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the sanest guide

Introduction
Catholics have fallen out of the healthy old habit of reminding each other how sinful Popes can be. Painters of Last Judgments—Andrea Orcagna (c. 1308–1368), for instance—used to include a figure wearing the papal crown in the fires of hell, presenting the Pope as a terminal sinner damned forever. This was not only a topos (commonplace), but a preacher’s topos—a lesson of the faith, not an attack on it. Authoritative as a Pope may be by his office, he is not impeccable as a man—he can sin, as can all humans.
Of course, there is nothing either new or important about saying that all human leaders are imperfect. If the sermons meant not much more than this—and usually they did not—then they were orthodox but not very searching on the nature of papal sin. But there have been times when the papacy’s role in the world created a sustained bias toward a specific kind of sin, when structures of rule or teaching fostered or protected sinful ways, signifying something more than the failings of any individual Pope. The Catholic poet Dante thought that was true of the medieval papacy, whose overriding sin was greed, venality, the desire for wealth—what medieval moralists called avarice. In the first part of The Divine Comedy, Dante sees two groups in hell—the misers and the avaricious—running toward each other along opposite sides of a circle. After they run into each other with a crash, they turn about and run back along the circle, only to crash again on the other side of it, and they continue this back-and-forthing through eternity. Prominent in the scene are shaven heads of clergymen:
 
Here Popes and prelates butt their tonsured pates,
Mastered by avarice that nothing sates.
—INFERNO 7.46–48
 
The structural bias toward papal sin in the Renaissance was, according to the Catholic historian Lord Acton, a political desire for earthly power. Most people are familiar with Acton’s famous axiom, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” (Acton 2.383). Fewer people remember that he was speaking of papal absolutism—more specifically, he was condemning a fellow historian’s book on Renaissance Popes for letting them literally get away with murder.
Happily, those kinds of corruption no longer corrode the papacy. Though there have been financial scandals in the modern papacy (especially that having to do with its involvement in Michele Sindona’s Banco Ambrosiano), the spectacle of individual Popes amassing huge fortunes for themselves and their families is no longer the shame that caused Dante’s disgust. Similarly, Popes no longer have secular kingdoms for which they are willing to murder and torture and conquer, in ways that Acton illumined with the fierce light of his scholarship. Nor do sexual scandals reach as high up or as deep down as when papal bastards ran the church’s bureaucracy. In the tenth century a dissolute teenager could be elected Pope (John XII) because of his family connections and die a decade later in the bed of a married woman.1
Indeed, the state of the church is generally so much improved from the past that it might seem to have achieved impeccability after all. The level of scripture scholarship, of liturgical participation, of social concern, of personal holiness, is very high by every comparative measure we can call on. Is it a thing of the past even to think of ecclesiastical sin? One would hesitate to claim that in any case; and there are indications that some things are still not perfect. Even at a surface glance, one finds odd discordant signs. There is, for instance, a kind of double consciousness in the church revealed by this fact: News reports about Catholicism seem to return again and again to matters like birth control, abortion, clerical celibacy, or whether women can be priests—yet in twenty years of regular attendance at Mass in one church, followed by twenty years in another, I have never heard a sermon that touched on any one of those things. What can that mean? That the press is out of touch with what really matters to Catholics in their faith? There may be something to that.
On the other hand, those subjects are not beyond Catholic awareness or concern—especially the marital status of priests as that affects the shrinking numbers of them in the Catholic community. And obviously young couples, and especially young women, are affected by attitudes toward birth control and abortion. I am sure, as well, that priests who are sought out for counseling in those sensitive matters are willing to discuss them in private. But they do not—at least at the campus churches I have attended—mention them from the pulpit. I have asked others at my current church if this impression accords with their memories, and it does. Can this apply to us only because campus churches are “liberal”? Perhaps that is one factor at work. But even so, one would think that some of the young people most affected by such issues, or people with intellectual careers, might be especially attuned to what non-Catholics and the secular press are saying about them. Then why this silence about what the media tell us are burning issues in our Catholic life?
One answer could be that the gospels do not have anything to say about birth control or abortion, married priests or women priests, and that the great truths of the faith—the Trinity, the Incarnation, the Mystical Body of Christ—are more central to our belief than are these controversial items of the day. This answer might be a liberal way to “one-up” people mired in newspaper sensationalism. But, to tell the truth, I do not hear much about those mystical doctrines of the faith in our ordinary course of Sunday sermons. A priest was almost apologetic when he had to refer to the Trinity, “a rather abstruse matter,” just because it was Trinity Sunday. I wondered what he thought we were there to hear about if the central doctrines of the faith were irrelevant.
Conservative Catholics claim that the laity are too resistant to “the church’s teaching” on controversial subjects to want them discussed in their presence, and that priests are too cowardly to bring up anything distasteful to their audience. Certainly the silence in the pulpit does not come from any failure of the Roman Curia, the Vatican’s papal bureaucracy, to demand that its teachings be passed on. If the laity is not listening, it is not because the hierarchy is not loud or insistent enough in its emphases—its demands are, after all, what is being reported in the press. Pope John Paul II, and influential figures around him like Cardinal Ratzinger, have ratcheted up the degrees of obligation on favorite points of doctrine, calling them “definitive” and “irreversible.” Yet there is still a gap, a widening lacuna, between the teaching organs in Rome and the laity in the pew. The transmission through priests is faulty or disconnected. Rome has tried to remedy this by severer discipline in seminaries and Catholic universities, insisting that “church teaching” be taught. The effort has so far not succeeded. This surprises some people, who have considered the Catholic church the last authoritative institution in the world. The left-wing historian Eric Hobsbawm thinks that religion itself must be fading from modern life if there is a breakdown of docility in the strictest religion of them all.2 The right-wing jurist Robert Bork says that “the Roman Catholic Church is the test case” by which the issue of authority in modern America will be decided.3
What can explain this disparity between what is sent out by the loud maximizers in Rome and what is received by the quietly minimizing lay people in their churches (where they still do turn up in healthy numbers, despite their deafness to Rome’s urgencies)? It is not enough to say that lax Catholics have been cafeteria patrons, picking and choosing what dogmas they will have for their Sunday brunch. It is often the most devout lay people (and clergy) who are most serene in tuning out the passionate signals from abroad. We should look to the lines of transmission from one point to the other—to the priests who do the actual preaching, who hear (in dwindling numbers) confession, who minister at weddings and baptisms and deaths. Why do they seem unwilling or unable to bring the high demands from their superiors into contact with the low receptive condition of their congregations? Is it a simple lack of courage or clarity or loyalty on their part? Once again, some conservatives make this charge. For them this trahison des clercs brings back to life the first sense of “clerical betrayal.”
Why would impaired transmission occur at a time when there has been such improvement in the church’s scriptural scholarship, liturgical participation, and intellectual training? It is not simply because priests are resisting the demand that they be celibate. That explains why so many priests have left their status, not why those who stay remain devoted in most other ways but are, nonetheless, fuzzy or muted about what Rome wants them to proclaim with hard-edged clarity. It is not a happy situation, after all, to be ground between the maximizers on high and those minimizing below. Why would anyone want to adopt such an uncomfortable post if he could avoid it?
The priests find they cannot avoid it. It is forced on them, against their own preference and history of service, by a simple inability to keep a straight face or an honest heart—to be truly concerned for those they serve—if they echo what Rome is saying about women or the priesthood, marriage or natural law. Their own integrity rebels, against the calculus of personal gain or the pressures of careerism. The arguments for much of what passes as current church doctrine are so intellectually contemptible that mere self-respect forbids a man to voice them as his own. The very fact that the intellectual level of the church has been raised makes it harder for a priest to swallow the scriptural fundamentalism reverted to by Rome when it claims that priests must be celibate or that women cannot be priests. The cartoon version of natural law used to argue against contraception, or artificial insemination, or masturbation, would make a sophomore blush. The attempt to whitewash past attitudes toward Jews is so dishonest in its use of historical evidence that a man condemns himself in his own eyes if he tries to claim that he agrees with it.
This is a neglected factor in the many discussions of the way vocations to the priesthood (and to nuns’ convents) have fallen off so drastically in recent years. It is usual, and easy, and partly right, to say that the requirement of celibacy in the modern world is enough to deter all but a few from becoming priests under the old rules. But another reason, a more disheartening one, is that young idealistic persons, the kind who want to be priests, are just the people for whom matters of honesty with themselves are bound to be most challenging. How can one aspire to a high calling and yet accept low standards for his own truthfulness about what he really believes? How can one be in service to others, yet peddle to them “religious truths” whose truthfulness rings so obviously hollow? I have seen this problem grow over the years, in the cases of men I have known or whose situation I have become familiar with.
When sexual scandal has arisen in the modern church—not as often as in the more lurid past, but with the inevitability of human failing—priests have shown more than the ordinary institutional bias to protect their own. Part of this comes from the bad faith that had them pretending, for the consumption of their superiors, to believe things they did not about celibacy, either for gays or for straight men. Part of it comes from the knowledge that there are many gay priests, by disposition or activity, who have been quietly accepted all along, by friends who do not think what they are doing is so evil (and neither do some in their lay congregations), so long as it is a matter of consenting adults and not of children—that it is not, at any rate, as evil as the odd arguments of Rome would have them openly maintain. So they bend the rules quietly (even those who would prefer to see them maintained)—why, after all, punish one man who gets caught when there are so many others who have not been? Priests’ stable heterosexual relations are also known and kept quiet, because some other priests are not convinced that the arguments for celibacy are convincing, even when they remain celibate themselves.
Little dishonesties, built into a situation, lend multiple biases to reactions when scandal arises. Men can find themselves the prisoners of prior compromises they have made. It is in part a revolt against such dishonesty that makes priests unwilling to compound hypocrisy by teaching what they do not believe. A terrible burden is placed on those who try to maintain intellectual integrity in this situation.
But shouldn’t priests, of all people, believe? Is that not their duty? If they do not want to teach what Rome says is the content of the faith, why do they pretend to be priests at all? In fact, why do not all the Catholics who disagree with the Pope just get out? I receive letters constantly from people who tell me that that is my duty. Who am I—or who is anyone except the Pope—to decide what a Catholic may or may not accept as binding doctrine? That is a serious question, not just the growling of authoritarians who feel they have some of the Pope’s excommunicating power themselves. But the question is based on an assumption that is not only challengeable but extremely unhealthy. It assumes that the whole test of Catholicism, the essence of the faith, is submission to the Pope. During long periods of the church’s history, that was not the rule—Saint Augustine, for one, would have flunked such a test. And today it is a test that would decimate the ranks of current churchgoers. It is not a position that has a solid body of theology behind it, no matter how common it is as a popular notion (vulgaris opinio).
But unfortunately it is an opinion that is acted on, and continually inculcated (though more implicitly than explicitly), by some members of the Roman Curia. Only that can explain the way incoherent views are promoted with fervor by those around the Pope. These are not men who lack intelligence themselves, though it sometimes seems that they believe all others do. How can they sponsor philosophically weird and scripturally simpleminded arguments? It is because they do not come at questions on their own merits, but from above as it were, judging each thing by its likelihood of confirming or calling in question the papacy’s record for truthfulness. Thus even as bright and devout a man as Pope Paul VI could endorse a truly perverse teaching on contraception—one rejected by his own picked panel of loyal and intelligent Catholics, priestly and lay, expert and commonsensical—because advisers convinced him that it would shake people’s faith in the church for the papacy to reverse its course (see Chapters 5 and 6). In what we shall find is a recurring pattern, truth was subordinated to ecclesiastical tactics. To maintain an impression that Popes cannot err, Popes deceive—as if distorting the truth in the present were not a worse thing than mistaking it in the past. Paradoxically, the teaching part of the church is continually tugged off from the truth, or made to shy away from its consequences, precisely because it claims a special access to the truth. The papal record has to be whitewashed, even when that effort inhibits sincere attempts at good works—as when the effort to express sorrow over the Holocaust was blocked, at every point, by a nervous reassertion of the church’s essentially innocent behavior toward the Jews (see Chapter 1). This latter claim must rely on such massive historical misreadings, misinterpretations, and misrepresentations as to become a new act of injustice toward the very people who were being approached with sympathy.
There is nothing here as clear-cut and direct as simple lying. That is why I speak of the “structures of deceit” that recruit people almost insensibly to quiet cosmetic labors buttressing the church by “improving” its substructure. These continual readjustments of the foundation are bound to weaken it, while destroying any standards for honest workmanship in those who think they are saving their church by fiddling it into intellectual irrelevance. The irony is that the very attempt to prove that the church has never changed leads to innovating arguments, to modern adjustments or additions, that just show how ill they accord with the monument they are trying to shore up—as when the gender of the apostles is adduced to support a male monopoly on the priesthood, after the ancient and real reason for that monopoly, a belief in female inferiority, has become unusable (see Chapter 7). When ancient props for certain moral stands are removed, or crumble of themselves, the thing they upheld is not allowed to fall with them. New Jerry-built contrivances are shoved under them to keep them in place—as when the misinterpreted scripture text (Gen 38:9) that had borne the weight of condemnation for contraception proved friable, and some amateur psychology was crammed into its place, a rickety makeshift that tries to pose as an eternal truth.
The Popes themselves do not do most of this innovating. They do not have to. Others are too busy contriving papal deceptions in their name. Yet they usually countenance, if they do not actually encourage, this pattern of untruthfulness. They even let others coax them into disingenuous stands for their own good, as when Paul VI let others bring him to the point of mouthing absurdities about contraception “for the good of the church.” There are many people who take on themselves the duty of maintaining in good repair the structures of deceit. By making exaggerated claims of certitude for questionable views these people do what John Henry Newman said the papaloters were accomplishing in the nineteenth century, creating “in educated Catholics a habit of scepticism or secret infidelity as regards all dogmatic truth.”4
The papaloters’ indirect disservice to the truth may seem small potatoes next to the Vatican’s lurid sins of the past, the kind that got one painted onto church walls in poses of eternal torment. But it is a deception deeper inside the citadel of spiritual values than mere personal greed or a ruler’s ambition. It plays with the truth while using the name of Jesus, who said he is the truth (Jn 14:6). It cheapens the gospel. It makes truth look to falsehoods for support. It is the form of deception that Saint Augustine considered most sinful (see Chapters 17 and 18).
It is also a form of deception for which the modern world can muster little tolerance. Truth is a modern virtue in the sense that it took on new urgency in the last century (see Chapter 16). That period saw the birth of history as a scientific discipline, the professionalization of inquiry, the secularization of truth-seeking institutions like the university. It imposed new methodological rigor on just the kinds of bodies—schools, professional groups, keepers of archives and records—that Catholic authorities belong to and direct. To profess a dedication to such standards and yet to deploy evasions and distortions and cover-ups is to be self-condemned, even in the world’s eyes, to say nothing of higher calls to truthfulness.
It can be objected that the deceivers in question have first deceived themselves, that they are sincere in their adherence to falsehoods, so they cannot be faulted for acting on genuinely held views. Yet the Roman hierarchy’s own most favored theologian, Thomas Aquinas, held that there is such a thing as “cultivated ignorance,” ignorantia affectata, an ignorance so useful that one protects it, keeps it from the light, in order to continue using it (ST 1–2, q 6, 8r). He called this kind of ignorance not exculpatory but inculpatory. It is a willed ignorance, though an unconfessed one. Certainly in a time that demands intellectual honesty with special emphasis, to remain oblivious of the most basic questions concerning dishonesty is to disqualify oneself for serious exchanges with one’s peers—a disqualification hard to ignore, no matter how urgently one tries to blank it out. One cannot escape the point that holding to Catholic truths must now be defended against those who would mingle those truths with obvious and shambling falsehoods, historical or scriptural or philosophical.
My book is a tribute, in part, to the honesty that has led so many priests to keep silent under the burden of deceptiveness called for by their superiors—and it is a plea that the weight be removed. I am not attacking either the papacy or its defenders. My own heroes, it will become clear, are the many truth tellers in Catholic ranks, preeminently Saint Augustine, Cardinal Newman, Lord Acton, and Pope John XXIII. The truth, we are told, will make us free. It is time to free Catholics, lay as well as clerical, from the pressures of deceit that are our quiet modern form of papal sin. Paler, subtler, less dramatic than the sins castigated by Orcagna or Dante, these are the quieter corruptions of intellectual betrayal.

1 J.N.D. Kelly, The Oxford Dictionary of Popes (Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 126–27. 
Return to Text
2 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes (Vintage Books, 1996), p. 336: Though Catholics made up “the basic stock of the faithful” in the nineteenth century, “the Church’s moral and material authority over the faithful disappeared” in the last part of the twentieth century, while churches “with a less compelling hold over members” collapsed even more spectacularly. 
Return to Text
3 Robert H. Bork, Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modern Liberalism and American Decline (ReganBooks, 1996), p. 292. 
Return to Text
4 John Henry Newman to Ambrose De Lisle, July 24, 1870, in Charles Stephen Dessain et al., The Letters and Diaries of John Henry Newman (Oxford University Press, 1973), Vol. 25, p. 165. 
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I.
HISTORICAL DISHONESTIES
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It is a temptation to our weakness and to our consciences to defend the Pope as we would defend ourselves—with the same care and zeal, with the same uneasy secret consciousness that there are weak points in the case which can best be concealed by diverting attention from them. What the defense gains in energy it loses in sincerity; the cause of the Church, which is the cause of truth, is mixed up and confused with human elements, and is injured by a degrading alliance. In this way even piety may lead to immorality, and devotion to the Pope may lead away from God.
—LORD ACTON (3.79)


1.
Remembering the Holocaust
We Remember
The debilitating effect of intellectual dishonesty can be touching. Even when papal authority sincerely wants to perform a virtuous act, when it spends years screwing up its nerve to do it, when it actually thinks it has done it, when it releases a notice of its having done it, when it expects to be congratulated on doing it—it has not done it. Not because it did not want to do it, or did not believe it did it. It was simply unable to do it, because that would have involved coming clean about the record of the papal institution. And that is all but unthinkable.
A good example is the long-awaited document on the Holocaust, We Remember, issued by a papally appointed commission on March 16, 1998, and recommended in an accompanying letter by John Paul II. This document had been in preparation for over a decade. It was supposed to go beyond the Second Vatican Council’s assurance, in 1965, that Jews cannot, after all, be blamed for the death of Jesus (an assurance that We Remember refers to). Though expressions of sympathy for Jewish suffering are voiced in the new statement, it devotes more energy to exonerating the church—and excoriating the Nazis for not following church teaching—than to sympathizing with the Holocaust’s victims. The effect is of a sad person toiling up a hill all racked with emotion and ready to beat his breast, only to have him plump down on his knees, sigh heavily—and point at some other fellow who caused all the trouble.
The key distinction labored at through the text is between anti-Semitism, as a pseudo-scientific theory of race always condemned by the church, and anti-Judaism, which some Christians through weakness succumbed to at times but not “the church as such.” The former is a matter of erroneous teaching—which the church is never guilty of. The latter is a matter of “sentiment” and weakness, sometimes using misinterpreted scriptural texts as a cover for prejudices of a basically nonreligious sort:
In a climate of eventful social change, Jews were often accused of exercising an influence disproportionate to their numbers. Thus there began to spread in varying degrees throughout most of Europe an anti-Judaism that was essentially more sociological and political than religious.1
Since the “sentiment” was not really religious, that lets the church off the hook. It never caused “anti-Judaism,” though individual members of the church succumbed to it on their own. Thus the document can direct its animus against scientific racism (the real anti-Semitism) and present it as the common enemy of Christian and Jew:
At the level of theological reflection we cannot ignore the fact that not a few in the Nazi party not only showed aversion to the idea of divine Providence at work in human affairs, but gave proof of a definite hatred directed at God himself. Logically, such an attitude also led to a rejection of Christianity, and a desire to see the church destroyed or at least subject to the interest of the Nazi state. It was this extreme ideology which became the basis of the measures taken, first to drive the Jews from their homes and then to exterminate them. The Shoah was the work of a thoroughly modern neo-pagan regime. Its anti-Semitism had its roots outside of Christianity and, in pursuing its aim, it did not hesitate to oppose the church and persecute its members also (16).
Did Christians have anything to do with the persecuting? Well, only in the sense that some did not oppose it quite as strenuously as they ought to have done:
Did Christians give every possible assistance to those being persecuted, and in particular to the persecuted Jews? Many did, but others did not. Those who did help to save Jewish lives as much as was in their power, even to the point of placing their own lives in danger, must not be forgotten. During and after the war, Jewish communities and Jewish leaders expressed their thanks for all that had been done for them, including what Pope Pius XII did personally or through his representatives to save hundreds of thousands of Jewish lives. Many Catholic bishops, priests, religious and laity have been honored for this reason by the State of Israel. Nevertheless, as Pope John Paul II has recognized, alongside such courageous men and women, the spiritual resistance and concrete action of other Christians was not that which might have been expected from Christ’s followers. We cannot know how many Christians in countries occupied or ruled by the Nazi powers or their allies were horrified at the disappearance of their Jewish neighbors and yet were not strong enough to raise their voices in protest. For Christians, this heavy burden of conscience of their brothers and sisters during the Second World War must be a call to penitence (17–18).
So this document—which the Pope commends for calling “memory to play its necessary part in the process of shaping a future” (7)—establishes three entirely separate categories:
 
1. Those who caused the Holocaust—irreligious Nazis with a godless scientism about race, who were anti-Christian as well as anti-Jewish.
2. Those who opposed the Holocaust—Pope Pius XII and bishops and other authorities encouraging their followers to act in accord with the church’s teaching.
3. Those who did not oppose the Holocaust enough—Christians too fearful to follow their brave leaders. It is only in the name of this last category that the document expresses “penitence.”
 
What is left out of this picture? To begin with, the bishops and priests who were supportive of the Nazis are expunged from the memory that Pope John Paul says is supposed to guide us into the future.
The [papal] nuncio to Berlin throughout the war, Archbishop Cesare Orsenigo, was a Nazi sympathizer, and far from the only friend of the Nazis in the hierarchy. The rector of the German College in Rome, Archbishop Alois Hudal, who was useful in dealing with the Nazis during their occupation of Rome, was another, and many members of Hitler’s government, like Ernst von Weizsacker, the ambassador to the Vatican and an old acquaintance of the Pope [Pius XII], professed to be good Catholics. When Weizsacker was credited to the Vatican in 1943, the papal limousine that took him to his audience flew the papal flag and the swastika side by side, “in peaceful harmony,” as Weizsacker noted proudly.2
There may (or may not) have been extenuating circumstances for some of these collaborators. But to pretend—nay, to assert—that they did not exist is to remove We Remember from any serious consideration as an honest confrontation with a complicated history. Its “memory,” far from being useful to the cause of true understanding that would prevent another Holocaust, is useful only to the fictions that the Vatican wants to maintain about itself. It can take such a fanciful approach to the historical record because it is imposing on that record a theoretical template that has three parts—“the church,” and “science,” and the relations between church and science.
First, we are told that “the church” as such cannot have been involved in the Holocaust since it has never taught any theoretical difference in the races. I attended a Jesuit seminary whose oldest building was erected, in the nineteenth century, by slaves owned by the Jesuit order—men who were the property of the whole order since individual Jesuits had all taken a vow of poverty. That building is concrete evidence for a practical treatment of the races as unequal, no matter what theoretical propositions were being formulated at the time. But the main problem here is not historical but theological. What is the church? The Vatican authorities continue to use the term in ways that the Second Vatican Council rejected. According to the Council, the church is the people of God, the body of believers baptized into the life and death of Christ.3 The church, no more than the Pope, can be impeccable. If the concrete reality of the historical church has been involved in the guilt of slavery, inquisitions, and conquest, we cannot say that this does not count because it was not the real church that was sinning—that it was just lay churchmen, or nonhierarchical elements, or people who could not claim the teaching authority (magisterium) of the church, as if the magisterium were itself the whole people of God.
The Vatican reverts, in We Remember—and in many places—to the older usage that equates the church with its highest organs of doctrinal statement. That is what is meant when we hear that Catholics no longer follow “the church,” or are defying “the church.” How can they defy themselves? Was the church guilty of the Holocaust? No, says the Vatican, since the magisterium never advocated it or defended it in a formal teaching. If Catholics singly or in groups were implicated in the crime, this was something the magisterium could not be convicted of.
Let us apply that kind of thinking to a current situation. The teaching church says that abortion and contraception are mortal sins and crimes against human persons. Is the church guilty of those crimes (assuming, for the sake of argument, that they are such)? No, says the Vatican, because the Pope has condemned them. On the other hand, polls confirm that a majority of Catholics (88 percent in 1993) accept contraceptive methods in theory, and those in a position to act on that acceptance do so.4 Catholics are also no different from the rest of the population in the number of abortions they undergo. The church, then, is “committing” abortion and contraception, though its leaders say that they must not. In the same way, Catholics were active in the Nazi state, even though their leaders (some of them, some of the time) told them not to be.
Second, the blaming of science is something with a long history in Vatican documents. We do not have to go back to Galileo to see that ecclesiastical authorities have been suspicious of science, of human knowledge when that seems to run counter to scripture or tradition. Authorities with a large body of changeless truth to maintain tend to look with apprehension on anything so vertiginously changeable as the experimental sciences. Apprehension deepened to entrenched acrimony under Pius IX (a hero to Pope John Paul), an acrimony that lingers in some curial enclaves. Whenever evil views can be attributed to science, that effectively removes them from the sacred domain the church authorities are protecting. That is why We Remember is careful to pick up National Socialism with tongs, as it were, and drop it into the sterile confines of a laboratory:
At the same time, theories began to appear which denied the unity of the human race, affirming an original diversity of races. In the twentieth century, National Socialism in Germany used these ideas as a pseudo-scientific basis for a distinction between so-called Nordic-Aryan races and supposedly inferior races (14).
We are supposed to conclude that any form of thought so distant in ethos from a Catholic mentality could not mix with it easily or at all. But prejudice regularly mingles contradictory items, so long as they can be made to pull in the desired direction. The anti-Semite draws readily on science, faith, legend, history, or law—on any snippet of fact or theory that hatred can fuse into a rationale for action.
This is a picture very far from the neat little schema of three disparate types offered by We Remember. That document tries to draw a clear line of demarcation between secular anti-Semitism and “sociological” anti-Judaism. But empirical studies show that the two reinforce rather than fight each other. The most thorough proof of this was made, so far as America is concerned, when the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) of B’nai B’rith commissioned a major series of studies from the Survey Research Center of the University of California at Berkeley. The survey was commissioned while the Vatican Council was sitting, and carried out after it was dissolved. Pollsters first set up categories of orthodox belief among Christians—categories in which Catholics, as expected, scored higher than Protestants. Then they tested those who scored high in these categories with the range of secular anti-Semitic views. They found that “the respondents’ anti-Semitism varies in direct relation to their positions on this measure [of orthodoxy] . . . the more the religious beliefs are subscribed to, the greater the anti-Semitism” (emphasis added). Orthodox beliefs are in fact “a powerful predictor of secular anti-Semitism.”5 The degree of secular anti-Semitism is often linked to specifically theological positions—e.g., that the Jews are a cursed race, guilty of rejecting their own Messiah, responsible for killing Christ. That view is still powerful, despite the assurance in We Remember that the church has denied its legitimacy. The ADL study found, even after that official denial, that 11 percent of Catholics in America still agreed with this statement: “The reason Jews have so much trouble is because God is punishing them for rejecting Jesus.” An amazing 41 percent said that they were not certain about the curse, but they considered it a possibility. History is not easily altered by a single decree, especially one that comes out of the blue, as Vatican II’s did.
Vatican II (1962–65)
We Remember quotes a 1997 speech by Pope John Paul II: “In the Christian world—I do not say on the part of the Church as such—erroneous and unjust interpretations of the New Testament regarding the Jewish people and their alleged culpability have circulated for too long” (13). The Pope can clean the skirts of “the church as such” only in the highly technical sense (and by the theologically narrow definition of “the church”) that the supreme magisterium never infallibly said that the Jews are deicides, cursed for their killing of Christ (though it never authoritatively denied it, either, until 1965). Besides, this Pope likes to emphasize that encyclicals, though they may not be infallible, are authoritative, are “the church’s teaching,” and Pius XI said in a 1937 encyclical that “Jesus received his human nature from a people who crucified him”—not some Jews, but the Jewish people.6 And the same Pope suppressed a Catholic organization, the Friends of Israel, that tried to discontinue the charge of deicide.7 Furthermore, Catholic preachers over the centuries have continually made the deicide charge, and seminaries taught it, and biblical commentaries explained it, and persecutions were based on it. In finally rejecting this claim, the Second Vatican Council said nothing about the church’s past record. It did not express penitence for official encouragement of such a view, or for pogroms and other actions taken on the basis of it. The price of getting the statement through the Council’s sessions was that it not admit that the church had ever said or done anything wrong.
Some Council fathers even said that the charge of deicide should not be brought up, since they had never heard of it.8 They had to be shockingly ignorant of history, including recent history. Others thought that it was unwise to mention anything so unpleasant, that the best course was to forget the whole matter. Monsignor John M. Oesterreicher, who helped draft the statement and worked it past the objections of many bishops, recounts one exchange:
There came up to me one day a certain bishop, who is widely known outside America and is by no means attached to the “bad old days.” He said, “Look here, this won’t do. One cannot simply declare, in public, that the Jews are not deicides.” I answered, “Why not?” Upon which the bishop explained his objection like this: “Why not? Simply because it is insulting even to put the word into one’s mouth. What would you say if someone suddenly announced, in public, ‘Oesterreicher is no thief’? How would you like that?” “Your Excellency, that depends on the situation. If this ‘defence’ came like lightning out of a clear sky, I should of course be thunderstruck. But if, for years, I had been the victim of a slander, then I should feel that I had been set free by such a public vindication. I should in fact be pleased about it.” The bishop was evidently impressed by this argument, as he asked me to prepare a memorandum for him on the matter. But I am not sure that I convinced him in the depths of his heart.9
There was no excuse for the Council fathers to be (or to play) ignorant about the church’s record on the charge of a Jewish curse. The theologian the hierarchy has considered most authoritative, Thomas Aquinas, said that the Jewish mob did not know what it was doing when it said “His blood be our responsibility, and our children’s” (Mt 27:25), but the leaders of the Jews knew the scriptures well enough to recognize the Messiah and deliberately reject him, which means they were not only “crucifiers of Christ as a man but as God” (ST 3, q 47, 5 ad 3). They were deicides.
There is no need to go through the whole dreary round of obloquy heaped on the Jews by early Fathers of the church—especially by John Chrysostom, with his rant about Christ killers (Christoktonoi).10 The medieval tales of the cursed race were not rejected by reformers like Luther or Calvin, who prove that anti-Semitism is a Christian sin, not just a Catholic one.11That it is a modern sin, not just an ancient one, is made clear from Charlotte Klein’s survey of what respected theologians have said and written even since the Holocaust. One of the leading liberal theologians at Vatican II, Karl Rahner, could publish, in the very year of the Council’s statement, these words about the Jews: “We could almost say that a supernatural demonism is exercising its power in the hatred of this people against the true kingdom of God.”12 More astonishingly, the priest who edited the Revue biblique (Pierre Benoit) brought out this accusation three years after the Council’s decree: “The religious authority of the Jewish people took on itself the actual responsibility for the crucifixion. Israel closed itself off from the light that was offered it, from the expansion of view demanded of it . . . That refusal has continued, down through the ages, to this very day . . . Every Jew suffers from the ruin undergone by his people when it refused Him at the decisive moment of its history.”13
Of course, there was a countertradition, which was less harsh to Jews, but it ameliorated rather than canceled the main tradition. Augustine, for instance, said that Christ’s words “Forgive them, for they know not what they do” meant that those killing him did not realize that he was God, so they could not have committed deicide, just homicide.14 In a very influential chapter of his City of God (18.46), Augustine argued that the diffusion of Jews throughout the world was a providential blessing, since they bore witness to the authenticity of the ancient scriptures on which Christians relied—no one can say the Christians invented or falsified documents kept so carefully by the Jews. This idea of the Jews as unwilling witnesses to the truth was condescending, but at least it discouraged attempts to get rid of Jews. In fact, it was the basis of a series of papal decrees modeled on the bull of Callistus II, Sicut Judeis (1120), which guaranteed Jews legal protection.15
These are minimal points of light in the dark story of vituperation and accusation, especially when we consider the commonsense and historical arguments against the idea of a divine curse imposed on an entire people. For one thing, “the Jews” did not kill Christ, even if one could make the (uncertain) case that certain Jews were more responsible than the Romans who actually executed him. Besides, while religions are persecuting and persecuted by turns—e.g., there were Catholic martyrs in England under Elizabeth I, Protestant ones under Mary Tudor—we do not say that one or other side is cursed forever. As we shall see later (Chapter 18), certain Christians betrayed Peter and Paul to their execution—does that mean that Christians have a curse on them? But there is a deeper theological reason why believers in Christian theology should never have considered one part of mankind the killers of Jesus. Since he died for all sins, the only racial solidarity expressed in his suffering is that of the sinful human race, the joint cause and beneficiary of the redeeming death.
One reason the Catholic church lagged behind some other parts of Christianity in its recognition of such basic facts is that biblical norms established in the sixteenth century by the Council of Trent froze Catholics’ scriptural scholarship until the 1950s (when Pius XII opened some avenues to the new learning). Before then, the gospel accounts were taken as conventional history written by eyewitnesses. Most modern scholars have concluded that the gospels took their present form after the destruction of the Jewish Temple by Rome in 70 CE and reflect the current urgencies (Sitz am Leben) in which and for which they were composed. After the death of Jesus, Christians were persecuted as Jewish heretics by some Jewish leaders, who killed Stephen and James.16 The responsibility of Rome for Christ’s death was muted during this process, and that of the Jews played up, as “the body of Christ” (his believers united to him) underwent new suffering. The ancient creeds go back to an older tradition that emphasizes Roman primacy in the execution (“suffered under Pontius Pilate”), as does the only secular source on the death of Jesus, Tacitus (Annals 15.44).
The theologians who went to Vatican II in the 1960s were acutely conscious of the ways Catholic scholarship had lagged on this vital matter of seeing the New Testament’s treatment of the Jews in a theological perspective.17 They felt a pressing need, in the name of intellectual integrity as well as justice to the Jews, to give their corrected views authoritative expression, a need that looked mysterious to many bishops, who had not kept up with the new scholarship. That is why the statement on the Jews was stalled, over and over, and had a hard time finding a home in the documents prepared by the Council. It would never have survived these difficulties but for the insistence of Pope John XXIII.
While the Council was being planned, Pope John had greeted a delegation of American Jews by saying, “Son io Giuseppe, il fratello vostro”—“I am Joseph, your brother”—echoing the words of the biblical Joseph (Gen 45:4), and using Roncalli’s personal name, not his papal one (Giovanni).18 At the same time, he asked Cardinal Bea, of the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, to prepare a Council draft (schema) on the subject of the Jews. This decision would itself be challenged repeatedly, on the grounds that Bea’s was an ecumenical group dealing, before then, only with Christian denominations. It was also attacked because Bea’s Secretariat was not one of the formal commissions directed to prepare schemata, and Bea was known to be too liberal for the comfort of many in the Curia. John solved the first problem by making the Secretariat a commission, after the Council had begun.19 As for the cardinal’s liberalism, that seems to be the very reason John was determined to keep Bea in charge of this sensitive matter. There were later efforts to take the Jewish schema away from Bea’s commission, and to split the decree up into three anodyne additions to other documents, but he was able to fight these off.
A different kind of challenge arose, early on, when the World Jewish Congress, accepting the invitation for other religious bodies to send official observers to the Council, sent Dr. Chaim Wardi. Wardi had performed this kind of service before, acting as official observer at the World Council of Churches in 1961 and at a Pan-Orthodox Conference in the same year. He was a minister of religion in the Israeli government, which did not disqualify him in the eyes of those bodies; but the Council’s Central Preparatory Commission took the occasion of his appointment to withdraw the draft decree on the Jews from the Council’s schedule, saying the matter had become “politicized.” Again Bea had to go to the Pope in order to revive the decree. John sent a message to the Central Commission saying, “We have read Cardinal Bea’s memorandum with care and entirely share his opinion that a profound responsibility requires our intervention.”20
The adventures of the draft decree on the Jews, in its voyage through the four sessions of the Council, were a series of hairbreadth escapes on the order of The Perils of Pauline. With the death of the spontaneous Pope John before the second session of the Council, and the installation of the cautious Paul VI, conservative bishops took heart and began to invite the Pope’s intervention on their side, to make up for John’s earlier interventions for the liberals. In fact, the cardinals of the Curia became so confident of their control of the Pope that they misrepresented an order as coming from him, one that would have set up a special review commission to abbreviate the decree on the Jews and remove it from Cardinal Bea’s control. Fourteen cardinals of great reputation sent an urgent message of objection to Paul, who modified the new commission’s authority without entirely disowning what had been done in his name.21 At another time, more rumors that the decree would be suppressed led two cardinals from America and one from Germany to tell the Pope they would have to leave Rome if that were to occur.22
Though many other points were debated in the statement on the Jews as it evolved, the deicide issue caused the most heated disagreement. Some thought it bad policy to bring it up, since that would just admit that the accusation had been made in the past. Better to state the positive new view and bury in oblivion the past. The liberals did not want to bury the past, but to draw attention to it, since it was an injustice still to be redressed. The same Council fathers who did not want a reference to deicide also wanted to exclude any mention of past persecutions by the church, or of Christian guilt for them. They won on all three issues. Only the substance of the deicide matter survived, but by a jettisoning of the term. Here is the progress of the drafts as they dealt (or not) with this specific matter:
First Draft (December 2, 1961)
Even though the greater part of the Jewish people remained separated from Christ, it would nevertheless be an injustice to call this people accursed, since they are beloved for the sake of their fathers and the promises made to them. [No mention of deicide, the grounds on which any unspecified people might call the Jews accursed. This was the preliminary draft, done in Rome when it was uncertain how much freedom the Council would have under John].
Second Draft (March 2, 1963)
The chosen people cannot without injustice be termed a deicidal race, as the Lord has expiated through his suffering and death the sins of all men—the cause of his Passion and his dying. [The issue is stated clearly, using the term at issue—and this led to many protests.]
Third Draft (March 6, 1964)
May all, therefore, take care that in catechetical instruction, in preaching the Word of God, and in daily conversation the Jewish people are not represented as rejected, and equally that nothing is said or done that could alienate souls from the Jews. They should also guard against attributing to the Jews of our time what was done during Christ’s Passion [The term “deicide” removed, along with the theological reason for rejecting it. Even this statement was resisted.]23
Final Statement
True, authorities of the Jews and those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ (cf. Jn 19:6); still, what happened in His passion cannot be blamed upon all the Jews then living, without distinction, or upon the Jews of today. Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should not be presented as repudiated or cursed by God, as if such a view followed from the holy Scripture . . . Besides, as the Church has always held and continues to hold, Christ in His boundless love freely underwent his passion and death because of the sins of all men, so that all might attain salvation. [Deicide gone as a term, but the theological argument against it restored.]24
In an item-by-item vote of the whole Council, the vote against the sentence that opposed blaming Jews for the death of Christ was 188, and that against opposition to calling the Jews cursed was 245. Admittedly, this is a small minority—the votes for the statements were 1,875 and 1,821, respectively.25 But it is astounding that even the weakened form of the statement, unaccompanied by any recognition of past persecution or any expression of sorrow and repentance, could still be rejected by hundreds of Catholic bishops.
Hopeful Catholics and generous Jews settled for this imperfect document (called Nostra aetate from its opening words in Latin), since it did represent progress, given the terrible conditions that preceded the Council, and it could be the basis for building new attitudes. But that would happen only if the statement were to be understood as a first tentative step, leading to a more open effort at justice. Rabbi David Polish spoke for many other Jews when he called the statement “a unilateral pronouncement by one party which presumes to redress on its own terms a wrong which it does not admit.”26 There was still work to be done at remedying past injustices.
The logical place for the next step to be taken was the Vatican study of the Holocaust that resulted in We Remember. But that document took the Council statement as having closed the issue of Christian actions in the past rather than opened a discussion of them. It was a step back in the matter of acknowledging guilt and redressing wrongs. It not only ignored the past centuries of persecution, like the Council, but it denied that Christians had any role in inflicting the Holocaust (as opposed to resisting it too feebly). The Council dismissed history. We Remember rewrote it. What we see, then, is a sad repetition of the kind of muted and aborted effort at justice that was undertaken at the very time when the Holocaust was about to occur. The conciliar decree (Nostra aetate) is a link in the process that goes from the first effort at response to German atrocities, by Pius XI, and the belated effort to deal with the accomplished horror by Pope John Paul II. A consideration of Pius XI’s effort sets the stage for the current difficulty in being honest about Jewish-Christian relations.
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2.
Toward the Holocaust
Pius XI
One of the saddest attempts to reverse the church’s terrible record with Jews occurred when two good men found each other in what seemed a historically destined moment—the darkening summer of 1938, as Hitler’s war was about to begin—and tried to do secret good. They were prevented from doing this when they encountered the papal structures of deceit. The two men were a learned and generous Pope, Pius XI, and a progressive American Jesuit, John LaFarge. The aging Pius, then eighty-one, whose record had not been a good one on Jewish matters during his seventeen years as Pope, was sincerely shocked and angered when Fascist professors, at Mussolini’s direction, issued a Racial Declaration on July 14, 1938, saying that “Jews do not belong to the Italian race,” which was declared “a pure Aryan race.” On September 6, in a spontaneous outburst during an audience with pilgrims, Pius actually wept as he remembered the Jewish origins of the church and said, “Anti-Semitism is inadmissible. We are spiritually Semites.”1
The Pope’s prepared statements did not reflect this sensitivity. Even later (November 10 and 11), when Mussolini’s government promulgated harsher anti-Semitic laws, the Vatican’s official complaint was limited to the aspects of the law that broke the church-state concordat (by taking the marriages of baptized Jews away from church jurisdiction).2 This had been the strategy of Pius all along, in dealing both with Nazi Germany and with Fascist Italy. Against Germany he had issued an encyclical, “With Burning Anxiety” (1937), that was smuggled into that country for simultaneous reading from Catholic pulpits. It condemned Fascist measures—though, once again, only those that broke the concordat with the Vatican (no mention was made of the sufferings of Jews).3
But Pius had a secret. Ever since June he had been preparing a new encyclical, one that would attack anti-Semitism directly. That is where John LaFarge came in. LaFarge, an editor of the Jesuit magazine America, was a pioneer in the struggle against southern segregation laws. He had written a book attacking the racism on which such laws were based, Interracial Justice (1937). In 1938 he went, as part of his duties at America, to a Eucharistic Congress in Budapest, and made a brief visit to Rome before returning home. While he was staying at the Jesuit residence, he received a mysterious message from the Pope, asking him to call at his summer home, Castel Gandolfo. Pius, it turned out, had read his recent book—this Pontiff had spent most of his life before his papacy as the director of two of the world’s great archives, the Ambrosian Library in Milan and the Vatican Library in Rome, and he read incessantly, closely, and well, even in his eighties.
Pius wanted LaFarge to draft an encyclical for him, calling for justice in the cause of European Jews on the same grounds that LaFarge had used as an advocate for American blacks. He expressly wanted a new approach, which is why he went outside his regular circle of Roman advisers: “Say simply what you would say if you yourself were Pope.”4 Pius spoke to LaFarge even before informing his superior, the formidable General of the Society of Jesus, Wladimir Ledochowski, who had helped the Pope in forming earlier encyclicals. LaFarge felt flattered but a bit overwhelmed by his assignment. To an assistant of his provincial superior in New York he wrote: “Frankly, I am simply stunned, and all I can say is that the Rock of Peter has fallen on my head.”5 Naturally, he turned for guidance to Father Ledochowski—thus inadvertently defeating Pius’s strategy for getting a fresh approach to the problem.
Ledochowski said that LaFarge should be assisted by two other Jesuits—one German, one French—who had experience in drafting encyclicals. They had both worked separately on Pius’s social encyclical Quadragesimo Anno (1931), and the Frenchman had helped draft the same Pope’s anti-Communist encyclical Divini Redemptoris (1937). LaFarge therefore went to Paris to work with the men he would come to think of as his “two Guses”—Gustav Gundlach and Gustave Desbuqois. They labored at a text provisionally titled Humani Generis Unitas (“The Unity of the Human Race”) from July to September, creating drafts in four languages (Latin, French, German, and English).
After they turned in their work—not directly to the Pope but to Father Ledochowski—nothing happened for months. Father Gundlach, frustrated at the silence, began to suspect sabotage on the part of “our Boss” (the Jesuit General). In time they heard that Ledochowski had turned the draft over for corrections to another Jesuit, Enrico Rosa, the editor of Civiltà Cattolica, the Society’s newspaper run in close collaboration with the Vatican. After that, only rumor said that the draft might have reached an ailing Pius a month or so before his death in February 1939. The Vatican later claimed that Pius XII, Pius XI’s successor, knew the draft and used elements of it in some of his own papal statements—but not in any directly condemning anti-Semitism. The whole encyclical project might as well not have occurred, so far as the world at large knew. The Pope had enjoined secrecy on the drafting process, and Father Ledochowski would not let that ban drop, even after Pius XI (like the project itself) was dead. Biographers of Pius XI knew nothing of his effort to address the dreadful fate of the Jews. Even in LaFarge’s autobiography, The Manner Is Ordinary, which came out in 1954, no mention was made of Pius’s effort to come to the aid of the Jews. The world would not learn of this encyclical-that-might-have-been for another third of a century. Men working in the papers of LaFarge and Gundlach in the 1970s turned up traces of the encyclical project and tried to search out more information about it. A French version of the draft mysteriously disappeared from the LaFarge papers, but not before a microfilm was made of it. A German draft was in the Jesuit papers of Gundlach’s province, but researchers were denied access to it. The Vatican said it had a copy of the Latin draft (which Pius XII saw), but will not produce it. What has been discovered, from the French draft and from letters in the LaFarge papers, was published in 1997, along with an account of the frustrations preventing further discovery so far, by the men who pursued the evidence most assiduously, Georges Passelecq and Bernard Suchecky. Their book, which appeared in France as Encyclique cachée de Pie XI, was translated into English in the same year (The Hidden Encyclical of Pius XI).
What happened to abort this carefully prepared and potentially historic encyclical? After news of it spread, many expressed regret that it had not come out in 1939—though others, considering the shortcomings of the draft, and wondering what would have been done to it before official promulgation (by Father Rosa, members of the Curia, and Pius’s Secretary of State, Eugenio Pacelli), were just as glad that it did not. Certainly the draft was deficient, even as it left the hands of its three authors. But if anything like its severe condemnation of anti-Semitism had been adopted by the papacy in Pius XI’s final months—a condemnation that had so far been lacking in the papal record—that would have made it harder for Pius XII to maintain his ambiguities and silences about the Holocaust as it was occurring. Indeed, preserving that ambiguity for future Pontiffs was an indirect reason for the suppression of the encyclical.
Yet the encyclical project was doomed from its inception—not because those working on it did not want to do something about the fate of the Jews, but because none of them could escape the structures of deceit that were in place all around them as they labored. Everyone but LaFarge had skeletons in the closet, so far as the Jews were concerned—beginning with the Pope himself. In the sixth year of his pontificate (1928), he had suppressed a Catholic organization, the Friends of Israel, that, in order to work for reconciliation with the Jews, tried to reverse past stands taken by the church. The group called for the abandonment of all talk of deicide, of a curse on the Jews, and of ritual murder. The papal decree of suppression said that this program did not recognize “the continual blindness of this people,” and the Friends did not give the church credit for the way it had “protected this people against unjust persecutions.” The Friends’ approach was “contrary to the sense and spirit of the Church, to the thought of the Holy Fathers and the liturgy.”6 We saw in the last chapter what horrible things were said of the Jews by the “holy” Fathers of the church (e.g., John Chrysostom’s claim that Jews are devils), but what did the decree mean by “contrary to the [Catholic] liturgy”? This was no doubt a reference to the notorious
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