who did not; and a house in Arezzo large enough to remind visitors, without vulgarity, that his grandfather had done rather well out of wool. Ambition, he believed, was for people who wanted to change their condition. Pecora wanted only to secure it, and to do so in a way that appeared natural, even virtuous.

It was this distinction - between ambition and prudence - that he liked to keep firmly in mind when he thought about his son, Agnello.

Sanctity, Pecora had concluded some years earlier, was too important to be left to chance.

He arrived at this conclusion not through prayer or private revelation, but during a sermon he once heard in Rome. He had gone there on business - land disputes involving cousins and a canal that stubbornly refused to remain on one side of a boundary - and, finding himself with a free afternoon and a sense of civic decency, he attended a theological lecture. He remembered it clearly, not because he understood much of it, but because of the effect it had on the room.

The man speaking was large, calm, and inexhaustible. His voice had moved forward without haste, as though it had nowhere else to be. His sentences were long and heavily populated, full of authorities who agreed with one another in orderly succession. Pecora had watched cardinals nodding slightly, the way men do when they recognise a sound investment being explained by someone else.

What struck him most was not the content, which was largely inaccessible, but the consequence. When the lecture ended, the room did not empty in the usual way. People lingered. They spoke softly. They seemed, Pecora thought, to be repositioning themselves around something immovable.

That, he realised later, was the real lesson.

Theology, in the right hands, did not merely describe God. It organised people.

Pecora did not become more pious as a result of this insight. If anything, he became more practical. He began to observe that the Church functioned less like a mystery and more like a market - one in which influence, reputation, and proximity to recognised holiness were traded with great delicacy and even greater profit.

This was not corruption, as far as Pecora was concerned. It was administration.

And administration, he knew, could be learned.

He thought of this one afternoon in Arezzo as he walked the edge of his land, accompanied by the sound of his own boots and the distant complaints of a shepherd who had lost track of something. The olive trees were behaving themselves. The vineyard had survived another year without enthusiasm. Everything was in order, which left his mind free for reflection.

Agnello was growing.

This was the problem.

His son was now at the age when qualities once charming began to look like liabilities. Agnello was clever - undeniably so - but his cleverness was unguarded. He believed people when they spoke. He asked questions with the genuine expectation of answers. He had a tendency to look impressed, which Pecora regarded as a form of exposure.

Worst of all, Agnello was earnest.

Pecora had nothing against earnestness in children. It suggested teachability. But in adults it was dangerous. Earnest men were easily used and rarely rewarded. They made excellent instruments and poor beneficiaries.

Something, Pecora decided, had to be done.

He did not consider the army. Agnello would be eaten alive. Nor commerce, which required a certain comfort with dishonesty that Agnello had not yet developed. Law was a possibility, but the local courts were crowded with cousins and grievances and men who remembered things too clearly.

The Church, however, presented itself as an elegant solution.

It was large. It was slow. It valued memory over invention. And most importantly, it rewarded obedience that was intelligent but not creative.

Pecora did not want his son to be a saint. Saints were unreliable and tended to die badly. What he wanted was something safer: a position near sanctity. Close enough to benefit from it, distant enough to avoid the inconvenience.

The memory of Rome returned to him then - the calm weight of that voice, the way authority settled around it like dust on a well-used bench.

Aquinas, that was the man’s name.

Pecora had asked afterward, quietly, as though inquiring about a tradesman. The answer had come with a nod. Everyone knew him. Everyone respected him. No one spoke of him familiarly.

That, Pecora thought, was ideal.

What was less than ideal was that Aquinas dwelt in Paris.

Pecora would have preferred a location considerably closer to home.  However, he reasoned, if Agnello were accompanied by a couple of astute friends, he could be protected adequately,

Two names sprang to mind:  Pomodoro Pomodori and Melanzano Melanzana.  Both were of a similar age to Agnello.  Both were smart, quietly cynical and skilled at simulating piety.  Most significantly both were very fond of Agnello,  and had frequently protected him from approaches by bullies and charlatans.

Pecora was confident that both  the young men and their fathers would welcome the suggestion of such a sojourn well away from home.  

Pomodoro was rather too fond of wine.  If his taste were transferred from the full-bodied Italian reds to the less potent champagne, it could result in less inebriation  and fewer regrettable incidents.   

Melanzano was not a drinker. In fact, he found the taste of liquor quite repellent, and only drank enough to avoid offence in social situations.  His taste ran rather to the opposite sex.  He pursued young women with the eloquence of a poet and the vigour of a soldier.  So far, no  undesired offspring has resulted from his assignations. However, his father felt sure that such an eventuality would occur, sooner rather than later.  Clearly, it would be much more convenient if this occurred in a distant city,  and in one that was notorious for sexual licence.

The decision, once made, did not trouble Pecora. He spent some weeks arranging the necessary letters, consulting with acquaintances who knew people who knew people, and calculating costs. Paris was expensive, but not ruinously so. Influence, after all, always required maintenance.

He approached the fathers of Pomodoro and Melanzano, and found them, as expected, very agreeable to his suggestions.

The question remained how to tell Agnello.

Pecora chose a morning when nothing else was scheduled. This was important. Announcements of consequence should not compete with errands.

Agnello was summoned to his father’s study, a room designed primarily to give visitors the correct impression and to house documents that were rarely consulted but always cited. Pecora sat behind the desk, not in his most severe posture, but not in his most indulgent one either. Balance, he believed, was key.

“Agnello,” he said, as his son entered, “come and sit.”

Agnello did so, immediately attentive.

“You are growing,” Pecora continued, as though this were a neutral observation rather than an accusation. “You are learning quickly. Your tutors speak well of you.”

Agnello flushed.  Pecora noted this token of embarrassment with concern.

“You have a good mind,” Pecora went on. “And a disposition that lends itself to higher things.”

Agnello waited. He had learned that waiting was often the safest response.

“I have been considering your future,” Pecora said. “Not merely what you will do, but where you will stand.”

Agnello nodded solemnly, though he had no idea what this meant.

“There are many ways to live well,” Pecora said. “Most of them are exhausting. Farming requires attention. Trade requires cunning. Law requires memory and a willingness to argue with people you do not respect.”

He paused, letting these unattractive options settle.

“The Church,” he continued, “requires something different.”

Agnello leaned forward slightly.

“It requires intelligence,” Pecora said, “and discipline. It requires the ability to speak clearly and to listen selectively. It rewards those who understand how things are done.”

Agnello felt a stirring of excitement, which he mistook for vocation.

“I have arranged,” Pecora said, gently but firmly, “for you to study theology in Paris.”

The word Paris landed with weight. Agnello had never been that far. The idea was both thrilling and terrifying.

“You will study under Thomas Aquinas,” Pecora added, as though mentioning a reputable tailor.

Agnello’s eyes widened. He had heard the name. Everyone had.

“He is a great man,” Pecora said. “A serious thinker. Respected. Close to the centre of things.”

Agnello nodded vigorously.

“And a truly holy man,” intoned Pecora sententiously.

Agnello nodded again, even more vigorously.

“This,” Pecora said, “will be your path.”

There it was.

Agnello opened his mouth, closed it, and then spoke carefully. “Father,” he said, “do you think I am... suited?”

Pecora smiled. This was the correct question.

“I think,” he said, “that your intentions are correct.  Suitability can be acquired.”

Agnello accepted this assessment, because he trusted his father, and because the alternative - to refuse - had not yet occurred to him as a real option.

“You will not go alone,” Pecora continued. “I have made arrangements.”

Agnello looked relieved. “Who - ”

“Pomodoro Pomodori,” Pecora said, “and Melanzano Melanzana.”

Agnello smiled at the mention of his childhood friends. Pomodoro, who laughed too easily and drank too much even as a boy. Melanzano, who had always been confident with people in a way Agnello admired and feared.

“They will accompany you,” Pecora said. “They are capable. They know how the world works. They will keep you from becoming... narrow.”

Agnello did not know what this meant, but it sounded sensible.

“You will learn much in Paris,” Pecora said. “Not all of it from books.”

He rose then, signalling that the conversation was complete.

“You will prepare yourself,” he said. “You will obey your teachers. You will represent this family with dignity.”

Agnello stood.

“And remember,” Pecora added, almost kindly, “holiness is a profession like any other. Take it seriously.”

Agnello left the room in a daze of purpose.

Pecora remained where he was, listening to the familiar sounds of the house. He felt no doubt. He had done what a prudent man did: placed his resources where they would yield the greatest return.

Outside, the olive trees stood quietly, indifferent to sanctity, but perfectly arranged.
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