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To my beautiful daughters, Maddie and Thérèse (TT).
May you love the Lord and his Church with all your heart, mind, and soul.



Most of us are only half aware (and are becoming less aware with every added decade), that the air we breathe is anti-Catholic; that the history we are taught, the moral ideas behind the legal system we obey, the restrictions imposed on us, the political conceptions embodied in every public act, the general attitude toward foreign countries, are all the products of that Nationalism which their non-Catholic fellow-citizens regard as the sacred emotion.
Hilaire Belloc1
1 Taken from Belloc's 1929 book Survivals and New Arrivals.



PREFACE
Nearly all the historical work worth doing at the present moment in the English language is the work of shoveling off heaps of rubbish inherited from the immediate past.
Hilaire Belloc2
This is a book I wish I had when I was younger. As a Catholic teenager growing up in the Evangelical Protestant country of West Texas, I was mostly at a loss as to how to respond to challenges to the Faith and myths about Church history. Later in life I once again felt ill-equipped to respond when, for instance, a coworker claimed that the Catholic Church has killed more people than any other organization in human history. It brought me a great sense of closure and happiness to refute that myth in this work! 
This book is organized chronologically, with individual entries on some of the most common anti-Catholic historical myths, and formulated in ways that Catholics might hear in conversation. Despite their chronological arrangement, the entries are stand-alone and can be read in isolation. Each myth is stated, and then refuted with authentic history; and a section titled “The Real Story” is provided at the end of the entry with salient points for those who need a quick answer to the myth. Extensive endnotes are also provided to enable additional research, and to answer potential charges that the answer is simply Catholic propaganda and not factual.
Originally this book was envisioned as a joint project with Diane Moczar, a Catholic historian who wrote Seven Lies About Catholic History (2010). Reading that book emboldened me in my own desire to help give Catholics the resources they need to fight anti-Catholic prejudice in the study and writing of history. Unfortunately, Diane’s health did not allow her to finish working on this project with me, but I thank her for her previous work and the example she set for me in writing authentic Catholic history. 
Catholics arguably have plentiful resources for use in combatting the doctrinal and moral errors espoused by enemies of the Church or the merely ignorant; but there are not enough readily available resources for Catholics to defend the true history of the Church.3 As a result, most Catholics are unable to answer the anti-Catholic historical myths commonly presented in books, TV shows, and movies. If they do find a resource adequate to defending the Church, the retort comes that its author is Catholic and therefore biased and not to be trusted—as if an anti-Catholic secular author is somehow free from bias! 
Since the Protestant Reformation—which was really a Revolution—in the sixteenth century, Catholics in the English-speaking world have been forced to concede the historical narrative to an English Protestant perspective, which does not seek to portray the Church’s history authentically. It is time to reclaim that narrative. It is time for Catholics to learn their true history and challenge the anti-Catholic bias of the mainstream media and academia. It is time for the false narratives to be corrected, and for the real story of Catholic history to be presented. It brings me great joy to see that some non-Catholic authors, such as Rodney Stark, also see this anti-Catholic bias in academia and have written books to combat it. In the Information Age, those who have authentic, reliable, and well-sourced information, and who proclaim it loudly and often in all forms of media, will win the day. It is no longer acceptable to allow the myths about Catholic history to stand unchallenged. It is my hope and prayer that this book will give Catholics the tools needed to “shovel off the heaps of rubbish” learned in school about Church history, to teach the real story of Catholic history to the next generation, and to spread it throughout the world.
2 Preface to Hoffman Nickerson, The Inquisition: A Political and Military Study of Its Establishment (John Bale, Sons and Danielsson, Ltd.: London, 1923), v.
3 History books are often several hundred pages long, and can be tedious to read unless one is very interested in the subject matter. Historians frequently write for each other and can find it difficult to write engaging works for a wider audience, so it is no wonder many Catholics do not pick up Church history books to read for leisure.
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INTRODUCTION
Combatting Anti-Catholic Historical Myths
Misconceptions about the past can persist for centuries, despite the diligent work of historians, either because vested interests benefit from the distortions or because the fanciful version is more fun.
Piers Paul Read4
Pope Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) was annoyed. The Church was under attack by intellectuals seeking to limit its influence in society and by Italian nationalists and revolutionaries who intensely disliked the papacy. Leo was also concerned because when surveying the methods employed to cause “suspicion and hatred against the Church and the papacy” by its critics, he noted that the attacks were centered on “ecclesiastical history.”5 Leo knew that a thorough and authentic study of Church history produces a favorable opinion of the institution founded by Christ, but opponents were using the Church’s history against it. These propagandists produced a false narrative about the Church and the pope because “they narrowly inspected archives; they unearthed stupid fables; and they repeated for the hundredth time legends a hundred times confuted.”6 The myths formulated by the enemies of the Church took root in the minds of men because the press perpetuated them and schools taught them to the young. Leo decried the corruption of youths through teaching a false narrative of Church history because errors learned while young tend to persist in old age, primarily because people are not apt to do the research necessary to change what they have learned, and in some cases because the fixed narrative threatens their faith. To combat the falsification of the history of the Church and the papacy, Leo decided to open the Vatican Library to all researchers so that they could use primary documents to write authentic Catholic history.
Today, almost 140 years after Leo opened the Vatican Library to researchers, one is tempted to guess how he would view the current state of Church history scholarship. Certainly there is much to be grateful for, and many historians are producing excellent works of authentic history. But there is also much to be concerned about. Anti-Catholic historical myths continue to spread in all forms of media. The English Protestant view of Christian history dominates the textbooks used in most schools, and enemies of the Faith continue to spread falsehoods about Church history. 
Why do these myths persist despite the existence of authentic scholarship that refutes them? Chiefly because avowed enemies of the Church find them useful in discrediting the Church and limiting its influence in the world; because bitter ex-Catholics use them to paint the Church in a negative light; because atheists who hate religion in general use them to point out the folly of faith; and because some Protestant groups use the myths to justify their separation from the Church Christ founded. 
Many anti-Catholic historical myths originated with Protestant revolutionaries 500 years ago. Discrediting the Church by creating false historical narratives about it helped these revolutionaries “prove” that their interpretation of Scripture and Christian doctrine was correct. Pope Leo XIII observed that because Protestants’ assaults against Catholic dogma failed “they had recourse to a new strategy, namely, encountering the Church in the field of historical questions.”7 Ultimately, an examination of history proves that the early Christian Church was Catholic and that, as John Henry Cardinal Newman wrote, “to be deep in history is to cease to be Protestant.”8

Sometimes people who promulgate historical myths about the Church do so unintentionally. In many cases they are simply repeating what they have read or heard. Writers and commentators may not bother to review the latest research in an area of Church history, so all too often the true story stays within academia.9 Pope Leo XIII expressed the frustration felt by all Catholic scholars when he wrote about these myths, “It appears incredible that accusations of this kind, confuted with so much evidence and with such force, should yet have been able to make progress in the minds of many.”10

So, what should the present-day Catholic do about these anti-Catholic historical myths? The first step is to recognize them by learning the authentic history of the Church. Catholics are frequently encouraged to spend time learning the dogmas of the Faith and studying Scripture, and indeed both pursuits are necessary for an active and enriched faith life. But time must also be spent studying the events and personages of Church history. Failure to do so just allows the myths to persist and flourish.11

The next step after recognizing the historical myths about the Church is to use that knowledge to combat those myths, charitably, whenever and with whomever they arise. Ultimately, false narratives about the Church persist because the truth is not proclaimed widely and persistently, and many Catholics do not feel well equipped to join the fight. God willing, this book will help faithful Catholics defend the Church in their workplaces and communities, and among families and friends. It can be exhausting to fight every myth that presents itself, but the Catholic must find solace and renewed energy in the sacraments of the Church, and must vow not only to learn the Church’s true history but in the words of Pope Leo XIII, “to render it triumphant.”12
4 Foreword to Regine Pernoud, The Templars: Knights of Christ, trans. Henry Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2009), 7.
5 Pope Leo XIII, Saepenumero Considerantes, August 18, 1883. English translation in St. Meinrad Historical Essays 3 (May 1935), 201–13.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, introduction, part 5, 1845.
9 This is especially true of the myths about the Crusades and the Inquisition.
10 Leo XIII, Saepenumero Considerantes.
11 Diane Moczar makes this point in her book Seven Lies about Catholic History—see page 6.
12 Leo XIII, Saepenumero Considerantes.



SECTION I
The Early Church
Nothing can be more nauseating than the absurdities which have been published under the name of Ignatius [of Antioch].
John Calvin13

Although there are
many anti-Catholic historical myths that exist about the era of the early Christian Church, they all share a common theme: trying to prove that it was not the Catholic Church. Those who embrace and advocate myths about the early Church fall into two different groups: modern secular humanists and Protestants. Modern secular humanists want to eradicate the Church’s influence in the public arena, so they propagate anti-Catholic myths—about Jesus, about the roots of early Christian belief—in an effort to discredit the foundations of the Church’s teaching. In particular they try to show that the Catholic faith is nothing more than repackaged paganism. 
Protestants advocate myths about this era because their movement depends on the belief that the Catholic Church is a corruption of the early Church, and hence that the Reformation was a return to the apostolic faith. One of the main anti-Catholic historical myths embraced by many Protestants is the belief in a Great Apostasy, which allegedly occurred when Constantine favored the Catholic Church in the fourth century and “Romanized” it to the point where it became so contaminated that it ceased to be Christian. 
Yet we know that the early Church was the Catholic Church and the real story of history illustrates the continuity of the Faith through the centuries.
13 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, i, 13.29, accessed April 27, 2017, http://www.ccel.org/ccel/calvin/institutes/.
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“Jesus was not a real person. He was a mythical figure created by Christians.” 
A Google search of the question “Did Jesus Exist?” provides approximately 63,800,000 results.14 There is a multitude of atheist scholars and amateurs who fill the ether with their opinion that Jesus of Nazareth is a myth—that he never actually existed. Those who believe this call themselves “mythicists,” and argue that Jesus was the creation of the New Testament writers and the early Catholic Church. This mythical Jesus, they maintain, was derived from various pagan stories containing elements similar to the life of Jesus, such as a virgin birth, a death in atonement for humanity’s sins, and a resurrection from the dead. The mythicist position centers on a threefold argument pioneered by the German scholar Bruno Bauer (1809–1882): that the New Testament is not historically reliable; that there are no non-Christian contemporary sources about Jesus; and that the Christian faith is modeled on ancient pagan stories.
Building on Bauer, today’s mythicists argue that the Gospels are not historically reliable because they were all written after Jesus is said to have lived, and moreover that they contradict one another. Mythicists also question why the canonical Gospels (those accepted as true by the Church) are treated as more accurate than the apocryphal ones (such as the Gospel of Thomas). Mythicists believe there are no non-Christian contemporary accounts of Jesus (or at least none that are reliable). They argue that because Philo of Alexandria’s work on Pontius Pilate does not mention Jesus, it proves that he never existed. They stress that there are no works written by Jesus, and that the supposed non-Christian sources that do mention him are Christian forgeries. These naysayers also highlight the supposed parallels between the story of Jesus and pagan stories of heroic mythical figures, especially the Egyptian story of Horus. 
These arguments are presented in the works of many modern “mythicists.” Popular author and speaker Christopher Hitchens (1949–2011) questioned the existence of Jesus in his 2007 book God is Not Great; Richard Carrier, a member of the short-lived Jesus Project, which was intended as a scholarly multi-discipline investigation into the “historical Jesus,” is an atheist scholar who had written many books critical of the Christian faith, including Why I Am Not A Christian (2011). René Salm runs a mythicist website, the Mythicist Papers, that highlights his thesis that the towns of Bethlehem and Nazareth did not exist at the time Jesus supposedly lived.15 Finally, mythicism received a boost of recognition from Bart D. Ehrman’s 2012 book Did Jesus Exist?, which is actually a critique of mythicist arguments but, given Ehrman’s popularity as a scholar, indirectly drew more attention to the claims of mythicism.
The Church has dealt with skeptics from its beginnings, but even anti-Christian Roman propagandists in the early years of the Church all believed that Jesus was a real person—what they questioned was not his existence but what the Church taught about him. The second-century Roman author Celsus wrote a work highly critical of the Church’s teachings about Jesus. He maintained that belief in the Incarnation and the Resurrection was contrary to reason, and ridiculed the Christian belief that Jesus is God. To Celsus, Jesus was a low-grade magician whose “miracles” were performed in order to dupe the uneducated; and an otherwise ordinary man, since no god would eat normal human food or even speak with a normal human voice (“a divine figure would have had an enormously loud speaking voice,” he wrote).16 Some modern-day skeptics, such as the Jesus Seminar’s cofounder John Dominic Crossan,17 are similar to the ancient Roman critics in doubting only that Jesus was divine, not that he actually existed—according to Crossan, “that [Jesus] was crucified is as sure as anything historical can ever be.”18

Mythicism is easily refuted through a review of the documentary evidence for Jesus’ existence, which includes many early Christian sources outside the New Testament such as the writings of Pope St. Clement I (r. 88–97), St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 116), and St. Polycarp (d. 155). Mythicists will dismiss these writings because of their Christian “bias,” but what incentive did the early Church have to invent the person of Jesus? What could early Christians hope to gain by fabricating a story about a man who was God, was killed by the Romans, and rose from the dead? The Roman authorities periodically engaged in outright violent persecutions of the early Christians. What would inventing the story of Jesus have brought them but a painful death? No, their faith was based on the witness of the apostles, who had known Jesus personally. If Jesus did not exist then the apostles were lying, and the Church would not have grown and thrived over the centuries. 
Although mythicists reject Christian sources about Jesus outright, there are several early non-Christian sources that support his existence, such as the writings of Josephus (37–95), a Jewish nobleman who lived for a time in Rome. He returned to Judaea in hopes of preventing his fellow Jews from rebelling against Rome, but when he failed in that and the revolt was underway, he joined the rebels, receiving a military command in Galilee. He was charged with the defense of the city of Jotapata, but the military might of the Roman legions broke through the defenses and captured the city. Josephus was one of a handful of survivors. 
During his captivity, Josephus drew the attention of Vespasian, commander of the Roman legions and later emperor. Vespasian used Josephus in a failed attempt to get the Jews in Jerusalem to surrender. Most Jews, as a result, saw Josephus as a traitor. After the rebellion failed he returned to Rome, was given imperial citizenship, and took the imperial family name (Flavius). He spent the rest of his life writing books, including an autobiography (The Life of Flavius Josephus), an account of Jewish military campaigns (The Wars of the Jews), and a history of the Jewish nation (The Antiquities of the Jews), wherein he mentions the existence of Jesus:
Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was the doer of wonderful works—a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day . . . and the tribe of Christians, so named after him, are not extinct to this day.19
Roman authors who evidence the existence of Jesus through their letters and books include Pliny the Younger, Tacitus, and Suetonius. Pliny the Younger (61–114), a contemporary of Josephus’s, mentions worshippers of Christ in a letter to the emperor Trajan.20 Pliny had been the imperial legate to the province of Bithynia in 109.21 While there, he came into contact with Christians, and wrote the emperor for advice on how to handle this unusual group. Trajan told Pliny not to seek out Christians, but said that if they publicly manifested their faith then he should arrest, try, and punish them.22

The Roman historian Tacitus (56–117), in his work The Annals of Imperial Rome, confirmed the existence of Jesus when discussing the burning of Rome under Nero (r. 54–68): 
Nero fabricated scapegoats—and punished with every refinement the notoriously depraved Christians (as they were popularly called). Their originator, Christ, had been executed in Tiberius’s reign by the governor of Judaea, Pontius Pilate.23
The later Roman historian of the emperors, Suetonius (69–140), mentioned Jesus in his work The Twelve Caesars when discussing Claudius’s expulsion of the Jews from Rome: “Because the Jews at Rome caused continuous disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus [Christ], he [Claudius] expelled them from the city.”24

Together, Roman politicians, historians, and critics of the Church confirm the fundamental facts about Jesus: that he was a real person who was executed by Pontius Pilate, and that after his death certain people within the empire worshipped him as a god. No Roman author disputes that Jesus existed. 
The Real Story
Both Christian and non-Christian sources clearly document the existence of Jesus. Mythicists focus on proving Jesus did not exist not because they dislike the person of Jesus—who would reject someone who preached love, forgiveness, and mercy and demanded his followers do the same?—but because they abhor the Church. If critics can prove Jesus never existed, then the Church is exposed as a fraud, and its moral authority can therefore be rejected. As a result, secular hedonism and other ideologies that denigrate the human person can induce mankind to accept the notion that this earthly life is all there is, and that the most important person is oneself. Thankfully, as the great Catholic historian Warren H. Carroll used to say, “Truth exists. The Incarnation happened.”25
14 Search conducted on May 30, 2014. 
15
http://www.mythicistpapers.com/. 
16 Henry Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Gregory the Great (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 113.
17 The Jesus Seminar was a group founded in 1985 with the goal of finding the “historical” Jesus by determining which of his sayings in the Gospels were authentic. See http://www.westarinstitute.org/projects/the-jesus-seminar/. 
18 John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography: A Startling Account of What We Can Know about the Life of Jesus (New York: HarperCollins, 1995), 163. Accessed online on June 1, 2014, http://www.harpercollins.com/browseinside/index.aspx?isbn13=9780061800351. 
19 Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, bk. 18, chap. 3. in The Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1987), 480.
20 See http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/pliny.html, accessed May 30, 2014. 
21 Pliny’s uncle, also called Pliny, was a well-known writer and died in the Mt. Vesuvius eruption in A.D.79.
22 This was the first establishment of a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. Trajan later changed his mind after an earthquake in Antioch in A.D. 115 wounded him and killed many. Trajan arrested St. Ignatius of Antioch and had him escorted to Rome, where he was martyred in the Flavian amphitheater. 
23 Tacitus, The Annals of Imperial Rome, trans. Michael Grant (Penguin Books: London, 1981), 365. Quoted in Rev. James T. O’Connor, The Father’s Son (Boston: St. Paul Editions, 1984), 6.
24 Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, trans. Robert Graves (Penguin Books: London, 1970), 197. Quoted in O’Connor, The Father’s Son, 7.
25 Carroll was also the founder of Christendom College. For his quote, see http://www.christendom.edu/about/warren-carroll.php. 
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“The Christian faith is just a repackaging of pagan myths.” 
Joseph Campbell (1904–1987) was an author and expert on the subject of mythology. His interest in myths began when, as a boy, he saw his first Native American totem pole. A practicing Catholic until his thirties, Campbell was fascinated by the seeming similarities among the myths of different cultures. In books such as the perennial bestseller The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell argued that these similarities can best be explained as projections of a universally human “collective unconscious” (he was heavily influenced by Carl Jung). In a famous interview with Bill Moyers, Campbell explained the importance of learning the myths of other peoples: “Read other people’s myths, not those of your own religion, because you tend to interpret your own religion in terms of facts—but if you read other ones, you begin to get the message.”26 The belief that religious faith is based on myths is not new, but using apparent similarities among the beliefs of different cultures and peoples, even across different historical time periods, is a relatively new tactic used by atheists, neopagans, and others hostile to the Catholic Church. 
One of the most influential purveyors of the claim that the Catholic Church is the reincarnation of a pagan mystery cult was Alexander Hislop (1807–1865), a Presbyterian minister in the Free Church of Scotland and a virulent anti-Catholic. His 1858 book The Two Babylons: The Papal Worship Proved to Be the Worship of Nimrod and His Wife continues to sell and to persuade Protestants that the Catholic Church perverted the Christian faith by adopting paganism. This “pagan influence” attack against the Church grew in popularity through much of the nineteenth century; many new sects such as Seventh-day Adventists, the Mormons, and Jehovah’s Witnesses were born during that time.
Some critics claim that the early Christians adopted elements of ancient Egyptian religions, basing Jesus on the Egyptian god Horus. This false narrative was the construct of Gerald Massey (1828–1907), an English poet and amateur Egyptologist. He wrote three books on the subject, including The Natural Genesis (1883). He linked Jesus to Horus by claiming both were born to virgins on December 25, both were crucified, and both were raised from the dead three days later. 
Massey had no formal education in Egyptology, but his claims are still advanced as authoritative by the likes of D.M. Murdock (in his 2009 book Christ in Egypt: The Horus-Jesus Connection), and Tom Harpur (in his 2005 book The Pagan Christ: Recovering the Lost Light). Even the comedian and satirist Bill Maher advanced the Jesus-Horus theory in his 2008 “documentary” film Religulous (a combination of the words religious and ridiculous). Maher asserted that both Jesus and Horus were born to a virgin, baptized in a river, crucified and then raised from the dead three days later. Maher cites the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead as his source material. The problem is that it is not in fact a single “book,” but a collection of spells to help the soul of the deceased navigate the afterlife. Another problem with the Horus connection is that there are many variations of the Horus story, which forces proponents of this myth to cherry-pick elements from different time periods.27

Interestingly, Roman pagan propagandists who wrote tracts to prevent conversions to the Faith did not see it as having ancient pagan origins; rather, they criticized it for being too new. Celsus, writing in the second century A.D., argued that the only acceptable religion is one that can trace its origins to the past. He believed that the older a faith is, the better and truer it is. This was “because the men and women of earlier times, especially those who lived very long ago, were thought to have been closer to the gods.”28

The pagan myth theory also falls flat when the writings of the early Christians are examined. Nowhere in these writings is paganism looked upon favorably; rather, Christians prided themselves on being different from pagans. Indeed, it was this difference that led Rome to persecute the Christians, as St. Justin Martyr (c. 100–165) confirms in his First Apology: “And this is the sole accusation you bring against us, that we do not reverence the same gods as you do, nor offer to the dead libations and the savor of fat, and crowns for their statues, and sacrifices. [And we] have now, through Jesus Christ, learned to despise these [pagan gods], though we are threatened with death for it.”29

The Real Story
Claims that the Christian faith is simply a repackaged paganism are specious. The early Christians did not see any similarities between the Faith and paganism, but rather significant differences, which is one reason why the membership of the Church grew so rapidly; the Church offered what paganism did not. The best defense against this myth is to turn the argument around and show that the few similarities between the Christian faith and the myths of other cultures are not the result of a collective unconscious or of the co-opting of Egyptian fables by Christians, but rather an illustration of how God’s divine drama was prefigured in the beliefs of other cultures before its fulfillment in the true story of Jesus Christ.30
26
Joseph Campbell and the Power of Myth with Bill Moyers, accessed June 4, 2014, http://www.jcf.org/new/index.php?categoryid=11.
27 See Jon Sorensen, “Horus Manure: Debunking the Jesus/Horus Connection,” Catholic Answers magazine, November–December 2012, accessed June 3, 2014, http://www.jonsorensen.net/2012/10/25/horus-manure-debunking-the-jesushorus-connection/.
28 Robert Louis Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 122.
29 St. Justin Martyr, First Apology, chaps. 24, 25, accessed June 5, 2014, http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0126.htm. 
30 For a fascinating discussion of the divine drama and how literature and cinema echo God’s story, see Kurt Bruner, The Divine Drama: Discovering Your Part in God’s Story (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 2001), and John Eldredge, Epic: The Story God Is Telling and the Role That is Yours to Play (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2004).
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“Christians borrowed Christmas and Easter from pagans.”
Every spring just before Easter, major news organizations run stories “debunking” one of the central tenets of the Christian faith—Jesus’ resurrection. Some take the form of an interview with a supposed biblical expert who puts forth reasons to doubt the Gospels’ veracity concerning the Resurrection; others breathlessly report some archaeological “discovery” that supposedly disproves the Resurrection, such as an ossuary that contains Jesus’ bones. Whatever form these attacks take, their objective is always the same: to sow doubt in the minds of believers, and confirm those in the minds of unbelievers.
One common myth about the Resurrection that even some Christians wrongly embrace, at least in part, concerns its celebration at Easter. The theory holds that Easter was a pagan festival that Christians “baptized.” This false narrative rests on the use of the word “Easter” itself to designate the Solemnity of the Lord’s Resurrection. Skeptics note that the word is similar to the old English word Eostre, which was supposedly the name of an ancient Teutonic goddess of rising light and spring. For evidence of that, they point to a passage in On the Reckoning of Time by the English saint Bede (672–735), wherein he wrote, “April, Eosturmonath . . . has a name which is now translated ‘Paschal month’ and which was once called after a goddess of theirs named Eostre, in whose honor feasts were celebrated in that month.”31 But although Bede mentions the goddess’s name, he is the only author to have done so: there is no evidence outside of his work for the existence of this goddess in Anglo-Saxon, Norse, or Germanic mythology. And note that this entire argument works only with the English language, since all other European languages derive their word for Easter (such as the French Pâques) from the Greek pascha, which in turn comes from the Hebrew word pesach, meaning Passover.
When the history of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons in England and of the Saxons in continental Europe is considered, it becomes clear there is no connection between Easter and pagan rites. The Anglo-Saxons were converted in the late sixth century by St. Augustine of Canterbury (d. 604), and Charlemagne (742–814) forcibly brought the continental Saxons to the Faith in the eighth century. These conversions occurred long after Christians first celebrated the feast of Easter, which was firmly entrenched in the Church’s liturgical calendar by the second century. The celebration of the Lord’s resurrection is also well-documented in Scripture and in writings by and about the early Christians. There was even an early Church crisis over the dating of Easter, such that when the Eastern bishop St. Polycarp (69–155) visited Rome in 154, he discussed the dating of Easter with Pope St. Pius I (r. 140–155).32 Ultimately, the matter was settled at the Council of Nicaea in 325.33
But it is the celebration of Christmas, not Easter, that draws the most comparisons to pagan rites, specifically ancient Roman celebrations for the gods Saturn and Sol Invictus. These comparisons even influenced the Puritans, who rejected the celebration of Christmas as “Foolstide.”34 Puritan influence in the United States kept the nation from recognizing Christmas as a federal holiday until 1870.35

The feast of the Roman god of agriculture, Saturn, was a two-day celebration of the end of the planting season and was known as the Saturnalia. During the reign of Emperor Augustus (r. 27 B.C.–A.D. 14), the festival would begin on December 17, but that date was later moved by Emperor Domitian (r. 51–96) to December 25. By the second century A.D. the celebration encompassed an entire week.
The cult of Sol Invictus (the “Unconquered Sun”) was introduced in A.D. 274 by Emperor Aurelian (r. 270–275), but it was not associated with an annual event. Although the date for the celebration of Sol Invictus’ birthday was December 25, the only documentary source for that date is a fourth-century illustrated calendar for a wealthy Christian known as the Chronography of 354. It is easy for skeptics to claim Christmas was borrowed from paganism, because Scripture does not provide a date or even a time of year for Christ’s birth. But the lack of calendar specificity in the Bible does not prove the Church decided to “baptize” a pagan celebration with the Nativity of the Lord. There is no early Christian or pagan writing that indicates December 25 was picked because of its correspondence with the Saturnalia or the birthday of Sol Invictus. In fact, early Christians went out of their way to demonstrate how different they were from the pagans. They recognized that the Nativity merited a place in the liturgical calendar, so by the third century Christmas was celebrated on December 25 in the West and January 6 in the East. 
The Real Story
The celebration of Easter is rooted in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead and was a central focus of the early Christians. The Sabbath was changed by the early Jewish converts from Saturday to Sunday in recognition of the Resurrection and was not borrowed from pagan practice. Fixing the date for Christmas on December 25 had more to do with Jewish tradition than pagan custom. In Jewish tradition, March 25 was celebrated as the date of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac, when the Lord promised to send a lamb to complete the sacrifice. It also marked the first day of the creation, when God brought forth light. The early Christians easily recognized the connection between Christ the Lamb and the Light, and dated both his conception and death to March 25.36 If the Incarnation occurred on March 25, then it follows that the Nativity occurred nine months later on December 25. For the early Christians “the decisive factor was the connection of creation and cross, of creation and Christ’s conception,” not the desire to baptize pagan celebrations.37
31 Anthony McRoy, “Was Easter Borrowed from a Pagan Holiday?” Christianity Today, April 2, 2009. Available at http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/bytopic/holidays/easterborrowedholiday.html. Accessed on June 9, 2014.
32 The crisis revolved around the day of the week for the Easter celebration. The eastern half of the Church dated Easter from the fourteenth day of the Jewish month of Nisan, regardless of the day of the week. The Roman Church celebrated Easter on the first Sunday after the first full moon of the vernal equinox.
33 The Roman method of moving Easter to Sunday was mandated for the universal Church.
34 Jeff Mirus, “Ghosts of Christmas Past,” Catholic Culture, accessed June 10, 2014, http://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/otc.cfm?id=911. 
35 President Ulysses S. Grant declared Christmas a federal holiday in 1870, but only for civil servants in the District of Columbia. The holiday was extended to all federal employees in 1880.
36 See Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, trans. John Saward (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 105–109. Tertullian calculated that the date of the Crucifixion in the Hebrew calendar (14th Nisan) was equivalent to March 25 in the Roman calendar (Adversus Iudaeos, 8). St. Augustine wrote, “For he [Jesus] is believed to have been conceived on the 25th of March, upon which day also he suffered; so the womb of the Virgin, in which he was conceived, where no one of mortals was begotten, corresponds to the new grave in which he was buried, wherein was never man laid, neither before him nor since. But he was born, according to tradition, upon December the 25th” (On the Trinity, IV, 5.9).
37 Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, 108. Cardinal Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) also points out the fittingness of celebrating the nativity of John the Baptist on June 24, “the date when the days begin to shorten just as the birthday of Christ takes place when they begin again to lengthen” (The Spirit of the Liturgy, 109). Dating the celebration in this manner makes present in the Church’s liturgical calendar what St. John the Baptist said of Jesus: “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).
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“Catholic beliefs about the Blessed Virgin Mary are derived from pagan sources.”
Another stone thrown by the “Christians stole their teachings from paganism” crowd features the Blessed Virgin Mary. They claim Catholic beliefs about Mary are founded on ancient pagan myths. These attacks usually center on her virginity, the conception and birth of Jesus, and whether the titles “Mother of God” and “Queen of Heaven” have pagan origins. There is even an outlandish claim by the mythicist D.M. Murdock that “the Virgin Mary is, like Jesus Christ, a mythical character, founded upon older goddesses”[emphasis in the original].”38

Atheists are not the only ones who attack Marian teachings. Fundamentalist Jack Chick, in his tract “Why Is Mary Crying?” declares that Mary was substituted by the Catholic Church for pagan goddesses.39 Chick’s tract portrays her standing before God the Father, crying, telling him she is a sinner, and bemoaning Catholics’ “worshipping” her by bowing to her statue. Chick alleges that Catholic Marian teachings are the work of Satan, who wants to confuse Christians by inducing them to worship a “counterfeit virgin.” So when the Catholic Church was created in the year 300 (according to Chick), under the influence of the Evil One, it created the cult of the Virgin to more easily convert the masses, who were used to worshipping pagan goddesses such as Diana, Aphrodite, Venus, and Isis. This is just one of Chick’s many bizarre theories about the Church.40
The supposed similarities between ancient pagan myths and the Christian belief that Jesus was conceived and born of the Virgin Mary are greatly exaggerated. In pagan myths, miraculous conceptions and births always involve mythical gods, not historical persons like Jesus, and their births are either through a sexual encounter or some type of miraculous creation not involving a virgin mother. One oft-cited example of a pagan myth with supposed similarities to the Virgin Birth is that of the Roman god Mithras, who was born not of a virgin, but out of rock. A second example is the Indian god Krishna, who was, as it were, telepathically transmitted from the mind of the god Vasudeva into the womb of the goddess Devaki. On the surface this appears similar to Jesus’ conception and birth until the full story is revealed that Devaki and Vasudeva had seven previous children!41 A third example is the Egyptian falcon-headed god Horus. Horus was the offspring of Isis and her husband Osiris, who was killed and dismembered by his enemy Seth (the desert god). Isis collected all of Osiris’s body parts except his penis, which was thrown into the Nile and eaten by a catfish. Isis used her goddess powers to resurrect Osiris. She then crafted a golden penis with which she then conceived Horus.42

The early Church recognized the Blessed Mother’s unique role in salvation history, as is evidenced by the writings of the early Church Fathers, who clearly believed in Mary’s virginity, her role as the mother of God, and her exalted status as Queen of Heaven. In the fifth century, however, Nestorius, the patriarch of Constantinople, questioned those beliefs. An eloquent preacher, on Christmas Day in 428 Nestorius gave a homily questioning whether Mary was the mother of God:
They ask whether Mary may be called God-bearer. But has God, then, a mother? . . . Mary did not bear God . . . the creature did not bear the Creator, but the man, who is the instrument of the Godhead. He who was formed in the womb of Mary was not God himself, but God assumed him.43

For Nestorius, Mary was the Christotokos (Christ-bearer), the one who bore the “fleshy garment” of Christ, not Theotokos (God-bearer, or Mother of God). St. Cyril of Alexandria (375–444) took great offense at Nestorius’s teachings and wrote a letter exhorting him to teach the orthodox belief that Mary is the mother of God. When Nestorius refused to turn from his heresy, Cyril wrote letters to the emperor as well as to Pope St. Celestine I (r. 422–432), who confirmed that Nestorius’s teachings were heretical. In a letter to his monks, Cyril succinctly captured the essence of Nestorius’s heresy and its far-reaching effects if embraced: “I am astonished that the question should ever have been raised as to whether the Holy Virgin should be called the mother of God, for it really amounts to asking, is her son God, or is he not?”44 Eventually, at the ecumenical council at Ephesus in 431, Nestorius’s heresy was condemned and he was deposed and excommunicated. The title Mother of God is not borrowed from pagan myth, but rather reflects the reality of who Mary’s son is and what the Church has taught about both of them from the beginning.
Those who try to link Marian teachings to pagan myths also look to her title as Queen of Heaven for proof. Protestant critics in particular point to the episode in the book of Jeremiah (Jer. 44:1–17), wherein the prophet warned the Jews living in Egypt to turn from their idolatrous ways. The Jews did not listen, and said they would continue to burn incense to the “queen of heaven,” usually identified as the Assyrian-Babylonian fertility goddess, Ishtar. These Protestant critics contend that Catholics are like those Jews of old, worshipping a pagan deity by using the same title in reference to Mary. But the use of a title in one setting does not imply acceptance of that title’s connotation in another setting. Queen of Heaven applied to Mary is not rooted in pagan goddesses but in the Davidic kingdom. In that kingdom, the queen was the king’s mother, not his wife (primarily because the Jewish kings were polygamous). So the title refers to Mary’s royal dignity as mother of the King of Kings. Pope Pius XII taught in his encyclical on Mary as Queen of Heaven that the title was used from the “earliest ages” of the Church, and is deserved by virtue of her share in Jesus’ salvific mission (her Fiat ushers in the kingdom of God); her role in the economy of salvation (as intercessor and Mediatrix); and her share in Jesus’ royalty (as the Queen Mother of the king).45

The Real Story
The Church’s Marian teachings are rooted in Scripture and Tradition; they do not derive from pagan myths. Pagan stories of virgin births, and goddesses referred to as queens or mothers of a god, are not proof that Catholic beliefs about Mary were copied. The Church recognized Mary as the mother of God from its beginnings, and when Nestorius questioned that belief in the fifth century it was condemned at the Council of Ephesus in 431. And Catholics do not worship Mary, as many Protestants believe, but she holds a unique place in salvation history, as her “yes” to the Incarnation was essential to God becoming man.
38 D.M. Murdock, “Who is the Virgin Mary?,” Truth Be Known, accessed June 17, 2014, http://www.truthbeknown.com/mary.html. 
39 Chick has distributed 500 million copies of his numerous anti-Catholic tracts. See “The Nightmare World of Jack T. Chick” at http://www.catholic.com/documents/the-nightmare-world-of-jack-t-chick. 
40 Chick believes the Church keeps the name of every Protestant in a supercomputer in the Vatican for use in future persecutions. He alleges that the Church created Islam in order to persecute the Jews, and that the Jesuits created the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Mormons. Also, St. John Paul II was a Communist in the twisted mind of Chick. See his website: http://www.chick.com. 
41 Jon Sorensen, “Was the Virgin Birth of Jesus Grounded in Paganism?”, Catholic Answers Blog, December 2, 2013, accessed June 17, 2014, http://www.catholic.com/blog/jon-sorensen/was-the-virgin-birth-of-jesus-grounded-in-paganism.
42 Ibid.
43 Quoted in Warren H. Carroll, The Building of Christendom, A History of Christendom, vol. 2 (Front Royal, VA: Christendom College Press, 1987), 92.
44 Cyril of Alexandria, Epistle 1,4. Quoted in Carroll, The Building of Christendom, 93.
45 Pope Pius XII, Ad Caeli Reginam, 1, 35, 39, http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_11101954_ad-caeli-reginam.html.
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“Shortly after Christ founded the Church, it underwent an apostasy, becoming the corrupt Catholic Church. The true Christian Faith went underground until the Protestant Reformation.” 
The death of the Roman emperor Constantine in 337 brought chaos to the imperial palace. Upon the death of an emperor it was common for members of his extended family to be murdered to prevent rival claimants to the throne. Julius Constantius, the late emperor’s half-brother, was seen as just such a threat; so Roman soldiers murdered him and one of his sons. His two other sons were shown mercy and sent into exile; nearly twenty years later one of them was executed. The one surviving son of Julius Constantius became the first and only Christian Roman emperor to renounce his faith, and has been known ever since as Julian the Apostate. 
Julian blamed the murder of his family on Christians, and although he had been baptized and raised in the Faith, he always bore an animus against Christ. Perhaps it was because he was never taught the orthodox faith, but rather was schooled in the teachings of Arius, the heretic who believed Jesus was just a creature of God the Father. In any case, Julian believed that “there are no wild beasts so hostile to mankind as are most Christians in their hatred for each other.”46 He kept his animosity toward Christians hidden until, at the age of twenty, he rejected the Faith of his childhood and embraced paganism. Ten years later he was proclaimed emperor by his troops. He proceeded to enact a series of anti-Christian edicts aimed at eradicating the influence of the Church on Roman society. His hatred of the Faith was so strong that he even wrote a book against it, Against the Galileans, in which he attempted to show inconsistencies in the Faith that would discredit it in the eyes of the Roman populace. He also posited the theory that St. Paul and St. John the Evangelist changed Christ’s message and founded a corrupted church; and he argued that the Christian faith was based on a lie—that it was “a fiction of men, composed by wickedness.”47 In essence, Julian believed, as many others have since his time, that the Church underwent a “great apostasy” that corrupted Jesus’ original design for the Christian community. Thankfully, Julian’s biased message against the Church did not take root, and following his death (shortly after the publication of his book) his political and social measures against Christians were annulled by his successor, Jovian. 
Julian was not the first Roman to float the “great apostasy” theory about the Catholic Church. The third-century Neoplatonic philosopher Porphyry (234–305), in his work Against the Christians, was first to claim that the Church later perverted Jesus’ message. Porphyry argued that Jesus taught men to worship the one true God, but that his apostles corrupted his message by teaching men to worship Jesus as God. In the writings of both Porphyry and Julian is found the central tenet of the great apostasy myth: that the Catholic Church is not the real Christian Church, and as such cannot be trusted. This myth would later pick up steam in the nineteenth century with the advent of Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Seventh-day Adventists. Many Protestant and non-Christian groups that subscribe to the great apostasy myth have similar origin stories: Their founder was perplexed at the number of competing Christian groups and did not know which one to join. They prayed, and received a revelation from God telling them not to join any of the established groups, but rather to found a new group that would restore the true church. In essence, the great apostasy myth is rooted in the belief that the Holy Spirit, despite Jesus’ teachings to the contrary, somehow departed the Church in the fourth century, around the time of Constantine and the Council of Nicaea in 325. As a result of the Spirit’s departure, the Church became an organ of imperial Rome and was corrupted in doctrine and practice.48
The question posed by the great apostasy myth is whether the early Church was the Catholic Church. In his work Europe and the Faith, Hilaire Belloc asked what the Church in the Roman Empire was. He answered by first describing what the Church was not: it was not an opinion, a fashion, a philosophy, a theory, or a habit. Rather, it was “a clearly delineated body corporate based on numerous exact doctrines, extremely jealous of its unity and of its precise definitions, and filled, as no other body of men at that time, with passionate conviction.”49 Belloc also identified the main characteristics of the early Church, which are still present in the Catholic Church today: the Church was a distinct and unique organism, highly disciplined, and ruled by bishops, of whom the chief was the bishop of Rome. 
These characteristics noted by Belloc are clearly illustrated in the writings of the early Church Fathers and apologists. The primacy of the bishop of Rome and his universal jurisdiction was acknowledged in the early Church as evidenced by the epistle of St. Clement, written before A.D. 100.50 Clement was the fourth bishop of Rome, and he wrote his letter (epistle) to the Christian community at Corinth after word of their revolt against the duly ordained presbyters reached Rome. Clement ordered them to cease their revolt and to restore the overthrown clergy. The pope argued that the clergy derive their authority from God, not the people, and therefore the faithful have no power to establish their own clergy. By intervening in an internal matter of a Christian community other than his own in Rome, Clement exercised the universal primacy of the successor to St. Peter. His admonition was heeded and his epistle was still read in Corinth a century later. 
The letters of St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 116), written in the early second century A.D., provide proof that what the Catholic Church teaches today is what was taught by the early Church, including belief in the Trinity, the Incarnation, the primacy of the successor to St. Peter, the hierarchical structure of the Church, and the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Additionally, St. Irenaeus (140–202) in his work Against Heresies presented the features of the true Church in response to the rise of Gnosticism and various groups claiming to be the true Church.51 Irenaeus wrote that the features of a true Church are that it preaches the same message no matter where in the world; that it has apostolic origins; and that it preaches the gospel publicly rather than claiming private or secret knowledge.” Gnostics claimed they had the real but secret teaching of Jesus, which would be given only upon membership in their cult. Irenaeus also highlights that the Church does not create doctrine but rather receives it, preserves it, and proclaims it to others. Moreover, any group claiming to be Christian must be in communion with the “greatest and most important” Church, the one founded by Sts. Peter and Paul in Rome.52 Thus, we see in Irenaeus that the early Church believed that the true guarantor of orthodoxy was the bishop of Rome, the pope. 
Another early Christian writer whose writings prove that the early Church and today’s Catholic Church are one and the same is St. Hippolytus (d. 235). Hippolytus’s Apostolic Tradition describes the liturgical customs of the Roman Church, which are very similar to the current liturgy. There is a prayer of thanksgiving, an invocation of the Holy Spirit on the sacrificial offering, the recitation of Jesus’ words of consecration, and a memorial acclamation. Hippolytus also exhorted the faithful to worthily receive the Body and Blood of Jesus in the Eucharist. 
The Real Story
The writings of the early Church Fathers and apologists clearly prove the early Church was the Catholic Church. There was no “great apostasy” by which the Church was corrupted through the influence of imperial Rome. The Protestant groups that hold to the myth of a great apostasy do so to justify their revolt against the Catholic Church. But the historical record proves the early Church was the Catholic Church. Those who embark on an unbiased examination of the historical facts will agree with Cardinal John Henry Newman’s (1801–1890) axiom that “to be deep in history is to cease to be Protestant.”53
46 Quoted in Rod Bennett, The Apostasy That Wasn’t (El Cajon, CA: Catholic Answers Press, 2015), 207.
47 Adrian Murdoch, The Last Pagan: Julian the Apostate and the Death of the Ancient World (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2008), 132.
48 For a full treatment of the myth of a great apostasy, see Bennett, The Apostasy That Wasn’t.
49 Hilaire Belloc, Europe and the Faith (1920; repr., Rockford, IL: TAN Books and Publishers, 1992), 35.
50 The commonly accepted date for Clement’s letter is A.D. 96. An alternative dating before A.D. 70 is argued by Msgr. Thomas J. Herron in his book Clement and the Early Church of Rome: On the Dating of Clement’s First Epistle to the Corinthians (Steubenville, OH: Emmaus Road Publishing, 2008 [1988]).
51 Irenaeus’s original title for this book was An Exposition and Refutation of What is Falsely Called Knowledge. 
52 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III, 3.2
53 John Henry Cardinal Newman, An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, introduction, part 5, 1845. Accessed February 15, 2017, http://www.newmanreader.org/works/development/introduction.html. 
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“The Catholic Church caused the fall of the Roman Empire.”
When his father, General Orestes, made sixteen-year-old Romulus emperor in A.D. 475, he took control of a Roman Empire vastly different from the one established by Octavian (Augustus) in 27 B.C. Rome in the fifth century was a fatigued state riven by political intrigue and controlled by an army whose core membership consisted of ethnic German warriors. The commanders of these Germanic warriors demanded increased recognition and authority from the Roman government for their services. In 476, Odoacer, a Roman auxiliary commander, demanded to rule a large portion of Italy and was rebuffed by General Orestes. Odoacer led a rebellion that resulted in Orestes’s death and the overthrow of the boy-emperor Romulus (commonly known as “Augustulus” or “little Augustus”). Odoacer was declared king of Italy, and, in effect, the Roman Empire in the West ceased to exist. In the East, the empire survived until 1453, when the Ottoman Turks conquered the majestic city of Constantinople.54

What caused the once mighty and unconquerable Roman Empire to collapse in the West toward the end of the fifth century? Historians have concocted many theories, but a popular narrative emerged in the late eighteenth century that the Catholic Church with its strict moral teachings and challenge to the Roman way of life weakened the empire from within, causing its epic collapse in 476. 
Such was the theory put forth most famously by the English author Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) in his monumental six-volume work The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Gibbon speculated that the Church’s objection to Roman morality, and its failure to embrace the Roman way of life, disrupted the unity of the empire, thus weakening it over time. After his victory at the Battle of Milvian Bridge (October 28, 312), the emperor Constantine, who attributed the victory to the intercession of the Christian God, became a catechumen. Gibbon believed that Constantine’s “conversion” accelerated the decline of the empire.55 When Theodosius I (r. 379–395) made the Faith the official (and only) religion of the empire in the late fourth century, Gibbon explained, it altered Roman society to the point that the empire was unable to combat the later German barbarian invasions. Gibbon believed the teachings of the Catholic Church produced a “servile and effeminate age” where the clergy and their insistence on living Christian virtues undermined society. Emperors, Gibbon opined, were distracted by pointless and ridiculous religious disagreements that hampered the emperors’ ability to deal with the rising political and military crises on the imperial borders. Lastly, Gibbon argued that the Faith sapped the military strength of the Roman Army by burying “it in the cloister.”56
Although it is true the Church rejected Roman paganism and its associated morality (or lack thereof), the belief that the early Catholics destroyed the empire from within is pure historical nonsense, and no reputable historian advocates the theory. The early Church did not desire the downfall of the established political order, and in fact supported the Roman state spiritually through prayer, and materially by individual Christians joining the army, working as imperial officials, and paying their taxes. The early Christian writer Tertullian (163–230) made just this point:

We pray, too, for the emperors. . . . We live with you, eat the same food, wear the same clothing, have the same way of life as you. . . . We live in the same world as you. . . . We sail with you, we serve as soldiers with you, and till the ground and engage in trade.57

The empire persecuted the Church and tried to eradicate it for numerous political, religious, and social reasons. Certainly, the Church’s moral teachings placed it at odds with Roman culture, and there is no doubt that this was a cause of Roman animosity toward the Church. St. Justin Martyr (100–165) identified this problem when he wrote, “The world suffers nothing from Christians but hates them because they reject its pleasures.”58
Ten general persecutions erupted against the Church in its first four centuries. The Great Persecution under Diocletian in the early fourth century was undertaken at a time of relative peace and stability in the empire, and certainly did not distract the emperor from more important affairs of state, as Gibbon claimed. By the time of Romulus Augustulus’s overthrow in the late fifth century, Rome had made peace with the Church and embraced its teachings for over 150 years. Gibbon’s widely accepted theory that Christians were responsible for the death of Rome actually goes back to the fifth century: After the Roman auxiliary commander Alaric (ethnically a Goth), who was upset at the lack of titles and recognition from imperial authorities for his military service to the empire, sacked the great city of Rome in 410, some in Roman society argued the disaster was the result of abandoning the pagan gods and embracing the Christian one. But St. Augustine (354–430) countered this argument in his monumental work The City of God by centering the interpretation of historical events in the divine drama of sin and redemption.59
So, if the Church was not responsible for the “fall” of Rome, who or what was? According to popular myth, hordes of greedy, savage German barbarians invaded Roman territory and eventually conquered it in a bloody spasm of violence, destroying along with it all learning and culture and plunging Europe into the infamous “Dark Ages.” But in reality, writes Hilaire Belloc, the cause of Rome’s fall “was a change from within; it was nothing remotely resembling an external, still less a barbaric, conquest from without.”60

The most significant change was in the Roman army. In the early empire, the army was composed of Roman citizens who saw military service as a duty of citizenship. It followed a strategy of “preclusive security” focused on defending the borders of the empire; legions totaling 300,000 men were stationed in fortresses near the frontier to protect the empire’s sixty million people. But by the third century the army had become professionalized, drawing recruits not from the ordinary citizenry but from slaves and poor freemen. Recruiting became so difficult that imperial bureaucrats developed the idea of offering the Germanic tribes entrance into the confines of the empire in exchange for military service. Meanwhile, political and military policies sent the empire into a cycle of civil wars as the legions pulled back from the frontier. By the fifth century the Roman army in its vital components was staffed by ethnic Germans, raised in the empire and self-identifying as Roman but not beholden to the wealthy Roman nobility or the imperial bureaucracy.61

The change in the army was reflective of the overall change in Roman society.62 After 500 years of rule, the Roman Empire started to buckle in exhaustion.63 Centralized bureaucratic control from Rome collapsed, and power in the Western empire fell into the hands of its ethnically German military commanders. When the soldier Odoacer overthrew the boy emperor, Romulus Augustulus, in 476, becoming king of Italy and bringing the empire to an end, these local chieftains were forced to forge a new identity and societal structure. The Church with its bishops and dioceses (organized according to the imperial governmental structure) was the only transnational organization in existence, and its unity in belief, practice, and way of life provided a glimmer of hope and light in the chaotic world caused by the collapse of Rome.
The Real Story
The Catholic Church did not cause the collapse of the Roman Empire. The Church, even in the midst of persecution, prayed for the emperor and desired the success of the political system. The empire collapsed in the West in the late fifth century because it was exhausted from 500 years of imperial rule. Romans simply lost confidence in their society. It was this exhaustion and lack of confidence, not the Church, that broke the Roman system. The twentieth-century art historian Kenneth Clark acknowledged this:
Civilization requires confidence in the society in which one lives, belief in its philosophy, belief in its laws, and confidence in one’s own mental powers. Vigor, energy, vitality: all the great civilizations—or civilizing epochs—have a weight of energy behind them. So if one asks why the civilization of Greece and Rome collapsed, the real answer is that it was exhausted.64
54 The Eastern Roman Empire is commonly known as the “Byzantine Empire,” although that term was coined by the Protestant German scholar Hieronymus Wolf in 1557 and was never used by the Easterners, who always saw themselves as “Roman.”
55 It is frequently but erroneously recorded that Constantine converted to the Faith after his miraculous victory. This is only partially accurate. He became a catechumen and took instruction in the Faith, but full conversion by reception of the sacrament of baptism did not take place until he was on his death bed in 337.
56 Gibbon’s rant on the Church and its contribution to the fall of Rome can be found in his work The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vol. 1, chap. 39. Accessed January 26, 2017, http://www.ccel.org/g/gibbon/decline/volume1/chap39.htm. 
57 Tertullian, Apology, 37, 39, 42. 
58 St. Justin Martyr, Epistle to Diognetus, 6.
59 See Henry Chadwick, The Early Church, rev. ed. (New York: Penguin Books, 1993), 226–227.
60 Belloc, Europe and the Faith, 59.
61 This account of the stages in the transformation of the Roman army is from Arthur Ferrill, The Fall of Rome: The Military Explanation (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986).
62 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger recognized that fatigue was the cause of Rome’s collapse when he wrote, “in its final days, Rome still functioned as a great historical framework, but in practice, it was already subsisting on models that were destined to fail. Its vital energy had been depleted.” See Joseph Ratzinger and Marcello Pera, Without Roots: The West, Relativism, Christianity, Islam (New York: Basic Books, 2007), 66–67.
63 The empire was founded by Augustus (Octavian) in 27 B.C. and collapsed in the West in A.D. 476, 503 years later.
64 Kenneth Clark, Civilisation: A Personal View (New York: Harper & Row, 1969), 4.
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“The Catholic Church suppressed certain books of the Bible (for instance, the gnostic Gospels) to control Jesus’ message.”
Every now and then news comes of the discovery of an “ancient Christian text” not part of Scripture that the Catholic Church supposedly suppressed because its contents were opposed to the orthodox teachings of the Church. A recent example is the so-called Gospel of Jesus’ Wife “proving” that Jesus was married. Initially accepted as authentic, it was later proved a modern fake.65 The charge that the Catholic Church changed Jesus’ message is not new. The Roman propagandist Porphyry (234–305) alleged that although Jesus taught his followers to worship the one true God, after his death the apostles taught that Jesus was God himself. An early heretical group known as the Gnostics produced a vast amount of literature, mostly fiction, claiming to have the secret knowledge of what Jesus actually taught, which was different than what the Church taught. Modern critics of the Church utilize these “gnostic Gospels” in an attempt to discredit the Church’s teachings and standing in the world.
Gnosticism, from the Greek gnosis (knowledge), taught that salvation was dependent upon the receipt of Jesus’ secret teachings.66 Gnostics struggled with the question of why evil exists, and answered it by declaring that all material things are the creation of an evil god, whereas a good god created all spiritual things. Therefore, the history of the world, for the Gnostic, was a battle between the god of goodness and the god of darkness. Since material things were considered evil, so was the human body itself, and the highest form of worship consisted of freeing one’s spiritual soul from the body by committing suicide. 
This heresy was addressed in the writings of various Church Fathers, especially St. Irenaeus (140–202), the bishop of Lyons. He had been a disciple of St. Polycarp, who in turn was taught by St. John the Apostle. It is largely because Irenaeus, and others, defended the Faith against the Gnostics that we know about them and their teachings.67 In his work An Exposition and Refutation of What is Falsely Called Knowledge (commonly known as Against Heresies), Irenaeus addressed the question of evil (which was foremost in the Gnostic mind) by locating the origin of evil not in matter but in the abuse of free will. From the start, the Gnostics attacked the Church’s scriptures, the canon of which had not yet been finalized, by offering heretical interpretations and alternative texts. For instance, Marcion (85–160) preached that the God of the Old Testament was not the God of the New Testament. When the Church rejected this as heretical, he left the Church to establish his own. 
Once the Church emerged from the Roman persecutions— which included Diocletian’s Great Persecution (303–305), during which he ordered the destruction of Scripture—it began formalizing the New Testament canon, partly to combat the plethora of heretical Gnostic texts in circulation. Although lists such as the Muratorian Canon had been drawn up before the end of the persecutions, consensus was not achieved.68 Contributing to the disagreement was the abundant Gnostic literature supposedly containing secret knowledge about Jesus’ life, sayings, and teachings. These Gnostic books included “gospels” and “acts” with the names of apostles in their titles to provide a degree of credibility. Because they copied from what became the canonical texts, some Gnostic writings included authentic facts about Jesus, but mostly they contained outright fabrications. The Infancy Gospel of Jesus, for instance, portrays the boy Jesus as prone to rage-filled temper tantrums, blinding or killing people who wrong him but later healing or resurrecting them. The Gospel of Judas presents the betrayer as a rather good guy who cooperated with Jesus to bring about the Crucifixion in order to “sacrifice the man that clothes me.”69 The Gospel of Philip provided material to Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, which presents Jesus and Mary Magdalene as lovers. The much-publicized Gospel of Thomas ends on the bizarre note of Jesus and Peter discussing Mary and femininity: “Simon Peter said to him, ‘Let Mary leave us, for woman are not worthy of life.’ Jesus said, ‘I myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’”70 Eventually, the Church finalized the New Testament canon at the Council of Carthage in 397, relying on a list compiled thirty years earlier by St. Athanasius (296–373).
The Real Story
The Church did not suppress Gnostic writings because it was afraid of an alternative teaching. It suppressed these heretical books because they were not of apostolic origin, were not inspired, and were simply false. There was no grand conspiracy by the Church to control Jesus’ message. The Lord entrusted his message to the Church and founded it to be the instrument of his salvific mission. 
65 See “How Harvard scholars may have been duped by a forged ‘Gospel of Jesus’s Wife,’” Washington Post Morning Mix, May 15, 2014, accessed June 19, 2014, http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2014/05/05/how-harvard-scholars-may-have-been-duped-by-a-forged-gospel-of-jesuss-wife/.
66 Gnosticism actually predates the Christian faith, and typically took some teachings of an existing faith and warped their meaning to appear similar to the faith itself.
67 In the mid-twentieth century numerous gnostic manuscripts, some previously unknown, were discovered in Egypt. The collection is known as the Nag Hammadi library.
68 The Muratorian Canon, compiled before 200, included twenty-three of the eventual twenty-seven canonical books in the New Testament, missing only the Letter to the Hebrews, the epistle of James, and First and Second Peter.
69 Gnostics denied the Incarnation, because why would a good spiritual god take flesh in an evil material body? See the Gospel of Judas, trans, Rodolphe Kasser, Marvin Meyer, and Gregor Wurst, in collaboration with François Gaudard, accessed June 20, 2014, http://www.nationalgeographic.com/lostgospel/pdf/GospelofJudas.pdf.
70 Gospel of Thomas, 114, accessed July 13, 2017, http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/thomas-anon.html.
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“Emperor Constantine made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire, thus institutionalizing the Catholic perversion of the true biblical faith.”
The old Western emperor lay dying in Britain. His last wish was to see his beloved son 1,600 miles away in Nicomedia and under the watchful gaze of the Eastern emperor, who was fearful that the young man might one day unseat him. In a plot worthy of a Hollywood blockbuster, the young man escaped the imperial palace and made his way from Asia Minor to Roman Britain in time to see his father before he died. Still mourning the death of his father, the young man was surprised when the legions, contrary to the established procedure for imperial succession, proclaimed him emperor of the West.71 Unfortunately for the young Constantine, there was another man claiming to be the Western emperor in Rome, Maxentius, who had the backing of the elite Praetorian Guard. Constantine knew he needed to march his legions to Italy and defeat Maxentius to be recognized as Western emperor, but his forces were outnumbered and his generals recommended patience. A man of action not accustomed to waiting, Constantine ordered preparations to begin for the long march to Rome and his date with destiny. 
Constantine’s legions left Britain, crossed the channel, arrived in Gaul (modern-day France) and began the long march to Rome. While on the march they witnessed a miraculous vision that changed the course of history. Constantine was a pagan with a particular devotion to the sun god Sol. He knew about Christians—undoubtedly there were some in his army—and he remembered that his father had not been fully compliant in implementing the Great Persecution of the Church under Diocletian. But he was extremely skeptical and dismissive of the Christian faith. That view changed, however, when he and his army saw a cross suddenly appear in the sky with the words in hoc signo vinces (“in this sign, conquer”) surrounding it.72 Startled by the vision but aware of its significance for the impending battle with the forces of Maxentius, Constantine ordered his troops to paint the monogram of Christ, the Chi-Rho, on their shields. The Christians in Constantine’s army must have been stupefied to see the army, once the instrument of terror to Christians during the persecutions, adopt a Christian symbol as its shield ornamentation.
Constantine’s army marched to Rome and, on October 28, 312, engaged the forces of Maxentius in the Battle of the Milvian Bridge. Tactically, Maxentius committed a major blunder when he exited Rome’s defensive walls to engage Constantine outside the city. Constantine decimated Maxentius’s army, entered Rome a victor, and was greeted as a liberator from tyranny. Constantine attributed his victory to the intercession of the Christian God and began to enact policies favorable to the Church. He suppressed the hated Praetorian Guard and returned all Church property taken during the Great Persecution. And, as noted earlier, he even became a catechumen and took instruction in the Christian faith.
With Constantine’s victory, Christians soon found themselves in an unfamiliar position. Never before had the government of Rome favored the Catholic Church as it would under Constantine, who legislated Christian morality, outlawed Roman customs at odds with Church teaching, exempted the Church from taxes, supported the Church with imperial revenue, and even provided the Church with land and buildings.73 But contrary to myth, Constantine did not make the Christian faith the official religion of the Roman Empire. Indeed, the various pagan cults retained their legal status, and Constantine maintained the tradition of the emperor as the “pontifex maximus” or “bridge builder” among them. His main gift to the Church was the Edict of Milan in 313. Jointly issued by Constantine as the western emperor and Licinius as the Eastern emperor, it legalized the Christian faith, giving it the same rights and protections under imperial law as paganism, and restored all Christian property taken during the Great Persecution. 
Constantine favored the Church not only because of his victory at Milvian Bridge, but also because he believed it could help him unite the empire and rule as its sole emperor (which he became in 324). To those ends he sometimes meddled in Church affairs, but when he did so he invariably “only made matters worse.”74 His interference in ecclesiastical affairs set the precedent for what became known as caesaro-papism, wherein the emperor assumed supreme authority in both the temporal and the spiritual realm. Following Constantine’s example, future emperors would involve themselves in doctrinal disputes and implement secular punishments, such as exile, for ecclesiastical crimes, such as heresy. Government intrusion in Church affairs became the norm in the Eastern Church after Constantine, whereas a healthy tension between Church and state developed in the West.75

The myth maintains that Constantine caused a perversion of the Christian faith, making it “Catholic,” but the historical record shows that when he interfered in Church affairs he did so for political reasons with little understanding of the theological issues. In the Arius affair that culminated in the Church’s first ecumenical council at Nicaea, Constantine first favored the orthodox teaching of the Church, but was persuaded after the council by Arian supporters to order Arius’s reinstatement despite his ambiguous profession of faith. Constantine was less concerned with doctrinal orthodoxy than he was with imperial unity. 
The Real Story
Constantine did not make the Catholic faith the official religion of the Roman Empire, as the myth would have it; nor did he outlaw paganism. His Edict of Milan, jointly issued with the Eastern emperor, Licinius, simply gave legal recognition to the Church and repealed a Roman law on the books since Nero (r. 54–68) making it illegal to be a Christian. Paganism was not outlawed until 380, almost fifty years after Constantine’s death, when Emperor Theodosius I the Great (r. 379–395) issued the Edict of Thessalonica declaring the Catholic faith to be the sole religion of the Roman Empire and punishing pagan sacrifice with the death penalty.76 To Protestant apologists, the claim that Constantine perverted the Christian faith is necessary to prove that Luther, Calvin, and other sixteenth-century “reformers” restored the pristine faith of the early Christians from its “corrupted” Catholic form. But the historical record does not bear that out.
71 In order to prevent the constant civil wars when emperors died, Diocletian in the late third century devised the tetrarchy, which provided for two emperors (Augustii) and two Caesars (deputies to the emperor), for the two halves of the Roman Empire (West and East). The procedure was that when one emperor died, his Caesar would become emperor and then appoint a new Caesar. In theory it made sense, but in practice it did not prevent the warfare that followed an emperor’s death.
72 There are two main accounts of the miraculous sign witnessed by Constantine and his army, Eusebius’s Life of Constantine, written twenty years after the Battle of Milvian Bridge, and Lactantius’s On the Death of the Persecutors, a contemporary account. Although the accounts differ in some details, the overall narrative is the same. Eusebius’s account, which Constantine provided under oath, is the one used in the text above.
73 Constantine gave the Lateran Palace, technically the property of his wife, Fausta, to the bishop of Rome. This became the pope’s cathedral in the Eternal City, St. John Lateran.
74 Riccotti, The Age of Martyrs, 273.
75 Generally speaking; there were, of course, periods of time with intense secular interference in Church affairs in the West but it was not the norm as in the East.
76 For the death penalty for pagan sacrifice, see Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society, 514. The edict stated, “It is Our will that all the peoples who are ruled by the administration of Our Clemency shall practice that religion which the divine Peter the Apostle transmitted to the Romans. . . . We command that those persons who follow this rule shall embrace the name of Catholic Christians. The rest, however, whom We adjudge demented and insane, shall sustain the infamy of heretical dogmas, their meeting places shall not receive the name of churches, and they shall be smitten first by divine vengeance and secondly by the retribution of Our own initiative.” See Jean Comby, How to Read Church History, vol. 1, From the Beginnings to the Fifteenth Century (New York: Crossroad, 2001), 73. 
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“The early Christians believed Jesus was just a prophet, and not divine. The Catholic Church at the Council of Nicaea in 325 altered that belief by declaring Jesus to be God.”
It may be difficult to believe, but an earthquake is one of the reasons we know about the teachings and practices of the early Church. In A.D. 115, a devastating earthquake rocked the city of Antioch, where the followers of Jesus were first called Christians. The Roman Emperor Trajan (r. 98–117) was visiting the city and sustained non-life-threatening injuries from the quake, which caused extensive property damage and resulted in significant casualties. The city continued to suffer as powerful aftershocks rocked the region for days. 
Then, as now, people asked why this happened. The one answer that resonated with the people and the emperor was that the pagan gods were angry with the large numbers of Christians in the city who refused to bend the knee to the Roman gods. To appease the gods and the mob, Trajan took a bold public action against the Christians by ordering the arrest of the bishop of Antioch, St. Ignatius (d. 116). Ignatius had been bishop of the city for thirty years, and was the most venerated living member of the Church at the time. He had direct ties to the apostles, having been trained by St. John the Evangelist. 
Trajan sent Ignatius to Rome under heavy guard for him to be publicly executed in the Flavian amphitheater. Ignatius used the travel time wisely by writing letters to six Christian communities (the Ephesians, Magnesians, Trallians, Romans, Philadelphians, and Smyrnaeans) and a letter to his fellow bishop (and later martyr) St. Polycarp (d. 155). These letters confirm that the early Church was unmistakably Catholic in its teachings, organization, and practices. For instance, we find in the letters such core Catholic doctrines as the Trinity, the Incarnation, the divinity of Jesus, the primacy of the Roman see and its bishop (the pope), the hierarchical structure of the Church, and the real presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. 
Denial of Jesus’ divinity is not something new; indeed, it is evidenced in the New Testament itself. Jesus’ mission was met with considerable resistance from the religious authorities of his day, and even his disciples seemed uncertain at times (until after the Resurrection and Pentecost) about just who they were following. The Gospels testify to his divinity most clearly in his interactions with demons, who unmistakably acknowledge his divine status. Later, St. Paul recognized Jesus’ divinity in his epistle to the Philippians, noting that although Jesus “was in the form of God, [he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped” (Phil. 2:6). Proof that the early Church believed and preached the divinity of Jesus can be found not only in Christian sources but also in non-Christian “hostile” sources.
Ignatius’s letters testify repeatedly to the early Christian belief in Jesus’ divinity.77 In his letter to the Roman church, for instance, he references its unique importance by describing it as “the church which is beloved and enlightened by the will of him that willeth all things.”78 In the same letter, he affirms belief in Christ’s divinity by writing that all things “are according to the love of Jesus Christ our God [emphasis added].”79 Ignatius’s letter to the Catholic community at Ephesus is similarly worded: 
Ignatius, who is also called Theopharus, to the Church which is at Ephesus, in Asia, deservedly most happy, being blessed in the greatness and fullness of God the Father, and predestinated before the beginning of time, that it should be always for an enduring and unchangeable glory, being united and elected through the true passion by the will of the Father, and Jesus Christ, our God: abundant happiness through Jesus Christ, and his undefiled grace.80
Another early Christian writer who offers solid documentary evidence of belief in Jesus’ divinity is St. Justin Martyr (100–165). Born in Palestine, Justin was a learned pagan philosopher who converted to the Christian faith when he was thirty-eight years old. He wrote many works, including two Apologies that describe the Faith and answer common pagan objections about the Church. In his First Apology, Justin tells the emperor, Antoninus, who Jesus is and what Christians believe about him:
Our teacher of these things is Jesus Christ, who also was born for this purpose, and was crucified under Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judaea, in the times of Tiberius Caesar; and that we
reasonably worship him, having learned that he is the Son of the true God himself [emphasis added].81
Interestingly, the writings of non-Christian authors (or “hostile witnesses”) also provide evidence of early Christian belief in the divinity of Jesus.82 The second-century Roman propagandist Celsus, for instance, confirms that early Christians believed that Jesus was divine by arguing at length against that belief in his True Doctrine (c. 170), claiming instead that Jesus was just a low-grade magician. Practicing magic in the Roman world was a criminal offense, and calling someone a magician was “a term of abuse.”83 Celsus believed he had the “smoking gun” that proved Jesus was not divine: he consumed normal food and drink, and spoke in a normal human voice. According to Celsus, no god would eat the food and drink of mortals, and “a divine figure would have had an enormously loud speaking voice.”84 So Jesus could not have been God! 
A later Roman author, Porphyry (234–305), also attacked the belief that Jesus was God. Born in Tyre, Porphyry was a Neoplatonic philosopher best known for his work Against the Christians. Porphyry wrote that Jesus taught his disciples to worship the one true God, and that after Jesus’ death his apostles corrupted his teaching by instructing men to worship Jesus himself as God. As with Celsus, then, Porphyry’s attack on the belief that Jesus was divine proves that the early Christians held that belief 
Not all Roman writers questioned the Christians’ belief in Christ’s divinity; some simply reported it. Pliny the Younger (61–112), the imperial legate to Bithynia, wrote to Emperor Trajan requesting advice on how to handle the Christians. He described their form of worship as follows: “They had been in the habit of meeting together on a stated day, before sunrise, and of offering in turns a form of invocation to Christ, as to a god” [emphasis added].85

The myth that the Catholic Church made Jesus God in the fourth century at the Council of Nicaea received a boost recently in Dan Brown’s best-selling book The Da Vinci Code (2009). Brown’s genius for subverting Christian teachings and challenging the authority of the Catholic Church lay in his use of historical events and persons to create an aura of authenticity around his utterly fictional story. For instance, he has his character Sir Leigh Teabing say that until Nicaea “Jesus was viewed by his followers as a mortal prophet . . . a great and powerful man, but a man nonetheless. A mortal.”86 But in fact, the council was called not to proclaim a new belief in Christ’s divinity, but to defend that belief against the heretic Arius, a North African priest who claimed that Jesus was just a creature of God and not fully God himself. In rejecting that heresy, the council did not make Jesus God; it simply affirmed the apostolic and constant teaching of the Church that he is God, co-eternally with God the Father and the Holy Spirit. The assembled bishops also adopted a statement of faith that plainly articulated that ancient belief.87
The Real Story
The earthquake that led to the martyrdom of Ignatius of Antioch providentially provided the Church with proof that the early Christians held all the core Catholic doctrines. And attacks by pagan authors on the early Christians’ belief in Jesus’ divinity prove that they held that belief. In short, although modern critics of the Church claim that the belief in Jesus’ divinity was a creation of the Catholic Church in the early fourth century, the historical record, both Christian and non-Christian, decisively indicates otherwise.
77 St. Ignatius’s death is usually dated as A.D. 107, but Warren Carroll puts it later at A.D. 116. See Warren H. Carroll, The Founding of Christendom, A History of Christendom, vol.1 (Front Royal, VA: Christendom College Press, 1985), 480, 43n). Regardless of the exact year, there is no doubt his letters confirm that the core Catholic beliefs were held by the early Church.
78 St. Ignatius, Letter to the Romans, accessed February 2, 2017, http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/ignatius-romans-longer.html.
79 Ibid.
80 St. Ignatius, Letter to the Ephesians, accessed February 1, 2017, http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/ignatius-ephesians-roberts.html).
81 St. Justin Martyr, First Apology, chap. 12, accessed February 1, 2017, http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/justinmartyr-firstapology.html.
82 Gary Michuta’s book, Hostile Witnesses: How the Historic Enemies of the Church Prove Christianity (El Cajon, CA: Catholic Answers Press, 2016) provides a treasure-trove of information from the ancient to the modern world showing how the enemies of the Faith provide evidence of its teachings.
83 Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, 99.
84 See Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society, 113.
85 Pliny, Letters of the Younger Pliny, trans. John D. Lewis (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, & Co., 1890), 378–379.
Quoted in Michuta, Hostile Witnesses, 72.
86 Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code (New York: Anchor Books, 2009), 233.
87 This creed, modified by the later First Council of Constantinople in 381, is known as the Nicene Creed and is still recited in Catholic churches today.



SECTION II
The Middle Ages
The Middle Ages were seen as a period in which mankind was prevented by barbarism and superstition from realizing its full potential. Religion had been the tool of an over-mighty Church that protected its power by keeping people ignorant.
Marcus Bull88
Even though this time period witnessed the glory of Christendom, many people today believe the Middle Ages were brutish and nasty. The collapse of the Roman Empire in the late fifth century, they say, ushered in Dark Ages in which the Church’s influence kept Europe in an educational wasteland for centuries until the arrival of the (secular) Italian Renaissance. The modern memory of the Middle Ages is so stained with media portrayals of bloodthirsty, barbaric Europeans that the refutation of this myth proves a difficult task for the historian. 
Yet this belief that the sword was supreme and the Church was an oppressive monolithic institution controlling all aspects of life is not borne out by the historical record. The Church maintained the beauty of Western Civilization at a time when secular society was undergoing profound change. The Church’s influence produced an innovative and vibrant society, not the stagnant and dark time commonly portrayed. 
88 Commenting on the view of the medieval period by Enlightenment authors such as Voltaire and Edward Gibbon. Marcus Bull, Thinking Medieval: An Introduction to the Study of the Middle Ages (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2005), 17.
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“The collapse of Rome ushered in the Dark Ages of ignorance and misery.” 
Delineating and labeling historical time periods can be useful as they make for easier study. But sometimes they reveal more about those who created them than those who lived during them. Such is the case with the “Dark Ages.” Although the term is still in popular use, most professional historians have dropped it altogether because they recognize that its implications are false.
Those who embraced an animus against the Catholic Church created the false historical narrative that the end of the Western Roman Empire in 476 ushered in a “Dark Age” spanning the years 500 to 1000 (although some writers extended it to 1500), during which cities were abandoned, trade collapsed, technology was stagnant, and learning was nonexistent. The cause of all this darkness was the Catholic Church, which banned learning and science and fostered ignorance and superstition. The darkness was lifted only when the educated elites of the Renaissance revived the learning and culture of Greek and Roman antiquity. 
The term Dark Ages was coined by the fourteenth-century Italian poet Petrarch (1304–1374), who believed that society would be a better place the more it imitated ancient Rome. Also, the Englishman Thomas Sprat, writing in 1667, described the time after Rome as “quiet as the dark of the night.”89 But it was the “Enlightenment” authors Voltaire (1694–1778) and Edward Gibbon (1737–1794) who brought about widespread acceptance of the “Dark Ages” myth. Voltaire, for instance, wrote that the end of the empire ushered in an age of “barbarism, superstition, [and] ignorance”; and Gibbon spoke of a “triumph of barbarism and religion.”90 Other “enlightened” authors said much the same, writing that religion in general and the Catholic Church in particular were impediments to human advancement because they darkened men’s minds with oppressive and superstitious dogmas. They believed that the Church exerted too great an influence on society, and that the best way to limit that influence was to expose how it retarded technological advancement once it became Europe’s dominant institution after the collapse of Rome.
Although European life in the years 500 to 1000 could be harsh and difficult, especially with the rise of Islam and the attacks of the Vikings, the period was far from a “dark age.” Indeed, it saw several major technological advances, such as the development of water and wind power, and the introduction of the open-field system of agriculture.91 Military technology also saw major advances, such as the invention of stirrups, the contoured saddle, and iron horseshoes, making possible the armored horse soldier. Other equestrian advances included the rigid, padded horse collar, which provided a more comfortable pulling apparatus for the horse, allowing it to haul more cargo longer distances.
As for trade, it flourished once the empire’s cities—which had become mostly centers of government with little commercial activity—were largely abandoned and governing authority devolved to local chieftains.92 Trade in the Roman Empire had consisted mostly of plunder and booty from military expeditions, and tribute from conquered regions. In the post-imperial world, trade expanded throughout Europe to include iron tools, weapons, pottery, glassware, and woolens. 
Perhaps the most significant impact on European society after the collapse of the empire was the eradication of slavery, a mainstay of the imperial way of life. Although some may point to medieval serfdom as equivalent to slavery, serfs were never considered the property of their lord. And unlike slaves, serfs had the right to marry and have a family, and their land tenure could be passed down to an heir. 
Most accounts of the “Dark Ages” posit the supposed decline of learning and a resulting intellectual stagnation. Once more the evidence proves otherwise. Benedictine monks worked tirelessly in scriptoriums to preserve not only Scripture but the works of classical Greek and Roman authors. Moreover, in the ninth century, Charlemagne, the first emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, created “palace schools” where boys and girls throughout his empire were taught the demanding academic curriculum known as the trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music), developed by Alcuin of York (735–804). Perhaps the greatest intellectual achievement of the age was the creation of Carolingian minuscule, a standardized script for writing manuscripts. Clear and uniform, with rounded shapes, spaces between words, punctuation marks, and capital letters, it contributed greatly to easier reading and copying. 
The Real Story
Popular history continues to embrace the term “Dark Ages” despite its abandonment by professional historians, who recognize its fallaciousness. In fact, the half-millennium following the collapse of the Roman Empire was anything but dark; indeed it was witness to many technological and cultural advances, and the Church’s influence was crucial to this. And it was not the Catholic Church, but Islam that had the greatest negative impact on Europe after Rome fell: Beginning in the seventh century, Islamic forces captured all Christian territory in North Africa, the Holy Land, and Syria; Muslim warriors also conquered Spain and invaded France. They even raided Rome in the middle of the ninth century. Some historians believe the collapse of the western Roman Empire was actually beneficial to the development of Western civilization, since it brought about a lasting disunity that forced Europeans into a highly competitive political, military, and economic environment. But overall, the evidence is clear that the light of Christ, through the influence of his Church, burned brightly during a period some believe was full of darkness.
89 Thomas Sprat, History of the Royal Society, for the Improving of Natural Knowledge (London, 1667). Quoted in Joseph and Frances Gies, Cathedral, Forge, and Waterwheel: Technology and Invention in the Middle Ages (New York: Harper Collins, 2010), 1.
90 Voltaire’s quotation can be found in Rodney Stark, “Slaughtering Conventional History’s Sacred Cows,” accessed June 15, 2014, http://www.worldmag.com/2014/04/slaughtering_conventional_history_s_sacred_cows. That article is an excerpt from Stark’s book, How the West Won: The Neglected Story of the Triumph of Modernity (Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2014). Edward Gibbon’s quotation comes from his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, quoted in Gies, Cathedral, Forge, and Waterwheel, 1.
91 The Roman Empire relied on Bronze Age and early Iron Age technology. See Gies, Cathedral, Forge, and Waterwheel, 15.
92 Rome’s population went from 500,000 in A.D. 400 to 50,000 in A.D. 600. See Stark, “Slaughtering Conventional History’s Sacred Cows.”
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“After the fall of Rome, the Church persecuted pagans and practiced conversion by the sword.”
Gregory walked through the slave market in Rome and stumbled upon a group of people he had never seen before. They were of light complexion, with blue eyes and blond hair, and very different from the Mediterranean and African people he expected to see. He turned to his friend and asked if he knew the origin of these unique people. His companion told him they were “Angles,” ethnically German pagans who, along with the Saxons and Jutes, had left the European continent and settled in post-Roman Britain. Gregory responded that the people were not Angles but “angels,” and “how sad it was that beings with such bright faces should be slaves of the prince of darkness when they should be co-heirs with the angels in heaven.”93 He vowed that were he ever in a position to help these people receive the light of Christ, he would do so. He was able to fulfill that promise years later when, as the successor to St. Peter, he commissioned St. Augustine of Canterbury and forty monks to travel to Britain and spread the gospel.
The pontificate of St. Gregory the Great (r. 590–604) illustrates the Church’s focus on peaceful missionary activity in post-imperial Europe. Ruling more than a century after the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, Gregory continued and expanded the Church’s missionary endeavors throughout a European continent dominated by various ethnically German tribes who, although in some cases Romanized, held on to their ancestral pagan beliefs and practices. Augustine’s mission in Britain met with success, as the gospel spread peacefully among the Angles and Saxons. Augustine wrote letters to Pope Gregory requesting his advice on how to handle certain delicate situations; for instance, what to do with pagan temples: Should they be destroyed? Gregory’s response laid the foundation of Catholic missionary principles for centuries to come:
Destroy as few pagan temples as possible; only destroy their idols, sprinkle them with holy water, build altars and put relics in the buildings, so that, if the temples have been well built, you are simply changing their purpose, which was the cult of demons, in order to make a place where from henceforth the true God will be worshipped. Thus, the people, seeing that their places of worship have not been destroyed, will forget their errors and, having attained knowledge of the true God, will come to worship Him in the very places where their ancestors assembled.94

A century before Gregory sent Augustine to Britain, another Catholic missionary was at work on an island off its coast. Irish pirates had captured a sixteen-year-old boy from his home in Britain and sold him as a slave in Ireland. He worked there for six years as a shepherd before he managed to escape and return home. Motivated by love of Christ and the desire to spread the gospel among his former masters, St. Patrick returned to Ireland, this time voluntarily. His missionary work was successful, and his enduring legacy was to have organized the Church in Ireland and connected it to the Roman Church. Within fifty years of Patrick’s death, the entire Irish people had converted to the Catholic faith. And although their conversion “was far from being virtually instantaneous as later legends would suggest,” writes Warren Carroll, “it was unusually rapid, unusually thorough, and above all peaceful.”95 And providential: In the sixth century, monk-missionaries from the Emerald Isle would sail to the European continent to evangelize the pagan Germanic tribes, bringing a unity of faith to the continent and helping to shape the future of both Europe and the Church.
The peaceful spread of the gospel continued in Europe through the efforts of the bishop St. Boniface (680–754), known as the “Apostle to the Germans” and “the greatest missionary since St. Paul.”96 A native of Britain whose given name was Winfrid, he was the beneficiary of evangelization by Augustine and his companions in the sixth century. Winfrid joined a Benedictine monastery at the age of seven, and was ordained a priest at thirty. He decided to become a missionary, and traveled to Rome to place himself at the service of Pope St. Gregory II (r. 715–731), who changed Winfrid’s name to Boniface and commissioned him to take the gospel to the pagan German tribes in Thuringia, Bavaria, Franconia, and Hesse. 
Boniface achieved great success through “his tireless activity, his gift for organization, and his adaptable, friendly, yet firm character.”97 Catholic tradition holds that it was Boniface who began the custom of the Christmas tree, when he visited the village of Geismar on Christmas Eve. Each year, the villagers would assemble around the huge Thunder Oak dedicated to Thor and sacrifice a small child to the pagan god. Boniface and his companions marched to Geismar and interrupted their ritual. Boniface grabbed an axe and with one swing miraculously felled the mighty oak. Behind the fallen tree was a fir tree. Boniface preached the gospel using the fir tree as a tool of evangelization, linking its evergreen needles to eternal life. He urged the astonished villagers to place fir trees in their homes as a sign of their new faith. The vanquishing of Thor was completed when the entire tribe was baptized. Years later in Frisia, at the age of nearly eighty, Boniface was martyred for the Faith while celebrating Mass with newly baptized converts.
There is one well-known case of conversion by the sword during the reign of Charlemagne (742–814), king of the Franks and emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in the late eighth and early ninth centuries. The first woman “bishop” in the Episcopal Church, Katharine Jefferts Schori, recalled this historical episode in an interview with The New York Times. Asked about Pope Benedict XVI’s controversial Regensburg Address98 (September 12, 2006) and the Muslim reaction to it, Schori replied that to claim that Islam has a history of violence was to claim the same about the Christian faith, since “Charlemagne converted whole tribes by the sword.”99

The truth is more complex. Charlemagne inherited a kingdom that had suffered under the weak leadership of the Merovingian kings. His father, Pepin the Short (714–768), overthrew the Merovingian dynasty and placed the kingdom on a path to greater prosperity and glory. Charlemagne desired a kingdom united not only politically, but also culturally and religiously. A group of still-pagan disturbers of the peace, the Saxons, frequently raided into Frankish territory—killing, raping, and causing general havoc and mayhem. The Saxons were a fiercely pagan people who practiced human sacrifice and ritual cannibalism. Charlemagne launched a military invasion of Saxony that subdued the pagans for a time, but they returned, which resulted in a Frankish response, and so the cycle continued for thirty years. Charlemagne came to believe that the only way to fully pacify the barbarous Saxons was to bring about their conversion to the Faith through force, since previous missionary endeavors proved fruitless. His decision to use force was not the standard policy when subduing non-Christian tribes encountered by the Franks, but the obstinacy and ferocity of the Saxons, in Charlemagne’s mind, necessitated the extreme measure. Finally, in 785, the Saxon ruler accepted baptism, and the long violent campaigns came to an end. Charlemagne enacted strict conversion laws known as capitularies to ensure the Saxons remained in the Faith.100 Charlemagne’s forced conversion of the Saxons was an isolated incident in Christian history and was undertaken for political and national security concerns; and it was not commanded by the Church.
The Real Story
The myth that the Church forcibly converted the Germanic tribes in Europe after the collapse of the Western Roman Empire is not supported by the historical evidence. In fact, the contrary is supported—the Church peacefully evangelized the pagan tribes through the actions of holy missionaries who respected the people to whom they were sent to bring Christ’s Gospel. Many of these missionaries underwent bloody martyrdoms, giving their lives for the love of God and his Church. Where forced conversions occurred they were the policy of secular rulers, not the Church, and were undertaken only in narrowly defined circumstances. The Church’s experience of persecution under the Roman Empire, and its teachings respecting the free will of each individual, prevented it from endorsing forced conversions. The gospel spread in Europe not by the sword, but through the loving witness of those who embraced the truth of Jesus and his Church.
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94 Letters XI, 56 in Comby, How to Read Church History vol. 1, 123.
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“The Church began mandating clerical celibacy during the Middle Ages so that it could acquire the clergy’s family property.”
Bruno of Alsace was noted for his piety. As bishop of Toul (in modern-day France), he cared deeply for his people. The abuses in the Church, especially among the clergy, pained him. When Pope Damasus II, the third German to sit on the Chair of Peter, died in 1048 after a short pontificate of only twenty-three days, Bruno of Alsace was the logical and saintly choice as his successor.
Pope St. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054) was faced with three major issues that shaped his pontificate: the protection of the Papal States from the encroaching Normans; resolution of disputes with the Eastern Roman Empire (Byzantines); and the reform of the Church.101 And the Church was indeed in desperate need of reform in the eleventh century. The practice of simony (buying or selling Church offices) was rampant, as were violations of the discipline of celibacy among clergy (deacons, priests, and bishops). 
To combat these abuses, Leo IX launched one of the most comprehensive reforms in the history of the Church. To ensure its effectiveness, he did not just issue decrees from Rome and demand obedience; he went on the most significant papal road trip in history, traveling throughout Italy, Germany, and France, and holding local synods along the way. Indeed, in the five and half years of his pontificate, Leo spent only six months in the city of Rome.102 Leo deposed immoral and corrupt bishops, and excommunicated clergy found guilty of simony or unchastity.103
Leo’s eleventh-century reform illustrates that the discipline of celibacy was highly regarded in the medieval Church, and was not instituted to enrich it with the land of the clergy. The promise of celibacy freely taken by the clergy dates to the early Church and is rooted in Christian doctrine and tradition. As a discipline (not a doctrine), celibacy has developed through the centuries. In the first three centuries of Church history there was no law prohibiting the ordination of married men, and many priests were married; however, marriage was never permitted after ordination.104 Moreover, all priests—married, single, or widowed—practiced sexual abstinence after ordination. Indeed, the prohibition of marriage after ordination makes sense only if sexual abstinence was demanded even of married priests.105 St. Paul taught that a bishop should be the “husband of one wife,” meaning that a man who remarries after the death of his wife illustrated an inability to live conjugal abstinence as required by the Church.106
The first recorded Church legislation mandating clerical celibacy in the West was decreed at the Synod of Elvira in Spain around the year 300. In the East, ordination of married men continued through the centuries (and remains a practice), but from the seventh century onward only celibate monks or priests were elevated to the episcopacy. And neither the Eastern nor the Western Church has ever allowed marriage after ordination.107 In 385, Pope Siricius (r. 384–399) mandated celibacy for all clergy in the West. 
Although most people today think of celibacy as unique to Catholicism, conjugal abstinence was required of Jewish priests during their temple duty in Jerusalem, and pagan soldiers abstained from sexual intercourse before battle. Though the early Church permitted the ordination of married men, virginity for the sake of the kingdom of heaven was highly regarded. Men who left the world to seek closer union with God in the desert practiced celibacy, and in monasteries throughout the world it became the norm. Nor was celibacy limited to clergy in the early Church: women, both consecrated virgins and widows, pledged celibacy out of love for God. At the time of St. John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), there were 3,000 virgins and widows in Constantinople.108

Despite the longstanding practice of the Church, celibacy was often not lived faithfully in the early medieval Church. Pope Benedict VIII (r. 1012–1024) held a synod at Pavia where he reinforced the rule of clerical celibacy and denounced the scandal of clerical marriage. By the time of Pope Leo IX in the mid-eleventh century, unchastity among the clergy was widespread. So many priests lived openly with mistresses or practiced the abhorrent vice of homosexuality that St. Peter Damian (1007–1072) wrote The Book of Gomorrah against the sexual sins of the clergy.109 The eleventh-century papal reform focused on ensuring the independence of the papacy from the interference of secular rulers, and was led mostly by popes who were former monks, free from the sins of secular (diocesan) clergy. These reform popes (St. Leo IX, St. Gregory VII, Bl. Urban II) recognized that reform in terms of the Church’s freedom from external secular control could be accomplished only if reform began in the Church, hence their focus on rooting out simony and unchastity among the clergy. Urban II captured the essence of the reform movement when he wrote, “The Church shall be Catholic, chaste and free: Catholic in the faith and fellowship of the saints, chaste from all contagion of evil, and free from secular power.”110

The myth that the Church mandated clerical celibacy so as to acquire the property of priests’ families is rooted in a negative view of celibacy, and in the notion that the Church’s primary concern is to accumulate wealth and power. Such views were heavily influenced by the writings of Martin Luther (1483–1546). In his 1520 treatise An Appeal to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, Luther advocated a married clergy in his list of reform proposals. Luther wrote that the discipline of clerical celibacy was one of the causes of the Great Schism. He also said “not every priest can do without a woman, not only on account of human frailty, but much more on account of keeping house.”111 And, he claimed, “The pope has as little power to command this [celibacy] as he has to forbid eating, drinking, the natural movements of the bowels, or growing fat.”112

Luther’s attack on celibacy increased in ferocity the following year when he published On Monastic Vows, in which he opined that such vows had no basis in Scripture and were in conflict with charity and liberty. Under Luther’s influence, monks and nuns left their monasteries and convents in large numbers. One of those nuns, Katherine von Bora, would become Luther’s wife. 
Finally, the Church did not require clerical celibacy to acquire land simply because it did not need to do so. Many large gifts of land were freely given to the Church by faithful men and women in gratitude for prayers answered or from a desire for prayers for their souls. And examples abound from the late eleventh century of men selling land to the Church to finance their participation in the Crusades.113
The modern world struggles with this discipline of the Church, as did Luther. Many people see it as a punitive measure and something far too difficult to practice. Others view it as the reason for the clerical sex-abuse scandal in the early twenty-first century (see myth 47). But the main reason the modern world struggles with celibacy is that, since the Sexual Revolution, it rejects God’s plan for sexuality and marriage. Sex is viewed entirely through the selfish prism of pleasure, and treated like a recreational activity. The Church embraces celibacy in imitation of Jesus. Although the modern world views celibacy as giving up something, in reality it is a giving for something. Celibacy is a foreshadowing of eternal life in heaven where marriage is not practiced; celibate clergy and religious serve as living earthly witnesses of that reality. 
The Real Story
Celibacy for Catholic clergy and religious is a longstanding discipline in the Church. Although married men were ordained to the priesthood in both East and West in the early Church, marriage after ordination was never permitted. Gradually, the discipline of celibacy for all clergy was implemented in the West, and was enforced from Rome by the end of the fourth century. Unfortunately, there were periods in Church history when violations of celibacy were widespread and reform movements were necessary to enforce the practice. The Church did not use celibacy as a means to acquire land and property from a priest’s, monk’s, or nun’s family. Pious Christians donated land to the Church for a multitude of reasons. Martin Luther’s writings against a celibate clergy were foundational to Protestantism and led ultimately to the twentieth-century Sexual Revolution. Clergy and religious renounce marriage to serve the Church and its faithful more fully in imitation of Jesus Christ.
101 Leo IX was pope when the Great Schism occurred in 1054, rupturing the relationship between the Eastern and Western Churches. But he was a prisoner of the Normans at that time and was unable to effectively intervene.
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“Medieval churches kept bibles chained up to prevent people from reading Scripture for themselves.” 
In his 1929 book Survivals and New Arrivals, Hilaire Belloc examined the forces attacking the Catholic Church and its role in society. He put them into two chief categories: “survivals,” those “old forms of attack” that continue to be used by the Church’s enemies but are, in the main, on their way out; and “new arrivals,” the newer forms of attack that focus primarily on the Church’s moral teachings rather than its theological doctrines.114
Among the “survivals” was a holdover from Protestantism Belloc termed the “biblical attack.” Its key element, he wrote, is “Bibliolatry”—elevating the Bible to the level of an idol. It is Bibliolatry that is the root of the myth that the Church locked and chained bibles in medieval churches to prevent the laity from reading it. The implication of this myth is that if medieval people had been able to read the Bible for themselves, they would have recognized that the Catholic Church’s teachings are false, and would have sought to free themselves from the yoke of Rome. 
The notion that the Church restricts access to Scripture to control its interpretation comes from the Saxon monk-turned-revolutionary Martin Luther. Luther published three famous treatises in 1520 in response to the bull of Pope Leo X (r. 1513–1521), Exsurge Domine, that condemned many of Luther’s teachings. In An Appeal to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, Luther exhorted Emperor Charles V and the German nobility to reject papal authority and establish a national German Church in opposition to Rome. He argued that Rome had built three “walls” around itself to maintain its hold on Catholics. He identified these walls as the following false teachings: (1) that the spiritual power is greater than temporal power; (2) that only the pope can authentically interpret Scripture; and (3) that only the pope can call an ecumenical council. He warned the German nobility that they must be aware “that in this matter we are not dealing with men, but with the princes of hell.”115

To Luther, the belief that the pope is the only interpreter of Scripture (which is not in fact Church teaching but rather Luther’s erroneous understanding of it) was “an outrageous fable,” and is not rooted in the only authoritative source of divine revelation that Luther recognized, Scripture itself. Instead he put forth the idea that all Christians should be able to interpret Scripture for themselves, a doctrine that would lead to a multitude of rival Protestant denominations. 
It is widely believed that, to facilitate the lay reading of Scripture, Luther was first to translate the Bible into German. He was not. The first Bible in the German vernacular was produced in the eight century at the monastery of Monse.116 By the fifteenth century, there were 36,000 German manuscript bibles in circulation, and a complete printed Bible in the German vernacular appeared in 1529—five years before Luther’s translation was published.117 In short, the Church made Scripture accessible to laymen long before Luther and the Reformation did. 
There is, in fact, a sense in which the Bible is the product of the Catholic Church, as it was the bishops of the Church who decided which books circulating in the fourth century would be considered canonical. Indeed, the Church took great pains throughout its history to guard, defend and preserve Scripture.118 The first effort to publish a vernacular version of the Scriptures was commissioned by Pope St. Damasus I (r. 366–383), who employed his brilliant yet irascible secretary St. Jerome (342–420) to accomplish the task. Jerome learned Greek and Hebrew to properly translate the word of God into the vernacular Latin. His translation, which became known as the Vulgate, was not well received in North Africa, where a riot erupted over his version of the book of Jonah.119 Widespread acceptance of the Vulgate in the Church took time. Perhaps part of the resistance can be attributed to the long memory of the Church. Jerome’s new translation came less than a hundred years after Diocletian initiated the Great Persecution. One of his edicts mandated the surrender of all copies of the sacred writings, an event so destructive that its memory remained with the Church long after the persecution ended. The Church maintained a great respect and love for the sacred word, as evidenced by the efforts of monks to preserve it.
The sixth century was witness to the activity of a uniquely saintly man who renounced his worldly life to become a hermit. His reputation for holiness attracted many followers, and soon thereafter Benedict of Nursia founded a monastery at Monte Cassino. Benedict’s vision for his monks was rooted in the idea that monasticism was a “school of divine service” in which the monk committed himself to a life of obedience focused on a routine of work, prayer, study, and self-denial. Benedict’s monks preserved and maintained Western civilization through their painstaking work of copying ancient Greek and Roman manuscripts, as well as devoting time to copying and illustrating Scripture.120 Working in the scriptoriums of Benedictine monasteries in the Middle Ages was not easy. It took nearly a year to copy a Bible manuscript. The process was laborious and wearisome; as one monk recorded, “He who does not know how to write imagines it to be no labor; but though three fingers only hold the pen, the whole body goes weary.”121 Any copying work the monk did not finish during the day had to be completed at night, even in the cold winter months.122

Bibles were not only copied but richly and beautifully illuminated with elaborate images. Bible illumination began in the fifth century with Irish monks who painstakingly prepared the skins of calves, sheep, or goats into vellum that was used for the manuscripts. The famous Lindisfarne Gospels manuscript, copied and illuminated in the eighth century, was the work of one scribe who used 130 calfskins and took five years to complete the work.123 The amount of labor that went into each copy of the Bible led to preventing their theft either by locking them in containers or chaining them to desks. In other words, these were security measures, not efforts to keep Scripture from the faithful. Indeed, protecting an expensive Bible by securing it allowed greater, not lesser, access to it. Moreover, the Bible was usually placed in a public area of a church so those who could read could peruse its pages. The first mention of this protective policy occurs in the middle eleventh century in the catalogue of St. Peter’s Monastery in Weissenburg, Alsace, where it was recorded that four Psalters were chained in the church.124 Moreover, the practice was not exclusive to the Catholic Church: Protestants also utilized the well-known security measure, as evidenced by the chaining of the Great Bible (also known as the Chained Bible) published by command of King Henry VIII of England in 1539.125
The Real Story
The Protestant principle of sola scriptura led to the myth that the Catholic Church kept the word of God from the faithful to maintain its authority; the chaining of bibles in medieval churches was seen as evidence of this. It also led to the false claim that Martin Luther’s translation of the Bible into German was the first such vernacular edition; in fact, there had been many vernacular editions preceding Luther’s, including St. Jerome’s Vulgate. It should be understood that it was the Church that, far from suppressing the Bible, determined the canon of its books, and then preserved and authoritatively interpreted the word of God throughout its history. Catholic monks painstakingly preserved the sacred writings and beautifully illustrated them throughout the medieval period. These expensive manuscripts were chained or locked up in churches not to prevent their use but to protect against theft, thus allowing greater access to them, which was standard practice in both Catholic and Protestant churches until the printing press enabled mass production of bibles.
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SECTION III
The Crusades
[The Crusades were] wasteful, pointless, ruined by excessive papal ambition for worldly power, [and] an example of the corrosive fanaticism of the Middle Ages.
Voltaire126
The Crusades are one of the most misunderstood historical events in Church and European history. Used originally as a historical battering ram by the enemies of the Church during the Enlightenment in Europe, the myths of the Crusades became a means to attack the Church and neuter its influence in the whole Western world. These adversaries of the Faith sought to paint the Church and the popes as greedy, power hungry, war-mongering maniacs. 
Unfortunately, today the myths about the Crusades have found fresh impetus in the modern world with the rise of Islamic terrorism. Critics of the Church argue that modern Islamic hostility toward the West is actually due to the Crusading movement begun by the Church almost a thousand years ago. Although recent excellent scholarship by Crusade historians has resulted in the refutation of such myths, they persist because the authentic history remains mostly within the academic world; the media continue to deal in sensational but outdated notions. If there is one time period Catholics must know the real story about in order to refute the constant misinformation campaign in the modern world, it is that of the Crusades.
126 Quoted in Christopher Tyerman, The Debate on the Crusades, 1009–2010 (New York: Manchester University Press, 2011), 67.
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“The Church called the Crusades to slaughter Muslims.” 
There are many myths about the Crusades, but one of the most persistent, especially in the media, is the idea that the Crusades were offensive wars of conquest and destruction waged against a peaceful, tolerant, and enlightened Muslim civilization—illustrating the hypocrisy of a Church founded by the Prince of Peace engaging in “holy” warfare. This falsehood originated in the writings of Protestant revolutionaries, especially Martin Luther, who viewed the Crusades as the means by which the Antichrist (the pope) sought to increase Church wealth. Enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire and Edward Gibbon viewed the Crusades as the wasteful enterprises of a power-hungry Church that sapped Europe of its vitality and resources.127 In their view, Crusaders were ignorant and superstitious criminals manipulated by the pope.128

The history of the Crusades is complex, since they spanned nearly 600 years, evolving over time and taking on many different forms. Most of them were directed against Muslims in the Holy Land and Egypt, but there were also Crusades against pagans (in the modern-day Baltic states), heretics (especially in southern France), and political enemies of the Church (Frederick II). 
The Crusades in the Holy Land and North Africa were not offensive wars of conquest and destruction, but rather defensive just wars designed to retake ancient Christian lands conquered by the Muslims. Their true nature is clearly illustrated by the contemporary words used to describe them. Participants in these medieval military campaigns were known as crucesignati (“those signed by the cross”) and they were said to embark on a passagia (“journey”), a term used to denote a pilgrimage.129 A Crusade, then, was an armed pilgrimage called by the pope whose voluntary participants undertook their penitential journey for promised spiritual benefits (the indulgence).
The origin of the Crusading movement can be traced to the beginnings of Islam in the seventh century, specifically in the teachings of the warrior-prophet Muhammad. In order to unite the various nomadic tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, Muhammad preached that all believers in his movement were members of a special community, the umma; and that the world was divided into two camps, the House of Islam (those inside the umma) and the House of War (those outside). It was the duty of all Muslims, Muhammad taught, to bring those in the House of War into the House of Islam by means of violent struggle, or jihad.130 Thus Muhammad’s teaching presupposed a permanent state of war between Muslims and non-Muslims, and led to an imperialistic and expansionist Islamic mindset. 
During Muhammad’s lifetime Islamic forces raided into Persia and Syria, which they eventually conquered within three years of his death. In 642, Muslim armies captured the ancient Christian territory of Egypt, and then swept through all other Christian areas of North Africa by 700. Jerusalem was conquered in 638 in a spasm of violence and destruction. In the decade after Muhammad’s death, the Muslims had conquered nearly half of Christian territory in the Holy Land. Early in the eighth century, Muslim warriors crossed the Straits of Gibraltar into modern-day Spain, which they conquered within seven years (except for a small Christian enclave in the north). From Spain they launched raids into France. The Franks and their commander Charles Martel stopped a large invasion force at the Battle of Poitiers in 732. During the ninth century, Christian towns and cities along the Mediterranean, including Rome, were subject to fierce Muslim raids. 
Life in Muslim-occupied territory was very difficult for both Jews and Christians. Unless they converted to Islam they were afforded few rights in Muslim society, and were subjected to various humiliations, including an annual tax (jizya), which amounted to extortion for supposed protection. In the early eleventh century, the crazed caliph of Egypt, al-Hakim, ordered the destruction of Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre (built by Constantine at St. Helena’s request in the fourth century), which the Muslims referred to as “the Church of the Dung Heap.”131 News of the ancient church’s destruction reverberated throughout Christendom. Al-Hakim also persecuted Christians and Jews in his territory, requiring them to wear identifying markings on their clothing, and instituting forced conversion to Islam.
Muslim persecution of indigenous Christians in its conquered territories, and of Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land, increased throughout the eleventh century, culminating in the 1065 Good Friday massacre of 12,000 German pilgrims journeying toward Jerusalem with their bishop, Günther. Conditions worsened for Christians in the Holy Land with the arrival of the Seljuk Turks, a Muslim people from the Asian steppe, in the late eleventh century. The Seljuks conquered Syria, Iraq, and Palestine, and set their sights on the lush Byzantine province of Anatolia (modern-day Turkey). They defeated a large Byzantine Army and captured Emperor Romanus IV (1068–1071) at the Battle of Manzikert in 1071. The Seljuk victory and their conquest of additional imperial territory prompted the later emperor Alexius I Comnenus (r. 1081–1118) to seek help from the pope in raising troops to defend their fellow Christians.
The Real Story
Bl. Pope Urban II (r. 1088–1099) responded to the Byzantine emperor’s call for help when he preached the First Crusade at the local council of Clermont in 1095. Urban knew how great a sacrifice it would be for Catholic warriors to leave home, family, and friends, and to risk death defending the Byzantines, so he focused the Crusade on the liberation of Jerusalem and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. This exalted aim, plus the promised spiritual benefit of the indulgence, motivated tens of thousands of warriors to take up the cross and travel to the Holy Land. The Crusades were not offensive wars intended for the conquest and slaughter of Muslims; rather, they were defensive just wars aimed at recovering occupied Christian territory and defending indigenous Christians and pilgrims from Muslim attacks.
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(Quoted in Rodney Stark, God’s Battalions: The Case for the Crusades (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 6).
128 Gibbon wrote, “At the voice of their pastor, the robber, the incendiary, the homicide, arose by their thousands to redeem their souls by repeating on the infidels the same deeds which they exercised against their Christian brethren; and the terms of atonement were eagerly embraced by offenders of every rank and denomination. None were pure; none were exempt from the guilt and penalty of sin; and those who were the least amenable to the justice of God and the Church were the best entitled to the temporal and eternal recompense of their pious courage.” (Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, vii, 188, quoted in Tyerman, The Debate on the Crusades, 85).
129 The word “Crusade” is a relatively modern invention. A hybrid derived from French, Spanish, and Latin, it was coined in 1706 and made popular by the writings of Enlightenment authors Edward Gibbon and David Hume. See Tyerman, The Debate on the Crusades, 77.
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“Crusaders were motivated by greed.” 
Perhaps the most persistent myth about the Crusades has been that they were launched to satisfy the greed of Europeans for land and treasure. The myth’s origin can be traced to the eleventh century at the time of the First Crusade, when Anna Comnena, the teenage daughter of the Byzantine emperor Alexius I, watched the Crusaders arriving from the West in Constantinople. Decades later, in a book she wrote about her father’s reign, Alexiad, she described (erroneously) what she took to be the Crusaders’ motivations: “[the] knights went to get richer, while the poor wanted to save their souls.”132 She also opined that the main objective of the First Crusade was to capture Constantinople, not to liberate Jerusalem.
Centuries later, Protestant and Enlightenment authors echoed Anna’s erroneous opinion, portraying the Crusades as having been launched by the Church to increase its wealth. The German Lutheran historian Johann Lorenz von Mosheim (1693–1755) wrote that the Crusades “contributed much to increase their [the popes’] opulence and to extend their authority . . . [then] ambition and avarice seconded and enforced the dictates of fanaticism and superstition.”133 Denis Diderot (1713–1784) wrote that the Crusades furthered “the enrichment of the monasteries.”134 But the man who did most to foster the “greed” myth was the Englishman Edward Gibbon, who alleged that the Crusaders went east in pursuit of “mines of treasures, of gold and diamonds, of palaces of marble and jasper, and of odoriferous groves of cinnamon and frankincense.”135

Supporting the “greed” myth is the “first-born sons” argument, which holds that with the population boom in eleventh-century Europe there was a surplus of second, third and fourth born sons who, because of primogeniture, could not inherit any family land. These secondary sons, it is said, were constantly warring and disrupting the peace, so the Church decided to send them east to conquer land and get rich. A seemingly logical explanation, to be sure, but completely false: the Crusades were seen as such noble undertakings that, records show, many more first-born sons went on Crusade than secondary sons. So it was, in fact, those who stood to lose most who risked their lives in defense of Christendom.136
The Crusades were not wars of conquest or colonization motivated by greed; rather, those who participated viewed the events as armed pilgrimages. Indeed, the Crusades were born in an age of pilgrimage when Europeans motivated by faith traveled to various shrines and churches. There were countless local cult centers with relics of saints, as well as international destinations such as Rome, Jerusalem, and Santiago de Compostela in Spain. Pilgrimages were undertaken for several reasons, including devotion to a particular saint, performing penance for past sins, and seeking cures for maladies. 
The Crusades were viewed as the greatest of pilgrimages, in an age of deep faith. Urban II tapped into that faith when he exhorted warriors to go on the Crusade by saying, “It ought to be a beautiful ideal for you to die for Christ in that city where Christ died for you.”137 Crusade preachers and chroniclers extolled the Crusaders’ love of God and highlighted the fact that choosing the Crusade was itself an act of love and faith. Eudes of Chateauroux wrote, “It is a sign that man loves God, when he casts aside the world. It is a sure sign that he burns with love for God and with zeal when for God’s sake he leaves his fatherland, possessions, houses, sons and wife to go across the sea in the service of Jesus Christ.”138

Crusaders were also motivated by love of neighbor—not only of the Byzantines, who were threatened by the Seljuk Turks, but particularly of indigenous Christians in the Holy Land. The brothers Geoffrey and Guy participated in the First Crusade and specifically cited helping their fellow Christians as their motivation for the journey. In the charter documenting their sale of land to the abbey of St. Victor in Marseilles (to finance their journey), they wrote that they were going “to exterminate wickedness and unrestrained rage of the pagans by which innumerable Christians have already been oppressed, made captive and killed.”139

Although the Crusader was motivated by love of God and neighbor, his primary motivator was concern for his own salvation. The warrior class of Christendom believed it was easier for those in religious life to attain salvation than for those living in the world—especially warriors, who were subject to many temptations and constantly engaged in warfare. So they looked for opportunities for penance, and when Pope Urban offered the indulgence for using their weapons for Christ, they willingly volunteered. 
The Real Story
Catholic warriors voluntarily left behind friends, family, and fortune, and risked death for love of God, love of neighbor, and their own salvation. When Urban preached the First Crusade he made it clear the indulgence was granted only to those who participated “for devotion alone, [and] not to gain honor or money.”140 Odo of Burgundy acknowledged this directive when he wrote about his reason for going on Crusade: He undertook “the journey to Jerusalem as a penance for my sins. . . . Since divine mercy inspired me that owing to the enormity of my sins I should go to the Sepulchre of Our Savior . . .”141 Crusading was expensive, and usually had to be financed by selling family lands and property. It is estimated it cost a First Crusader four to six times his annual income to take the cross.142 The vast majority of Crusaders who survived their expedition returned home poorer for the journey. The reward for going on Crusade was spiritual, not material.143
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133 Quoted in Stark, God’s Battalions, 6–7.
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139
Recueil des chartes de l’abbaye de Cluny, ed. A. Bruel, 5 (Paris, 1894), 51–3, no. 3703; Cartulaire de l’abbaye de Saint-Victor de Marseille, ed. M. Guérard (Paris, 1857), I, 167–168, no. 143. Both quoted in Christopher Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006), 27.
140 Quoted in Tyerman, God’s War, 67.
141 Giles Constable, “Medieval Charters as a Source for the History of the Crusades,” in The Crusades: The Essential Readings, ed. Madden, 148.
142 Riley-Smith, The Crusades: A History, 20.
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“Medieval Islamic culture was far superior to that of Catholic Europe.” 
The sixth-century Christian living in Mesopotamia who described the Arabs as “the most superstitious and ignorant in the whole world” would be stupefied to learn many modern people believe that the Arabs produced a culture far superior to that of Catholic Europe.144 Before the rise of Islam, the Arabian Peninsula contained a multiplicity of nomadic tribes who were polytheist pagans. The Romans (and others) despised the Arabs not because of their paganism but because they were “pagans who lived in tents.”145 Islam’s warrior-prophet Muhammad succeeded in uniting the Arab tribes under the umbrella of his new religion, Islam, and Muslim forces would go on to rampage through North Africa, the Holy Land, Syria, modern-day Turkey, and even into France after Muhammad’s death in 632. Interestingly, these conquering Arabs left not one written record of their impressive military achievements. Yet despite this, these nomadic and illiterate warriors supposedly built a vast and rich civilization far superior to that of Catholic Europe.146

The historical reality is that as Islamic forces overran ancient Christian, Jewish, Hindu, and Zoroastrian lands, the conquerors adapted and assimilated the intellectual achievements of their newly subjected peoples. Arab elites studied under and learned from Copts and Nestorians (Christian heretics) in Egypt, Zoroastrians in Iran, and Hindus in India. Islamic policy did not compel conversions in most cases (although it did happen), so Christian and Jews, in particular, were afforded a “protected” second-class status, as dhimmis, in Muslim society, and were permitted to practice their faith (under strict limitations) so long as they paid an annual tribute tax, the jizya. Their learning and scholarship continued, and their works were then translated into Arabic (mostly by dhimmis themselves) and assimilated and laid claim to by Muslims. Moreover, many non-Muslims living as dhimmis who are credited with intellectual and cultural advancements are falsely identified as Arab and Muslim. Al-Khwarizmi, the father of algebra, was Persian. Al-Uqlidisi, who introduced fractions in mathematics, was a Syrian. “Arabic numerals” were of Hindu origin and assimilated by Muslims. Masha’allah ibn Athari, a famous early astronomer, was a Jew. Muslims are usually credited with superior medical knowledge, but in fact it originated mostly with Nestorian Christian dhimmis, who ran a large medical training center at Nisibus in Syria. Leading accountants, architects, bankers, philosophers, scientists, teachers, and scribes were also Nestorian Christians. Muslim knowledge of the Greek authors Hippocrates, Galen, Plato, and Aristotle was made possible by the efforts of Hunayn ibn Ishaq al-’Ibadi, another Nestorian Christian, who collected and translated Greek manuscripts into Arabic. 
It is often said that the supposed superiority of Islamic culture is due to their knowledge of Aristotle; what is overlooked is how the Muslim interpretation of Aristotle actually retarded the advancement of Islamic civilization. Muslim thinkers such as Averroës interpreted Aristotle’s writings as they did the Quran, as complete and infallible; if, for instance, one of Aristotle’s scientific statements conflicted with empirical observation, Muslim scholars would take the observation to be in error rather than Aristotle, retarding their own scientific development.147 In contrast, Christian thinkers and scientists corrected Aristotle where necessary, allowing Christendom to easily surpass the Islamic world intellectually and scientifically.
Islamic industry, art, and architecture were likewise founded on the work of subject Jews and Christians. Dhimmi contributions to Islamic architecture include the famous Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, which was built at the behest of the caliph Al-Malik (685–705), who nevertheless had to rely on Byzantine Christian architects and craftsmen.148 Al-Mansur (714–775), the Abbasid caliph, founded the city of Baghdad in 762 using a city design by a Zoroastrian and a Jew.149 Mosques were usually converted churches with added minarets and redecorated interiors. 
It was not uncommon for technological advancements to be lost when Muslims occupied Christian or Jewish territory. The wheel disappeared in Egypt, North Africa, and Spain after the Islamic conquests there in the seventh and eighth centuries.150 Muslims saw no use for the wheel, which required roads and streets, which were not plentiful in the desert.151 In contrast, the Middle Ages in Christian Europe were witness to dramatic technological advancements, including the collar and harness for horses to pull wagons and plows, iron horseshoes, and a heavy plow with a sharp heavy blade to turn over soil and dig deep furrows. In the eighth century, Christians invented the three-field system of rotating crops to keep soil fertile; this innovation led to a healthier diet and an increase in population. European military technology surpassed that of Muslims with such inventions as chain mail armor and the crossbow. 
The Real Story
The supposed superiority of Islamic civilization in scholarship, science, medicine, art, architecture, and other areas was really a mirage, as Islamic culture was built on the contributions of subject Christians and Jews known as dhimmis. Muslims left no written records of their impressive conquests and did not produce significant original art or architecture—many buildings identified as Islamic are repurposed Christian churches. Many intellectual and technological achievements credited to Islam actually originated with dhimmis who were given Arabic names, and whose works were published in Arabic, Islam’s dominant language. 
144 Robert G. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 25. Quoted in Tom Holland, In the Shadow of the Sword: The Birth of Islam and the Rise of the Global Arab Empire, (New York: Doubleday, 2012), Kindle ed., locations 3796–3797. 
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“The Crusades are the reason for modern Islamic hostility toward the West.” 
Two months after 9/11, former president Bill Clinton gave a speech at Georgetown University in which he tried to answer the question foremost on people’s minds: Why did they attack us? The origin of the terrorists’ hatred, he proposed, lay in the Crusades, specifically the Crusaders’ “massacre” of Jerusalem’s inhabitants during the First Crusade.152 “Those of us who come from various European lineages are not blameless,” said Clinton. “I can tell you that that story [the massacre] is still being told today in the Middle East, and we are still paying for it.”153

Others have said much the same. Karen Armstrong, an author and former Catholic nun, wrote that the Crusades are “one of the direct causes of the conflict in the Middle East today.”154 The Lebanese-born Amin Maalouf ends his book The Crusades Through Arab Eyes by declaring, “there can be no doubt that the schism between these two worlds [Islam and the West] dates from the Crusades, deeply felt by the Arabs, even today, as an act of rape.”155

The myth that the Crusades are the reason for the modern-day tension between Islam and the West hinges on the notion that the Crusades have long been remembered in the Islamic world. On the contrary, the Crusades were all but forgotten in the Islamic world until the nineteenth century. The Arabic word for the Crusades, harb al-salib, was introduced in the mid-nineteenth century, and the first Arabic history of the Crusades was written by the Egyptian Ali al-Hariri in 1899, when the Ottoman Empire was in a deep crisis.156 Rather than blaming the disintegration of the once-mighty empire on the sultans and their policies, al-Hariri put the onus on the historical boogeyman of the Crusades.157

The reason Muslims did not remember the Crusades for so long is simple: they represented a small and insignificant portion of Islamic history. Jerusalem was in Christian hands for only eighty-eight years (1099–1187), and the Crusader states survived for less than two centuries. Because the Crusades failed in their goal of permanently liberating Jerusalem and recovering ancient Christian territory, Islamic historians neglected them. 
Ironically, it was the European colonial powers that shaped the modern Muslim interpretation and memory of the Crusades, which were in turn shaped by myths about the Crusades created by Enlightenment and Romantic intellectuals. Arab nationalists used the Crusades as an excuse for the poverty, corruption, and violence of the twentieth-century Islamic world. This false narrative has since been reinforced in Muslim schools.158

A perfect example of false Muslim remembrance of the Crusades under Western influence can be found in the figure of the Muslim general Saladin, who conquered Jerusalem in the twelfth century. In the Islamic world, Saladin had been mostly forgotten in the centuries after his death, despite his extraordinary achievements. But in Christendom he was remembered very well, mainly through popular literature, and was celebrated as the “perfect heathen”—a man of virtue and a military genius akin to great Christian monarchs such as Richard the Lionhearted. His reappearance in Muslim memory was occasioned by the visit of his admirer Kaiser Wilhelm II to Damascus in 1899. Fondly remembering the stories about Saladin with which he had been raised, the Kaiser determined to see the great general’s tomb, which he expected to be huge and ornate. What he found instead was a modest, dilapidated structure, which was in extreme disrepair; he later provided funds for its complete restoration and upgrade.159 But his visit also had the effect of stirring interest in Saladin in the Islamic world. Within twenty years, a university bearing Saladin’s name opened in Jerusalem. As the twentieth century came to a close, Saladin’s resurrection as a Muslim hero and his appropriation by Arab nationalists was complete. 
The false narrative of the Crusades, largely created by Europeans and furthered by Arab nationalists, would change somewhat during the 1970s when jihadists redirected their hatred from secular Muslim regimes to the West. Muslim politicization of the Crusades continued with the rise of Al-Qaeda and the attacks of September 11, which thrust the Crusades into the modern mind precisely because Osama bin Laden used them to justify his followers’ acts of terror.160
The Real Story
The Crusades are not the reason for the modern-day tension between Islam and the West, despite what the likes of Bill Clinton, Karen Armstrong, and Amin Maalouf might say. In fact, the Crusades were only a small and relatively insignificant portion of Islamic history, since they did not accomplish their primary objective: the permanent liberation of Jerusalem and recovery of formerly Christian territories. Muslim focus on the Crusades only began in earnest in the twentieth century as part of a political awakening by Arab nationalists and a false narrative of these events was presented to Muslim communities that were impacted by European colonialism. The Crusades, or rather their false presentation, has become little more than an excuse for Islamic terrorists eager to obey Muhammad’s command to “fight all men until they say there is no God but Allah.”161
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SECTION IV
The Inquisition
[The Inquisition] was a bench of monks without appeal . . . diving into the secrets of every fireside, judging and executing its horrible decrees without responsibility. It condemned not deeds but thoughts. It affected to descend into individual conscience, and to punish the crimes which it pretended to discover. It arrested on suspicion, tortured till confession, and then punished by fire. The prisoner was tried by torture . . . [which] took place at midnight, in a gloomy dungeon, dimly lighted by torches. The executioner, enveloped in a black robe from head to foot, with his eyes glaring at his victim through holes cut in the hood which muffled his face, practiced successively all the forms of torture which the devilish ingenuity of the monk had invented.
John Motley162
As with the Crusades, anti-Catholics love to use the Inquisition to attack the Church. Centuries of propaganda have tainted the modern mind about the history of the papal inquisitors in the medieval period and the later institutional inquisitions, such as the one in Spain. Images of barbaric hooded monks sadistically torturing people simply because they professed different beliefs are rooted in modern minds. 
Citizens of pluralistic societies where any and all beliefs are tolerated find it difficult to comprehend a time when religious liberty was not the societal norm. Understanding the Inquisition requires viewing the event through the eyes of those who lived during it and adopting a different worldview. Again as with the Crusades, recent scholarship about the Inquisition paints a picture vastly different from the anti-Catholic myths. Knowing the real story of the Inquisition is crucial for Catholics in today’s world.
162 John Motley, The Rise of the Dutch Republic (London: 1912), 165. Quoted in Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 306–307.
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“The Church created the Inquisition to enforce absolute conformity in religious belief throughout Europe.” 
Lothar of Segni came from a noble Roman family and was a brilliant student educated at the universities of Paris and Bologna in the twelfth century. In 1198 he was elected the successor of St. Peter at the young age of thirty-seven, and was the first pope with a university education. He was the third pope to use the name Innocent and set about ensuring the supremacy of the papacy in relation to temporal rulers. His papacy came in the midst of the Crusading movement, and he worked tirelessly to restore Christian control of the Holy Land. Pope Innocent III (r. 1198–1216) preached more Crusades than any other pope, and although he never knew it, his call in 1208 for a Crusade against the Albigensian heretics in the south of France contributed to the creation of the Inquisition.
The Albigensian heresy that took southern France by storm in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries was both a new and an old heresy. Also known as Catharism, the heresy was a repurposing of ancient Gnostic and Manichean dualism, which held that a god of light created all spiritual things and an evil god created all material things.163 Similarly, the Albigensians believed Satan created the material world and enslaved humanity in evil material bodies with no souls. God took pity on humanity, gave them spiritual souls, and sent his son Jesus to show man how to escape the power of Satan. Cathari rejected the Incarnation because, they believed, a good spiritual being would not enslave himself in an evil material body. They also held that during his time on earth Jesus preached spiritual release from one’s body, but that after his Ascension, the evil Catholic Church (the creation of Satan) garbled his message. The Cathari claimed to possess the secret original message of Jesus. Albigensianism provides an excellent case study in why heresy is bad for the Church and society. The Cathari were not content to just preach their false message; they endeavored to create a counter-Church, which was organized hierarchically and in a diocesan structure. Their strategy focused on replacing the Catholic Church and remaking society in accordance with their teachings.
Heresy in the medieval world was seen not only as a danger to souls but to social order as well, since it often led to violent rebellion against authority. As such, it was regarded as both an ecclesiastical and secular crime. The Church wanted to protect the souls of its flock from eternal damnation; the state, which wanted to safeguard the security of the realm and prevent violence, categorized heresy as a treasonable offense punishable by death. Initially, the Church looked to secular rulers to combat heresy in their territory, but the malignant Albigensian heresy changed that policy. 
The spread of Albigensianism in southern France resulted from various political and ecclesial factors. Politically, southern France was an urbanized area of independent towns with several important noble leaders. The king of France was not an absolute ruler at the time and his power in southern France was extremely limited. Heresy tended to flourish in areas without strong central political authority. Another factor was the state of the clergy in the south of France: corrupt, worldly, unchaste, illiterate, and ignorant in the Faith. Many bishops in the region were guilty of simony, and were described by Pope Innocent III as “blind men, dumb dogs who can no longer bark . . . men who will do anything for money. They say the good is bad and the bad is good; they turn light into darkness and darkness into light, sweet to bitter and bitter to sweet. They do not fear God nor respect man.”164

So Innocent embarked on a reform of the Church in France, deposing immoral bishops and sending preachers to mission to the heretics. Unfortunately, Innocent’s reforms did not prove fruitful, and in 1208 his legate, Bl. Pierre de Castelnau, was suspiciously murdered one day after meeting with the major regional secular ruler, Count Raymond VI of Toulouse.165 A few months later Innocent denounced Raymond as a murderer and heretic and called a Crusade against the Cathari. This launched a bloody twenty-year civil war that ended with the 1229 Peace of Paris treaty. The Albigensian Crusade’s end result was twofold: it strengthened the power of the French king in the region, and it brought the Inquisition into being. 
The Church learned from the Albigensian experience that it could no longer rely on secular rulers to root out heresy. A more just and standardized procedure was required. The appointment of medieval inquisitors began in 1184 when Pope Lucius III (r. 1181–1185) sent a list of heresies to bishops throughout Christendom and ordered them to take an active role in determining the guilt of heretics, who were to be examined by trained theologians using Roman laws of evidence. Beginning in the twelfth century, the Church adopted Roman legal procedures in its court system to deal with violators of ecclesiastical law, including heretics. The pope-appointed clergy, usually Dominicans, were charged with preserving orthodoxy, protecting the unity of the Church and society, and rescuing the souls of alleged heretics from eternal damnation.166 An inquisitor had to be at least forty years old, well-schooled in theology and canon law, and morally upright.167 Pope Gregory IX (r. 1227–1241) formalized inquisitorial procedures in 1231. But inquisitors operated itinerantly for nearly 300 years before the establishment of permanent institutional tribunals formally known as inquisitions.168 The best known of these institutional tribunals was the Spanish Inquisition. 
The Spanish Inquisition was created to deal with a unique situation in fifteenth-century Spain, a distinctive part of Christendom owing to its mixed population of Christians, Jews, and Muslims, dating from the Muslim conquest of Spain in the eighth century. The reconquest of Spain by Christians, or Reconquista, finally ended when the last Muslim stronghold fell during the reign of King Fernando and Queen Isabel,169 whose marriage in 1469 united the two kingdoms of Aragon and Castile. As Christians reasserted control over Spanish society, however, many became fearful that Jews and Muslims who ostensibly converted to the Faith did so only for social gain, and that such conversos, as they were known, formed a “fifth column” in Spanish society that posed a threat to national security. To meet that threat, Fernando and Isabel petitioned Pope Sixtus IV (r. 1471–1484) to create an institutional tribunal in Spain under their control, which the pope did on November 1, 1478. Thus it was primarily political concerns, not theological ones that led to the creation of the Spanish Inquisition.170 The Spanish Inquisition did not persecute practicing Jews or Muslims but had jurisdiction only over Christians.171 Far from being a monolithic institution with total control over Spanish society, the Inquisition was centered in the urban areas of southern Spain; a person who lived outside those areas could go his entire life without seeing an inquisitor.172 Indeed, since Spain was mostly agrarian at the height of the Inquisition, 95 percent of the population never had any contact with it.173 Moreover, the Inquisition never possessed sufficient personnel, finances, or infrastructure to create the all-powerful “thought control” police force of modern myth.174
The Real Story
The myth of an all-powerful, brutal Inquisition originated in the sixteenth century with Protestants who aimed to discredit the Church. In particular, it was an exiled Spanish monk turned Lutheran, writing under the name Reginaldus Montanus, who wrote what would became the standard narrative on the topic, A Discovery and Plaine Declaration of Sundry Subtill Practices of
the Holy Spanish Inquisition (1567). Works such as his gave rise to the popular anti-Catholic myth of the Inquisition as a tool of oppression by a power-hungry Church. In reality, the medieval inquisitors and institutional tribunals such as the Spanish Inquisition were focused on the charitable work of saving souls and protecting the unity of the Church and society. The medieval inquisitors were never numerous, and the influence of the institutional tribunals like the Spanish Inquisition was mostly limited to major urban areas. It can be difficult in a modern pluralistic society where religious freedom is (mostly) respected to understand the need for inquisitors, but moderns frequently make the mistake of applying today’s standards to the past. A heretic in the medieval and early modern world was a danger to society, the Church, and indeed himself, and the Church established inquisitions to avert those dangers.
163 Albigensianism was especially popular in the French region of Albi in southern France, hence its name. Its other name, Catharism, comes from the Greek word katharos, meaning “clean” or “pure,” since the strict followers of the movement, known as the “perfect,” lived lives of strict fasting, dietary regulations and abstinence from sexual intercourse.
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170 Henry Kamen, one of the foremost modern experts on the Spanish Inquisition, wrote, “If the Inquisition claimed to have religious motives, those motives were difficult to justify by the evidence.” Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition, 45.
171 A heretic, by definition, is a baptized Christian who obstinately denies a doctrine of the Church. See the Code of Canon Law, 751.
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“The Inquisition frequently used sadistic torture methods, and killed millions of people.” 
Mel Brooks’s 1981 film comedy History of the World: Part 1 contains a satirical sequence about the Spanish Inquisition featuring Brooks himself as “Torquemada.”175 Torture forms the backdrop to a musical number with tap-dancing inquisitors and synchronized-swimming nuns, in which Torquemada assaults Jews, asks his inquisitors if there were any “converts” today, and complains that “we’ve flattened their fingers, we’ve branded their buns, [but] nothing is working!” Though utterly lacking in historical foundation, Brooks’s spoof faithfully (and wittily) reflects the modern myth of the Inquisition as a sadistic thought-control organ of a Catholic Church hell-bent on forcing heretics to confess and Jews to become Catholics or suffer unimaginable and horrific torments in the here-and-now and a fiery end in hell. Thankfully, the Hollywood version of the Inquisition is not the real story.
To understand the inquisitions’ procedures, including the use of torture in cases of alleged heresy, it is important to understand the legal revolution that overtook Europe and the Church beginning in the twelfth century. The revival of the study and application of imperial Roman law, the formation of a universal canon law for the Church, the growth in legal education in the universities, and the establishment of a legal profession greatly influenced the procedures adopted by the Church in its examination and investigation of heresy. The legal system, secular and ecclesial, changed from one based on accusatorial procedure to one based on inquisitorial procedure, and confession was elevated to the “queen of proofs,” leading to the reappearance of the ancient practice of torture in judicial matters.176

European criminal justice before the twelfth century was rooted in an accusatorial procedure by which the alleged victims of a crime went to court, made an accusation, and swore an oath to its truth. The accused was then called to answer the charge. Swearing an oath that the charge was false was usually sufficient to get it dismissed. But if doubts remained, a physical ordeal or judicial combat could occur whose outcome was considered God’s judgment on the matter and sufficient to settle the claim.177 This gave way to the inquisitorial procedure by which a public official would collect evidence, receive testimony of at least two witnesses or a confession from the accused, and then pass judgment. (Although this became the standard procedure in both secular and Church courts in the twelfth century, it had been used sparingly under Charlemagne in the eighth century.)178 Because the inquisitorial process hinged on the confession of the accused, torture came to be one of its tools.
Pope-appointed medieval inquisitors, whose job was to protect society from heresy and restore the heretic to communion with the Church, followed the inquisitorial legal procedure. The process they established, which influenced the later institutional tribunals, was extremely just and charitable and was recognized at the time as superior to the secular process. Initially, the inquisitors were itinerant, traveling to various locations where they preached to both clergy and laymen about the importance of truth and unity in faith, and the danger of heresy, especially to one’s immortal soul. Their jurisdiction extended only to Christians, and not to practicing Jews or Muslims as is commonly believed. As part of their preaching, the inquisitors established a “period of grace” of fifteen to forty days, which was a time of self-accusation and penance after which the person was reconciled to the Church. When the “period of grace” ended, charges of heresy against persons could be brought to the attention of the inquisitors by witnesses, and if sufficient evidence existed a trial would commence. Witnesses were called, which the accused could cross-examine. In the later Spanish Inquisition, the accused was allowed to provide a list of enemies whose testimony would be judged inadmissible. (In 1531, an alleged heretic named Gaspar Torralba took advantage of this opportunity by providing a list of 152 enemies, which included most of the thirty-five witnesses who testified against him and whose testimony was therefore thrown out.)179 The accused was also allowed to call supporting witnesses, and throughout the trial was afforded multiple opportunities to repent. If after repeated opportunities he refused to confess, the inquisitors, in accordance with established legal process, could resort to the use of torture to elicit a confession.
Torture in the medieval legal process was understood as “the inquiry after truth by means of torment,”180 which understanding was rooted in the ancient Roman view of the use of torture in legal proceedings as “the torment and suffering of the body in order to elicit the truth.”181 Torture in imperial Rome was initially allowed only for slaves but was expanded to encompass free citizens accused of treason; and by the third century A.D. it was applied so liberally that even witnesses could be tortured.182 In the medieval inquisitorial courts, torture was never used as a punishment for heresy. Although it was part of the ordinary criminal process in the secular world, its use in ecclesial courts for investigating heresy was not approved until 1252, twenty years after the establishment of the medieval inquisitors, and never became common.183 Pope Innocent IV (r. 1243–1254) in Ad Extirpanda declared that heretics were thieves and murderers, since they rob the faithful of the truth and kill souls, and should be treated as such. Torture was allowed as a means to elicit confession but could not be applied by clergy. 
The use of torture was governed by a series of strict protocols and protections for the accused. It was a “last resort” after every other means was used to discover the truth and elicit a confession from the accused. The secular authorities always applied it—so the Hollywood portrayal of sadistic monks beating freethinkers, Jews, and Muslims is completely inaccurate. The decision to use torture could also be appealed by the accused, and several groups of people were automatically exempted, including children, the elderly, pregnant women, knights, members of the nobility, and, in some cases, the clergy.184 The judge accompanied the accused to the place of torture and a notary was present to record the session. Moreover, a physician was present to ensure the accused was not killed or maimed.185 The accused was shown the instruments of torture before application in the hopes it would engender a quick confession. If the accused confessed under torture, the confession had to be freely repeated the next day before it was admissible in court. 
The methods of torture were various, and the judge, who was expected to take into consideration the severity of the crime and prescribe only standard methods based on local custom, made the selection in individual cases. Instruments included the strappado (known as the “queen of torments”), whereby the accused’s hands were tied behind the back and attached to a rope that was slung over a beam in the ceiling, so that the accused could be lifted up and left hanging for a period of time. Occasionally weights were attached to the feet to increase the strain on the arms and back.186 Other forms of torture included keeping the accused awake for prolonged periods (but not more than forty hours), and stretching on the rack. 
The purpose of the medieval inquisitors and the institutional tribunals was to investigate heresy and, where it was found, to encourage voluntary confession, repentance, and reconciliation to the Church. Inquisitors failed in their mission if the accused persisted in heresy and refused to recant. Obstinate heretics who after repeated opportunities to confess refused to do so were remanded to the state for punishment. Heresy was both an ecclesiastical and secular crime in the medieval world and the secular punishment for it was death. The death sentence was handed down and carried out by the state. The Church itself never executed any heretics; and notwithstanding the popular notion that Christian rulers executed millions of people for heresy, the historical record proves that number to have been relatively few187 In the diocese of Turin, Italy, for instance, only twenty-two obstinate heretics were remanded to the state and executed through the entire fourteenth century.188 The famous medieval inquisitor Bernard Gui (1261–1331), who wrote a “how to” manual for inquisitors, passed 930 judgments in heresy cases in his career while remanding only forty-two obstinate heretics to the state for punishment.189

The Spanish Inquisition is portrayed as one of the greatest institutions of mass-murder in history, but once again the historical record proves otherwise. In the 44,674 cases brought before the Spanish Inquisition from 1540 to 1700, only 826 obstinate heretics were remanded to the state for execution.190 From 1478 to 1528 it remanded a total of 1,500 obstinate heretics to the state, which equates to thirty people per year.191 Interestingly, from 1530 to 1630, during a time of anti-Catholic propaganda about the Inquisition, Protestant England averaged 750 hangings per year!192

The Real Story
The Church, recalling the experience of the faithful under the Roman persecutions, prohibited torture for centuries, but the legal revolution of the twelfth century, with its focus on confession, brought the limited use of torture into investigations of heresy. As one historian aptly explains, “Confession, the queen of proofs, required torture, the queen of torments.”193 Yet the use of torture was not without critics in the medieval period. The legal scholar Gratian in his Decretum, the basic textbook for canon law for centuries, wrote, “Confession is not to be extorted by the instrumentality of torture.”194 Secular courts were less just than ecclesial courts during this time, and there are cases of criminals in secular prisons blaspheming or uttering heresies in order to be moved to the more humane and just ecclesial courts.195 Notwithstanding the myth that inquisitors frequently used torture, the historical record clearly demonstrates that the Spanish Inquisition used it in only 2 percent of cases.196 Likewise, the myth that the Inquisition executed tens or hundreds of thousands or even millions of people is absurd; the record shows that the real number of obstinate heretics remanded to the state is in the low four figures—and lower even than the number executed in Protestant countries for ordinary crimes and witchcraft.
175 That would be Tomas de Torquemada, who was appointed Grand Inquisitor in Spain in 1483.
176 Edward Peters, Torture, expanded ed. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 41.
177 Ibid., 42.
178 Ibid., 42–43.
179 Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition, 195.
180 The quote is from the thirteenth-century Roman lawyer Azo, quoted in Peters, Torture, 1.
181 The quote is from the third-century Roman lawyer Ulpian, quoted in Peters, Torture, 1.
182 Edward Peters, Inquisition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 16.
183 Ibid., 92.
184 Peters, Torture, 57.
185 Canon law specifically forbade the shedding of blood by ecclesial courts.
186 Ibid., 68.
187 Critics of the Church use widely exaggerated numbers, ranging from 10,000 to 300,000, when estimating how many people were executed for heresy. See Rodney Stark, Bearing False Witness: Debunking Centuries of Anti-Catholic History (West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton Press, 2016), 118.
188 Brandmüller, Light and Shadows, 118.
189 Ibid. 
190 Jaime Contreras and Gustave Henningsen, “Forty-Four Thousand Cases of the Spanish Inquisition (1540–1700): Analysis of a Historical Data Bank,” in The Inquisition in Early Modern Europe: Studies on Sources and Methods, ed. Gustave Henningsen and John Tedeschi (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1986), 100–129. Cited in Stark, Bearing False Witness, 122.
191 William E. Monter, Frontiers of Heresy: The Spanish Inquisition from the Basque Lands to Sicily (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). Cited in Stark, Bearing False Witness,121.
192 V.A.C. Gatrell, The Hanging Tree: Execution and the English People, 1770–1868 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 7. Cited in Stark, Bearing False Witness, 122.
193 Peters, Torture, 69.
194 Quoted in Peters, Torture, 49.
195 Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition, 184.
196 Thomas Madden, “The Truth About the Spanish Inquisition,” Crisis magazine, October 1, 2003, accessed February 11, 2017, http://www.catholicity.com/commentary/madden/03481.html.



20
“The Inquisition controlled the minds of Catholics by creating an Index of Forbidden Books.” 
The Acts of the Apostles records a curious incident in the missionary travels of St. Paul. While in Ephesus, Paul witnessed a group of believers confess their former practice of pagan and demonic “magic arts” and proceed to burn their valuable books in his presence (Acts 19:18–19). Book burning, contrary to popular belief, was not practiced solely by the Catholic Church or Nazi Germany. Indeed, it was practiced in the ancient pagan world and among the Jewish people. Sometimes it was instigated by the mob, and other times it was commanded by the state. In the fourth century, Constantine ordered the works of Porphyry, the third-century pagan critic of the Faith, to be burned.197 During the sixteenth century, book burning was one method utilized by Church and state authorities to get rid of heretical works that threatened the souls of the faithful and the safety and security of Christendom. For instance, in his 1520 bull Exsurge Domine Pope Leo X (r. 1513–1521) condemned forty-one teachings of Martin Luther and ordered his writings burned to safeguard the faithful. Luther responded with the treatise Against the Execrable Bull of Antichrist and by hosting a bonfire in Wittenberg where he burned copies of Leo’s bull, canon law, and works of scholastic theology.
Another method used by both Church and state to suppress heresy was to examine their contents either before or after publication and, if necessary, prohibit them from being published, read, or reprinted. This practice did not begin in the Middle Ages, nor did it originate with the Inquisition. The Council of Nicaea in 325 condemned Arius’s heretical teachings about Jesus and ordered his book, Thalia, to be burned. Pope Innocent I (r. 401–417) attempted the first catalog of forbidden books when he listed several Gnostic and apocryphal works in a 405 letter.198 The early Church warned the faithful against reading Gnostic works and forged books containing accounts of martyrdom as well. Because books were few and literacy rare in medieval times, the Church itself did not pay much attention to what was being written. Instead, it was the universities which concerned themselves with ensuring that published material was orthodox, by requiring professors to submit lectures intended for publication for review by the chancellor and the theology faculty.199 Some bishops, mostly in Germany, passed diocesan laws of censorship in the fifteenth century.200 It was not until the advent of the printing press that Church authorities began reviewing books prior to publication and creating lists of prohibited books. 
Recognizing the potential of the printing press to spread heresy widely and rapidly, Pope Innocent VIII (r. 1484–1492) issued a bull in 1487 calling for the censorship of dangerous books and charging local bishops with oversight of printers and booksellers. Innocent’s bull was reinforced in 1515 when Pope Leo X issued the bull Inter Sollicitudines requiring bishops to examine books either personally or through the appointment of a censor deputatus. Printers who printed banned books could face fines and excommunication, and see their entire inventory cast into flames.201 By the mid-fifteenth century, censorship had become the work of universities as well, with both the University of Paris (1542) and of Louvain (1546) producing lists of forbidden books.202

The Spanish Inquisition arrived late to book censorship. The first list of prohibited books appeared in Spain in 1551, more than seventy years after the Inquisition was inaugurated. Moreover, that first list was merely a reprint of the 1550 list from the University of Louvain with a special index of Spanish books; it was distributed to the various tribunals with authorization to add works to the list as appropriate. 
The discovery of Protestants residing secretly in Spain in 1558 spurred the Inquisition to compile a comprehensive list of forbidden books, which it published in 1559. It listed 700 works, most of them by Protestants or unauthorized Scripture translations.203 Interestingly, the 1559 list was focused on “keeping out of Spain books that had for the most part never entered the country” [emphasis in original].204 Unfortunately, a too-strict vigilance against heresy prevented some innovative yet orthodox works from being published, among them St. Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises!205 The Spanish Inquisition revised its list of forbidden books in 1583, listing 2,315 works, the vast majority of which were “unknown to Spaniards, had never entered Spain, and [were] in languages that Spaniards could not read.”206 Most of those were taken from lists published by Rome or the universities. The Inquisition in Spain never went looking for books to censor. Usually the public brought suspect books to its attention. There was no rule that the Indexes of individual countries or regions had to agree. Indeed, it was common for authors to find their works prohibited on one list but not another. The Spanish Index was actually more liberal than the Roman Index in that it identified problematic passages in books but allowed publication if appropriate corrections were made, whereas the Roman Index would ban such books outright.207 Implementation of the Index was haphazard in Spain, and censors disagreed over books. The Index was sent to the bishops who ordered the comisarios (local diocesan clergy who assisted the Inquisition) to work with booksellers to enforce the Index. But the Index was large, expensive to publish, and not widely available; as a result, “it would appear that in many parts of Spain the Index remained unknown.”208 Most of the prohibited books were not available to the Spanish public. Critics, especially booksellers, attacked the Index as well. The focus in Spain was keeping books by foreign Protestant authors out of the country. The bulk of scientific and creative literature never appeared on the Spanish Index. So, for instance, Galileo’s treatise on heliocentrism, Dialogue Concerning Two Chief World Systems, was placed on the Roman Index but not the Spanish one.
Several popes initiated reforms of the Inquisition and the Index of Prohibited Books from the late sixteenth through the twentieth centuries. Pope St. Pius V (r. 1566–1572), a former head of the Roman Inquisition, created the Congregation of the Index in 1571. Benedict XIV (r. 1740–1758) revised the rules concerning the Index and restricted its purview to theological and religious books. Benedict XIV established a system of checks and balances by which a book was placed on the Index only by consensus of multiple anonymous reviewers. Authors were also allowed the opportunity to defend their work against a negative report, and to revise a prohibited book to allow for its publication. Finally, Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) established the modern procedures for the review of theological and religious books before publication. First, a book is submitted to the diocesan bishop of the author’s home diocese or the diocese of publication. A trained Censor deputatus reviews the book and provides a written report to the bishop. If the censor determines there is nothing contrary to Church teachings, then a Nihil obstat (“nothing stands in the way” of printing) is granted and the bishop gives the book his imprimatur (“let it be printed”), which provides assurance to the faithful that the book is free from doctrinal or moral error. The granting of the imprimatur does not mean, however, that the bishop necessarily agrees with the book’s particular contents.
The Real Story
Safeguarding the faithful from harmful literature led to the establishment of an Index of Prohibited Books in the middle of the sixteenth century, as literacy increased and printed books grew in number and circulation. Far from being a form of Orwellian thought control by a power-hungry Church, as often imagined, the Index was intended to help a theologically untrained public avoid dangerous books that could endanger their faith and immortal souls. The Index was never implemented universally throughout Christendom, and many books placed on one list were not on others. For example, a Catholic in Spain could read Galileo’s work on the Copernican theory of the universe, whereas a Catholic in Rome could not. Although the rationale for censorship of books may be difficult to understand in pluralistic societies with freedom of the press, it was undertaken by the Church not to stifle free thought or discovery, but rather to protect the faithful, not unlike a parent deeming certain books and movies to be inappropriate for their children.
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“The Inquisition initiated the great witch hunts in Europe and the New World, leading to millions of innocent women being burned at the stake.” 
On Halloween 1999, a coalition of more than 1,600 pagans called Pagans in Action Council of Truth addressed an open letter to Pope John Paul II (r. 1978–2005) requesting “in the name of our spiritual ancestors who suffered persecution during the Inquisition” that he include them in an apology for the Church’s past wrongs to be given during the Great Jubilee of the year 2000.209 The pagans had in mind the historical myth that the Church hunted down innocent men and women accused of witchcraft and sorcery and burned them at the stake, resulting in nine million deaths known as the “pagan Holocaust.”210 Apparently, the authors of the letter were unaware that the nine million figure had no historical basis, and was fabricated by American feminist Matilda Joslyn Gage in 1893.211 When the Day of Pardon was held in Rome on March 12, 2000, the pope made no mention of witches and pagans when asking the Lord’s forgiveness for the past transgressions of the members of the Church.
The pagan leaders believed the anti-Catholic myth that the Inquisition was solely responsible for the witch craze that swept Europe several centuries ago. The historical record paints a much different picture. Witchcraft is “a diabolical pact or an appeal for the intervention of evil spirits.”212 It was believed this pact with the devil and his minions was sealed with an act of sexual intercourse followed by the placing of a mark on the body of the human agent.213 Belief in witchcraft was not unique to the Middle Ages, having been quite common in the ancient world. The Code of Hammurabi (c. 1754 B.C.) mentions witchcraft, and Roman imperial law mandated death for any witch who caused a person’s death through spells.214

Witches were frightening because their demonic work focused on some of humanity’s deepest fears. It was believed they could cause sudden illness or death, sexual impotence, barrenness, unpredictable and violent weather, crop failures, livestock losses, and demonic possession.215 The Old and New Testaments contain multiple condemnations of witchcraft, and the first-century Christian document the Didache commands Christians not to practice magic or witchcraft.216

According to the standard myth, the Church’s efforts to suppress witchcraft were taken to extremes during the medieval Inquisition, taking the form of witch hunts. But the historical record clearly shows that witch hunting was not a medieval phenomenon. Indeed, before 1100 there was general skepticism that witches existed.217 St. Agobard (d. 841) wrote a treatise titled Against the Foolish Belief of the Common Sort Concerning Hail and Thunder to convince people that those meteorological events were not the work of witches.218 In the eleventh century, Burchard, the bishop of Worms, wrote a work that affirmed the reality of witches but denied the plausibility of many of the powers and skills attributed to them.219 In 1080, Pope St. Gregory VII (r. 1073–1085) wrote to King Harold of Denmark forbidding the death penalty for witches accused of destroying crops by conjuring storms.220 The first recorded burning of a witch occurred in southern France in 1275, during the Albigensian heresy. Hugues de Baniol was remanded to the state by a papal inquisitor for obstinate refusal to renounce heresy and witchcraft. She confessed that she gave birth to a monster through sexual contact with a demon and nourished it with the flesh of babies that she kidnapped.221
The Church became concerned about witchcraft in the mid-thirteenth century, when Pope Alexander IV (r. 1254–1261) empowered papal inquisitors to deal with allegations of witchcraft and sorcery only if they involved heresy.222 Inquisitors had asked the pope whether their mandate to investigate heresy also encompassed witchcraft because normally the local bishop and secular authorities were responsible for witchcraft investigations.223 Alexander’s bull was not intended to launch a Church-sponsored witch hunt, but rather to clarify the duties of pope-appointed inquisitors. 
The witch-hunt craze began in the late fifteenth century with the publication of the book Malleus Maleficarum (“Hammer of Witches”) by two Dominican inquisitors, Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger, who had had firsthand experience dealing with witchcraft and practitioners of the black arts. They asserted that witchcraft was quite real, and was rooted in actual satanic activity. They described witches as cannibals feasting on the flesh of children, and as women who copulated with demons and fly through the air to their meetings.224 They argued that belief in witches “is so essential a part of the Catholic faith that obstinately to maintain the opposite opinion manifestly savors of heresy.”225 Although previous ecclesial authors had affirmed the existence of witches but downplayed their ability to cause mayhem, Kramer and Sprenger attributed great power to them. Although the Malleus Maleficarum was not a magisterial document and did not represent the Church’s official teaching, it circulated widely and was used as a reference for witch-hunters and inquisitors.
Widespread prosecution of witches in Europe and the New World, especially by the secular authorities, occurred from 1450–1700. It reached its zenith during the Enlightenment, not during medieval times as is commonly assumed.226 Several prominent Enlightenment figures supported the burning of witches. Thomas Hobbes (1599–1679), for instance, in his Leviathan (1651), defended executing witches, and the Frenchman Jean Bodin (ca. 1520–1596) “advocated burning witches in the slowest possible fires” and actually served as a judge at witch trials,227 sending 3,000 alleged witches and sorcerers to the stake!228

The causes of the witch-hunting frenzy were many, and included various forms of social, political, and economic turmoil. The trauma of the Protestant Reformation was one such factor; among others were plagues and famine. Calamities like these heightened people’s belief in the power of evil.229 Martin Luther (1480–1546) was a firm believer in the diabolic power of witches, and his writings spurred witch hunts throughout Germany. In 1538 he strongly endorsed the prosecution of witches, saying, “There is no compassion to be had for these women; I would burn all of them myself.”230
Despite the clamor for witch hunts, Pope Urban VIII (r. 1623–1644) recommended “prudence in pursuit” of those who practiced the black arts, but his advice was not always followed.231 Witch hunts seemed to occur only in certain areas of Europe, and one historian has estimated that three-fourths of Europe never witnessed a witch trial.232 In Germany, the center of the witch-hunting frenzy, witch hunts were more common in the Protestant regions than the Catholic ones. Most witch trials occurred within the Holy Roman Empire, although Scotland and England (including its New World colonies, most famously Massachusetts Bay) saw the killing of 2,000 alleged witches.233 Interestingly, the Catholic areas of Portugal, Spain, Italy, Eastern Europe, and the New World were virtually free of witch trials.
Although the anti-Catholic historical myth alleges that most witch hunts and burnings were the responsibility of the Inquisition, the historical record proves that secular courts, especially in Spain, were more concerned with witchcraft. Consistently throughout its history, the Spanish Inquisition was skeptical of the reality of witchcraft, and did not assert exclusive jurisdiction in such cases, and prosecuted very few of them.234 The first case of witchcraft taken up by the Spanish Inquisition occurred in 1498, twenty years after its establishment! Even at their height, witch trials occupied less than 4 percent of the cases before the Spanish Inquisition.235 When alleged witches and sorcerers were brought before the tribunal, Spanish inquisitors focused their efforts on preaching and catechesis rather than physical punishment or confiscation of property.236
The Spanish Inquisition was far from guilty of any “pagan Holocaust,” indeed; there are examples of inquisitors saving people from being burned as witches by the secular authorities. One such case occurred in 1529 in Barcelona, where local officials accused seven women of witchcraft. Unfortunately, the local inquisitor favored prosecuting them, but when word reached the Suprema (the ruling council of the Spanish Inquisition), experienced inquisitor Francisco Vaca was sent to investigate. Upon completion of his inquiry, Vaca fired the local inquisitor, dismissed all charges against the remaining two women (sadly, the other five were killed by the secular officials), and ordered their immediate release and the return of their property.237 Vaca’s behavior was not uncommon among Spanish inquisitors, as illustrated by the fact that from 1540 to 1640 (the height of the witch craze) the Inquisition remanded only twelve people to the state for witchcraft and sorcery. 
Historians have found it difficult to assess the total number of men and women executed by secular authorities for alleged sorcery and witchcraft, but most agree to a figure of around 50,000.238 One explanation for the large number is that authorities believed witchcraft was not a solitary activity, similar to heresy, but was conducted in groups.239 In most areas, the majority of alleged witches were women, usually older ones who were disliked or aggressive, made inappropriate public comments about sexual matters, or were unmarried or widowed.240 In France, however, it was mostly men who were accused of witchcraft.241
The Real Story
The height of the witch-hunting frenzy occurred during the so-called Age of Reason, or Enlightenment. And it was primarily anti-Catholic and antireligious writers and civic officials who fanned the flames of witch hunting both in Europe and in the New World. Medieval inquisitors prosecuted cases of witchcraft only if heresy was also alleged. As for the Spanish Inquisition, “in practice all testimony to [the crime of witchcraft] was rejected as delusion, so that Spain was saved from the ravages of popular witch hysteria and witch burnings at a time when they were prevalent all over Europe.”242
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SECTION V
Renaissance and Reformation
Three things are sold in Rome: Christ, the priesthood, and women. Three things are hateful to Rome: a general council, the reformation of the Church, and the opening of German eyes. Three ills I pray for Rome: pestilence, famine, and war. This be my trinity.
Ulrich von Hutton243
One of the major kinds of anti-Catholic historical myth arising after the Middle Ages centers on the belief that the Church has long been opposed to science and that it persecuted those who tried to investigate the truth about the material world. This belief stems in part from the false notion that the Church is a monolithic organization bent on thought-control policies that only a humanist “renaissance” was able to check. The historical record, though, illustrates how the Church was a great patron of the arts and sciences throughout the centuries. Indeed, many scientific fields were inaugurated or advanced by the Church’s clergy! 
The historical foundation for Protestantism is rooted in the notion that by the sixteenth century the Catholic Church was so corrupted that only something radical like the Reformation could save the true Christian faith. The Church was in need of reform by the time of Luther and Calvin, and there were many members of the Church who recognized that and advocated for changes, but what Luther, Calvin, et al. wrought was not reform but revolution. They desired to change the Faith to match their image of it. The Protestant Reformation resulted in a disagreement not only with the Church but among the Reformers and gave birth to a century of bloodshed in Europe and disunity among Christians lasting to the present age.
243 Quoted in Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (New York: New American Library, 1950), 101. 
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“The Renaissance witnessed a revival of classical arts and culture, which the medieval Church had long suppressed.” 
The Italian artist Giotto (1266–1337) started a revolution. He wanted the viewer of his paintings to feel the human drama of his characters, but he realized that the flat style of painting borrowed from the Byzantines and in vogue at the time in Italy was inadequate to accomplishing that goal. So he developed a new technique for rendering depth that allowed for unprecedented realism. His frescoes in Padua’s Arena Chapel are among the most evocative in the history of art. Giotto was “one of the greatest masters of painted drama that has ever lived” and his “style was one of those feats of inspired originality that have occurred only two or three times in the history of art.”244 His techniques would be used in magnificent ways throughout the Renaissance. One might even think that Giotto was one of the great artists of the Renaissance, but for his having lived a century before it began. His work disproves the myth that the Church suppressed art and learning until they finally broke free during the Renaissance.
Indeed, the claim that the Church suppressed arts and culture until the Renaissance is one of the most ridiculous of all myths about the Church, and it would be laughable were it not accepted by leading scholars. Daniel J. Boorstin (1914–2004), for instance, was a professor at the University of Chicago, the Librarian of Congress, and a senior historian at the Smithsonian Institution. Yet despite his impressive credentials, he included in his book The Discoverers (1983) a chapter titled “The Prison of Christian Dogma” in which he opined that the Catholic Church “built a grand barrier against the progress of knowledge” that resulted in “a Europe-wide phenomenon of scholarly amnesia” that lasted until the Renaissance.245 Similarly, the esteemed Irish historian J.B. Bury asserted that the adoption of the Christian faith by the Roman Empire “inaugurated a millennium in which reason was enchained, thought was enslaved, and knowledge made no progress.”246 These and other scholars postulated that learning and culture were liberated from the Church’s shackles, and Greek and Roman culture were rediscovered, beginning in the fifteenth century, especially in the Italian city-states.247

In truth, however, the Renaissance was in many ways the “fulfillment of the Middle Ages rather than a radical break from them.”248 There were many innovations and achievements in the areas of art, architecture, and scholarship during medieval times that laid the foundations for the Renaissance. Indeed, the Italian Renaissance that we think of as “the” renaissance was not the first; the Carolingian Renaissance preceded it by centuries. Charlemagne wanted to unite his large empire by means of a common culture centered on education. To that end, he asked the English monk Alcuin of York (735–804) to create a standardized academic curriculum. Alcuin, who was influenced by the writings of St. Bede (672–735), obliged by creating the trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music). Charlemagne created palace schools throughout the empire, where boys and girls alike studied Alcuin’s curriculum. Charlemagne also patronized Benedictine monasteries where the monks preserved classical Greek and Roman culture by copying ancient manuscripts that would then survive to be read during the later Italian Renaissance.
The monks of Charlemagne’s empire were responsible for another, extremely important innovation in education. At the time, written scripts and fonts differed widely in various parts of Christendom, making it difficult for texts written in one region to be read and understood in another. In addition, there were no such things as lowercase letters, punctuation marks, or blank spaces between words.249 To standardize writing and make it more readable, the monks developed a standard script or font known as Carolingian minuscule, which was clear and uniform with rounded shapes, had clear capital and lowercase letters, punctuation marks, and had spaces between the words. Carolingian miniscule became the standard font for manuscripts in Christendom for nearly 400 years, and was even used outside the confines of Charlemagne’s empire. This script not only benefited education during the medieval period, it was “crucial to building the literacy of Western civilization.”250

After Charlemagne’s death and the dissolution of his empire, the Church continued to support education by calling for the establishment of schools; for instance, Theodulf, the bishop of Orleans and abbot of Fleury, instructed his priests to educate village children for free.251 Support for education and the establishment of schools culminated in the creation of the universities (the word “university” is a condensed version of the Latin universitas magisterium et scholarium or “a community of teachers and scholars”).252 The first university was founded at Bologna at the end of the eleventh century. The University of Paris was erected in 1150, Oxford in 1167, and Cambridge in 1209. In total, eighty-one universities were founded before the mid-sixteenth century. The high valuation that the medieval Church placed on universities is best illustrated by their description by Pope Innocent IV (r. 1243–1254) as “rivers of science which water and make fertile the soil of the universal Church.”253 Clearly, then, the Church was the friend and not the enemy of knowledge in the medieval period.
The Renaissance is most associated with great works of art, especially in painting and sculpture. But they never would have been possible but for the Catholic Church, which not only commissioned these works and provided their subject matter but also defended the creation of art.254 In the Eastern Roman Empire during the eighth century, under the emperor Leo III, a heresy erupted known as iconoclasm (“image breaking”). Leo believed that icons were a form of idolatry, so he ordered their destruction. But he was vehemently condemned for doing so by Pope St. Gregory II (r. 715–732), who wrote a letter to the emperor saying that “Christ has made the blind to see: you have made the seeing blind.”255 The matter was eventually resolved at the Second Council of Nicaea in 787, which proclaimed the permissibility of images of God, Mary, and the saints. Absent the declarations of the pope and the council, and the writings of St. John Damascene (676–749, known as the “Doctor of Christian Art”), sacred art might have been eradicated and the Italian Renaissance might never have taken place. 
The Real Story
The myth that the Church suppressed culture and learning in the Middle Ages, and that they were finally freed in the Italian Renaissance, is easily refuted. The Church sponsored artists, developed new methods and styles of architecture, supported the spread of education—including a standardized curriculum, under Charlemagne—and created the university. Moreover, the Church defended art from the eighth-century heresy of iconoclasm, which threatened the very notion of sacred art and might have stifled its development for centuries. And it is worth noting that the great artists of the Italian Renaissance not only enjoyed the generous patronage of the Church but, as the art historian Kenneth Clark has pointed out, “were all sincere, conforming Christians.” For instance, “Gurercino spent much of his mornings in prayer; Bernini frequently went into retreats and practiced the spiritual exercises of St. Ignatius; Rubens attended Mass every morning before beginning work.”256

The Italian Renaissance did not begin in a vacuum; it was built on the foundations laid by the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages.
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“The Church forcibly castrated boys to preserve their high voices for singing in church choirs.” 
“Pope Urged to Apologize for Vatican Castrations,” screamed the headline in The Guardian in the summer of 2001. The article referenced a new book by Hubert Ortkemper titled Angels Against their Will, which purported to tell the story of how the Church, for centuries, encouraged the castration of young Italian boys to prevent their voices from changing during puberty, so that they could sing unnaturally high notes in church choirs. The procedure gave them “a larynx the size of a child’s combined with the lung volume of an adult male [and] produced a strong, radiating chest-voice excelling that of a natural female or male voice.”257 The myth is also found on the anti-Christian website Christianity Revealed under the title “Official Church Policy.”258

The sad reality is that the castrati, as they were known, did exist, but it was not the Church which facilitated the abhorrent practice. In the mid-sixteenth century the duke of Ferrara hired a castrato to sing in his chapel choir. The hauntingly melodious sound of a male singer with a soprano, mezzo-soprano, or alto voice moved audiences to such emotion that it launched a cultural trend that soon spread throughout Europe. Castrati sang in the court chapel in Munich in 1574, and by 1599 they were singing in the Sistine Chapel. The movement lasted until the late eighteenth century, when society turned against the unnatural spectacle of a man singing like a woman. The height of popularity for the castrati coincided with the decrease in Church power and influence resulting from the Protestant Reformation and the secularizing Enlightenment. By the eighteenth century, castrati were widely employed by European opera companies, whose numbers were rapidly increasing. Women were not yet permitted to sing not only in church choirs but on the stage, so castrati were hired to sing the high parts in operas. Their breathtaking performances were known to make audiences shout Eviva il coltello! (“Long live the knife!”).259 Castrati were also sought after for concerts in the palaces and homes of Europe’s nobility and elites. Famous composers such as Handel even wrote pieces expressly for castrati. As a result, many castrati became international sensations like modern-day rock stars, performing in packed venues before kings, emperors, and popes. Some famous castrati took stage names—Carlo Broschi (1705–1782), for instance, was known as Farinelli.260 The most successful among them accumulated great wealth over their careers. 
The prospect of wealth motivated many families, especially those from the lower classes, to make castrati of their sons.261 The well-known castrato Caffarelli (1710–1783) was nine years old when his father took him to Norcia in Umbria for the procedure. By the eighteenth century, nearly 4,000 boys a year were castrated to meet the demand.262 If they survived the procedure—not a given—castrati spent a minimum of eight years in music and voice training before they could launch a singing career. Unfortunately, most of them did not become rich and famous, and many suffered severe physical and emotional damage. 
The Real Story
It was secular society, not the Church, and the prospect of financial success that was behind the castrati phenomenon. Almost forty years after castrati debuted in the Duke of Ferrara’s choir, Pope Sixtus V (r. 1585–1590) approved the recruitment of the angelic singers for the choir of St. Peter’s Basilica. Canon law forbade castration, so the Church, contrary to modern-day allegations, did not approve of the ghastly procedure. Indeed, the penalty for performing castrations was excommunication, which prompted most “surgeons” to operate in strict secrecy.263 It is true, however, that many church choirs benefited from the castrati’s otherworldly voices. Since many of them did not finish music school or find gainful employment, the Church established charitable organizations to care for them.264 Toward the end of the nineteenth century, especially after the prohibition was lifted on women singing on stage and in choirs, the castrati phenomenon came to be seen as grotesque and barbaric. After unification of Italy in the late nineteenth century, the new government banned castrations. In 1878, Pope Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) prohibited the hiring of new castrati for church choirs, and by the turn of the century there were only sixteen castrati performing in the Sistine Chapel or other church choirs throughout Europe. Finally, in 1903, Pope St. Pius X (r. 1903–1914) banned adult male sopranos from the Sistine Chapel choir. The last of the castrati was Alessandro Moreschi, who began his singing career at the age of thirteen. He was a member of the Sistine Chapel choir for thirty years, retiring in 1912. 
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“The Church is opposed to science, and persecuted Galileo for teaching that the earth revolves around the sun.” 
By the pontificate of Gregory XIII (r. 1572–1585), scientists and mathematicians knew there was a problem with the Julian calendar. Having been adopted in 46 B.C., it proved to be out of synch with the seasons, and its calculations were so incorrect that three extra days had to be added to every 400th year. Pope Gregory XIII created a commission that included the esteemed Jesuit mathematician Christopher Clavius (1538–1612) to study the problem and propose a solution. Clavius and his colleagues came up with a calendar that reduced the need for extra days to only one day every 4,000 years. Known as the Gregorian calendar, for Pope Gregory, it was adopted in 1582 except by some Protestant nations because of its Catholic origins. Eventually it would be accepted almost universally around the world, and it stands as one of the many shining scientific achievements by members of the Church.
The myth that the Church is opposed to science originated with the anti-Catholic and anti-religion writers of the Enlightenment. It holds that great advances in science were made possible only after the power and influence of the Catholic Church was diminished as a result of the Protestant Reformation. The truth is that most of the dramatic scientific advances in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were made by faithful Christian scholars, based in Christian universities, who stood on the shoulders of Catholic scholars and scientists of preceding centuries.265

The list of Catholic scientists whose contributions were made during the so-called Age of Discovery is extensive, and includes: 
• Robert Grosseteste (1168–1253), an English bishop, who made contributions to optics, physics and astronomy; discovered that rainbows refract light; and contributed to the scientific method by writing down a set of steps for how to perform an experiment266

• St. Albert the Great (1206–1280), a Dominican university professor and botanist who made advances in geography, astronomy, and chemistry 
• Roger Bacon (1214–1294), a Franciscan, who contributed to the knowledge of mathematics, astronomy, the physiology of eyesight, and optics, and concocted a recipe for gunpowder 
• Nicole D’Oresme (1325–1382), bishop of Lisieux, who proved that the earth turns on its axis
Moreover, Catholic clergy pioneered many fields of science. The fathers of geology (Nicolaus Steno, 1638–1686), Egyptology (Athanasius Kircher, 1602–1680), and modern atomic theory (Roger Boscovich, 1711–1787) were Catholic priests; and the father of genetics, Gregor Mendel (1822–1884) was an Augustinian friar. Members of the Society of Jesus, which was founded in the sixteenth century and placed great emphasis on education, spearheaded many scientific advances; no fewer than thirty-five craters on the moon are named for Jesuits who contributed to scientific advancement.267 Charles Bossut, one of the first historians of mathematics, compiled a list of the 303 most important mathematicians from 900 B.C. to A.D. 1800 (nearly a 3,000-year span) and included sixteen Jesuits (or nearly 5 percent of the total), all the more astounding given that the Society of Jesus existed for only two of the centuries reviewed.268 In all, the vast majority of scientists who made great advancements in their fields were men of Christian faith.269

The myth of an anti-science Catholic Church centers on the figure of Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), about whom many falsehoods are believed. For instance, it is frequently asserted that he invented the telescope. He did not. That distinction, most historians agree, belongs to a German-Dutch eyeglasses maker, Hans Lippershey (1570–1619).270 Of course, the most widely accepted false narrative about Galileo is his supposedly having “groaned away his days in the dungeons of the Inquisition, because he had demonstrated by irrefutable proofs the motion of the earth,” in the words of Voltaire.271 In fact, the Galileo affair is one of the most misunderstood and mischaracterized episodes in Church history, the truth of which centers on the arrogance and duplicity of Galileo himself, who, “though not plagued with a martyr complex, considered himself a martyr without seeing that he was largely responsible for bringing martyrdom upon himself.”272
The story of Galileo’s struggle with the Church begins not with him but with the Polish scientist Nicholas Copernicus (1473–1543). In 1530, Copernicus put forth his theory that the earth revolves around the sun (heliocentrism), which was well received by Pope Clement VII (r. 1523–1534) when news of it reached Rome. In 1533, the pope invited the German astronomer Johann Widmanstadt to give a public lecture on the theory in the Vatican gardens.273 Several years later, Copernicus published his theory in his Six Books on the Revolutions of the Celestial Orbits, which he dedicated to Pope Paul III (r. 1534–1549). Interestingly, the book’s publisher was a Lutheran theologian (Andreas Osiander), who did not sign his preface for it because Martin Luther was vehemently opposed to the heliocentric theory. Copernicus was careful to treat heliocentrism as only a theory, not proven fact; and although it did find supporters, most scientists did not accept it. Galileo, however, would come to embrace it and advocate it zealously, eliciting sharp criticism from his fellow scientists. 
Galileo had many friends within the Church early in his career, when he published the findings from his astronomical observations with the telescope. After the publication of his book The Starry Messenger in 1611 he was invited to Rome, where he was well treated by cardinals, bishops, and Jesuit scientists. But although his observations “certainly demolished geocentrism as part of Aristotelian cosmology and physics,” they did not provide “physical proof” of heliocentrism as he claimed they did.274 (Indeed, incontrovertible proof of the Copernican theory was not achieved until 1838 by Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel, who made the first successful measurement of stellar parallax.)275 So although many high-ranking officials in the Church were initially supportive of Galileo’s work, others were critical because they believed the Copernican theory contradicted Scripture, which in various passages seems to indicate that the sun revolves around the earth.276

To win official Church support for the theory, in 1615 Galileo traveled to Rome, where he met with Cardinal Orsini, who later discussed the matter with Pope Paul V (r. 1605–1621). The pope referred the matter to the Roman Inquisition, which met to discuss the Copernican theory in February 1616, although Galileo’s own writings were not yet under review. The Inquisition “considered [the motion of the earth] to not be directly contrary to Scripture, but opposed to a doctrine which pertained to the faith according to the common consensus of learned theologians.”277 Cardinal Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) informed Galileo that the Inquisition prohibited the public teaching and defense of the Copernican theory, but allowed that it could be investigated privately. Afterward, Galileo met with Paul V, who assured the scientist he was not in trouble. 
Galileo next traveled to Rome in 1624, to meet with Pope Urban VIII, who was a supporter of his work. The pope gave Galileo several gold and silver medals, a painting, and a papal brief addressed to the rulers of the Tuscan republic recommending further patronage of Galileo.278 Urban believed that the Copernican theory needed more discussion and scientific observation, and should not be treated as proven fact or used to answer theological questions. Despite the favor of numerous popes, cardinals, and bishops, and the assurances he could privately investigate heliocentrism, Galileo continued to insist that the Church endorse the Copernican theory even though Galileo could not definitively prove it. 
The “Galileo affair” began in earnest when, in 1629, he violated the Inquisition’s ruling of 1616 by publishing the Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems, wherein he argued vigorously for the truth of heliocentrism. The book is structured on four days of debate among three philosophers: one who supports geocentrism, one who supports heliocentrism, and one who is a neutral referee and commentator. Galileo named the philosopher who supports geocentrism Simplicio, meaning “simpleton,” and put in his mouth the arguments favored by Pope Urban. Although Galileo’s intention was to prove the truth of the Copernican theory, the only thing his book accomplished was to show “that it is not impossible for the earth to move”—and, of course, to offend the pope.279

Because he violated the injunction against publicly teaching or defending the Copernican theory, Galileo was summoned to appear before the Roman Inquisition in 1632. Contrary to standard practice, he was not required to stay in an ecclesiastical jail, but rather luxuriated in a five-room suite at the Tuscan embassy, where he was given a personal servant. Though he was by then seventy years old, the Inquisition questioned him about his violation of its 1616 ruling by publishing the Dialogue. Galileo admitted he went too far in the book, and offered to publish an addition to it arguing against the Copernican theory.280 The Inquisition deliberated and eventually ruled in June 1633 that Galileo’s writings were “vehemently suspect of heresy.” The Dialogue was placed on the Roman Index of Prohibited Books, and Galileo was required to publicly recant his teaching, which he did.281 As part of his penance, he was sentenced to three years of imprisonment, which was immediately commuted. He lived in limited house arrest, with freedom of movement. Also, he was required to recite the seven penitential psalms once a week for three years, but his petition that his daughter, a Carmelite nun, be allowed to say them for him was granted. Galileo was never tortured during the course of his trial, nor was he even shown the instruments of torture. He continued to make scientific observations for the rest of his life and died in 1642, the year of Isaac Newton’s birth.
The Real Story
Contrary to the modern myth, science and faith are not incompatible. Faith is concerned with the truths of divine revelation, which are metaphysical (i.e., beyond physics), whereas science is concerned with observations of the material world. The Church teaches that because they are aspects of one truth, they cannot contradict each other, and that therefore faith and reason are not incompatible In fact, the Church teaching that reason is a gift of God, and that nature is orderly and intelligible, is what made possible the explosion of scientific discovery and knowledge in Christian Europe. Other religions do not teach that God’s creation is orderly, and that he enables humanity to understand its laws by means of reason and observation. 
Galileo forced the Church’s hand by demanding acceptance of the scientific theory of heliocentrism. He was never tortured or imprisoned by the Inquisition. To set the record straight, Pope St. John Paul II established a commission to study the Galileo affair. In 1992, the commission issued a report stating that “it is in that historical and cultural framework [i.e., in the aftermath of the Reformation when the Church was under severe attack], far removed from our own times, that Galileo’s judges, incapable of dissociating faith from an age-old cosmology, believed, quite wrongly, that the adoption of the Copernican revolution, in fact not yet definitively proven, was such as to undermine Catholic tradition, and that it was their duty to forbid its being taught. This subjective error of judgment, so clear to us today, led them to a disciplinary measure from which Galileo ‘had much to suffer.’”282

Ultimately, the lesson to be learned from the Galileo affair centers on respecting the different yet complementary areas of faith and science:
The lesson of [Galileo’s] conflict with the Church is not that faith and science are essentially opposed. The lesson lies rather in its dramatic verification of what disaster can come to science or faith when either of these is extended beyond its proper boundaries and enters the domain of the other.283
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“The Church sold indulgences and ecclesiastical offices. These abuses led to the Protestant Reformation.” 
The standard narrative about the Protestant Reformation includes the assertion that the corrupt Catholic Church sold indulgences and practiced simony (the buying and selling of ecclesiastical offices). These abuses, goes the narrative, prompted Martin Luther in righteous zeal to promulgate his Ninety-Five Theses and launch the reform of the Church, which the pope and Catholic bishops rejected, thus leading to the cleaving of Christendom.
As a general principle, it is best to view historical events through the eyes of the people who lived through them rather than backward from our present-day perspective. One must also recall the distinction between official Catholic teachings and how those teachings may be misapplied by the Church’s sinful (yet redeemed) members. Abuses of Church teachings do not invalidate the teachings themselves. 
By the eleventh century, it was widely acknowledged that the Church was in need of serious reform. The papacy had long suffered from interference by secular rulers, which at times resulted in a less than ideal candidate on the Chair of Peter. The discipline of celibacy was often flouted, and simony was prevalent as well. Reforms were initiated by a series of eleventh-century popes who had been holy monks, including Pope St. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054), Pope St. Gregory VII (r. 1073–1085) and Bl. Urban II (r. 1088–1099). These men set out to free the Church from the interference of secular rulers, to end the abuse of simony, and to enforce clerical celibacy. Another focus was papal finances, which were highly unstable, since the bulk of revenue came from the Papal States, which secular rulers could (and sometimes did) invade and occupy. To provide an independent revenue stream, the reforming popes instituted fees for various papal honors, privileges, and exemptions. Monasteries and churches under papal protection paid a census tax, and papal fiefs paid taxes as well.284 Unfortunately, these fees and taxes would eventually lead to the kinds of abuses they were intended to eradicate.
The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were difficult times for the Church.285 The papacy was in the hands of the so-called Renaissance popes, who viewed themselves more as secular princes than as shepherds of the universal Church. There was no doubt that the Church was, once again, in need of serious reform, to combat the abuses of simony, nepotism, absenteeism (when a bishop does not live in his diocese), pluralism (one man as bishop of multiple dioceses), and violations of celibacy. Various attempts were made to root out these abuses, which were a particular concern of the Fifth Lateran Ecumenical Council, convened in 1512 by Pope Julius II (r. 1503–1513). However, the centuries of heavy papal taxes and fees had taken their toll, especially in German territories, where rising nationalism, animosity toward Rome, and a decentralized political structure created the conditions for the cleaving of Christendom in the Protestant Reformation.286

The doctrine of indulgences was the theological flash point for the eruption of Martin Luther into public consciousness. Indulgences are often misleadingly described as granting to faithful Catholics “the remission of sins.” More accurately, indulgences are “the remission before God of the temporal punishment due to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven.” Catholics can receive an indulgence when “duly disposed” and “under certain prescribed conditions through the actions of the Church.” The Church is able to grant indulgences because it is “the minister of redemption” and, with the authority given it by Christ, it “dispenses and applies . . . the treasury of the satisfactions of Christ and the saints” to the faithful (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1471). Sin is a freely willed offense against God and neighbor. God forgives the guilt of sin through the sacrament of penance. But justice demands reparation—that is, temporal punishment—for the harm caused by sin. By virtue of the authority given to it by Christ, then, the Church may assign penitential acts that will lessen (indulge) or completely erase the temporal punishment for sins.
The granting of indulgences was not new at the time of Luther; it can be traced to the early Church during the Roman persecutions. At that time, absolution for confessed sins was not given until the completion of the penance. The penances assigned were often difficult and lengthy, so penitents began asking those Christians who were imprisoned for the Faith to offer up their sufferings in atonement for the penitent’s sins. Eventually, the Church recognized the validity of these vicarious acts of atonement and granted absolution to the penitents on whose behalf they were made. During the eighth to tenth centuries, bishops allowed penances assigned in the sacrament of confession, which were often severe, to be substituted for other penitential works, such as visiting a certain church or saint’s shrine, which would usually be accounted as substitution for a number of days of penance. In the eleventh century, popes granted indulgences for fighting in defense of the Faith. Leo IX, for instance, gave an indulgence to German warriors fighting in the papal army against the invading Normans; and Alexander II (r. 1061–1073) granted an indulgence to warriors who fought the Muslims in the Reconquista of Spain. 
It was Gregory VII who developed the theological basis for the granting of indulgences to warriors. He postulated that there were two purposes for fighting in wars: secular and penitential. Secular purposes included revenge and the acquisition of territory. Penitential purposes included the defense of territory, the restoration of property, and the protection of the weak. Gregory asserted that warriors could receive indulgences if their motivations for fighting were truly selfless and informed by their faith. Pope Bl. Urban II, who called the First Crusade in 1095, solidified the theological basis of granting indulgences to warriors. Urban wrote that “whoever for devotion alone, not to gain honor or money, goes to Jerusalem to liberate the Church of God can substitute this journey for all penance.”287 Later, Pope Boniface VIII (r. 1294–1303) offered a plenary indulgence to all pilgrims who, being truly contrite and having confessed their sins, visited the basilicas of Sts. Peter and Paul in Rome during the Great Jubilee of 1300.
Although Church teaching on indulgences was theologically well-justified, it did not prevent abuses of the practice. Hence, in 747 the local council of Clovesho in England found it necessary to condemn the practice of mercenaries performing someone else’s penances for a fee. Likewise, Pope Boniface IX (r. 1389–1404) and Cardinal Nicholas of Cusa (1401–1464), the apostolic legate in Germany, condemned preachers who claimed they had the authority to forgive sins for money. Yet another potential abuse was the granting of indulgences for contributing to the cost of building a public utility (such as a bridge or church). Although this practice predated the sixteenth century, it was the rebuilding of St. Peter’s basilica in Rome under Pope Leo X that raised Luther’s ire.288 The potential for abuse was rife, as bishops were allowed to keep a percentage of all alms collected in their dioceses for such purposes The situation gave rise to itinerant indulgence preachers, many of them Dominicans, who would enter a diocese, preach sermons on various topics, and then exhort the faithful to go to confession and request an indulgence for the giving of alms. Some of these preachers undoubtedly crossed the line and preyed on the ignorance of the faithful in order to get more money. 
A Dominican named Johann Tetzel was one such preacher, and his activities in Luther’s home diocese spurred the monk-professor to write his Ninety-Five Theses. Tetzel gave the impression in his preaching that indulgences for almsgiving could free a soul from purgatory, which was not Church teaching. Although he probably never uttered the words attributed to him, “As soon as the coin in the box clinks, the soul out of purgatory’s fire springs,” they accurately convey the general theme of his preaching.289 In any case, Luther was not condemned for questioning the granting of indulgences for contributions to the rebuilding of St. Peter’s; he was condemned because he called into question the authority of the pope to even grant any indulgence at all. Luther’s questioning of the pope’s authority is what triggered his eventual condemnation and excommunication. 
The Real Story
The Church is always in need of reform. Throughout its history, there have been abuses of one kind or another, such as simony. Although there was nothing wrong in principle with the granting of indulgences for the giving of alms, some less than scrupulous preachers misled the faithful into thinking they were receiving a “get out of Purgatory” card for themselves or a loved one. But Martin Luther was not condemned for (among other reasons) criticizing unscrupulous indulgence preachers; he was condemned because he denied the authority of the pope to grant indulgences at all, which was heresy.

284 See Duffy, Saints and Sinners, 134.
285 These centuries witnessed the Avignon Papacy and the Great Western Schism.
286 Although it is common to use the term Germany for this area of Europe, there was no such entity at the time. “Germany” was actually a collection of several hundred territories and cities loosely united under the rule of the Holy Roman Emperor. A united German nation did not exist until the nineteenth century.
287 Quoted in Tyerman, God’s War, 67.
288 It was actually Pope Julius II who, in 1510, first granted a plenary indulgence for contributing to the rebuilding of St. Peter’s. Leo merely continued the practice until construction was completed.
289 The phrase has a rhythmic quality to it in the original German: Sobald das Geld in Kasten klingt, Die Seele aus dem Fegefeuer springt. See Fife, The Revolt of Martin Luther, 255.
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“Corruption in the Church was so bad that only something radical like the Reformation could fix it.” 
One of the myths about the Reformation is that the Catholic Church (especially the papacy) was so corrupt, and had strayed so far from the beliefs and practices of the early Church, that it had to be entirely replaced. Martin Luther (1480–1546), an Augustinian monk obsessed with gaining certitude of his own salvation, led the charge against the corrupt Church and restored the authentic Christian faith—or so goes the false narrative. It is certainly true that the Church of Luther’s time was in need of reform, as it always is to some degree; the question is whether it was so corrupt, as Luther held it to be, that it was beyond reform from within.
The seeds of this sixteenth-century revolution were sown in the fourteenth century, when the Church was riven by two significant events: the Avignon Papacy (1309–1378) and the Great Western Schism (1378–1417). Clement V (r. 1305–1314) moved the papal residence to Avignon under pressure from the French king Philip IV “the Fair.” The popes lived away from Rome for nearly seventy years, and were finally brought back through the efforts of the young mystic St. Catherine of Siena (1347–1380).290 But so long as they lived in Avignon and not in their diocese, the popes were guilty of the ecclesiastical abuse of “absenteeism”; also, they were said to be nothing more than puppets of the French king (a charge not borne out by the historical record), which diminished the loyalty of other rulers and many of the laity. 
Christendom rejoiced when, in 1377, Gregory XI (r. 1370–1378) returned the papacy to Rome, but joy quickly turned to desolation when the very next year the cardinals announced that their election of Gregory’s successor, Urban VI (r. 1378–1389), had been compelled by the Roman mob and was therefore invalid, and then elected a new pope, Clement VII, who raised an army and attacked Urban in Rome. Eventually Clement moved to Avignon, and the Church was riven in what came to be known as the Great Western Schism. Although the Church had suffered through anti-popes in its past, this situation was different, as the various Christian rulers aligned with whichever claimant to the papal throne provided the most temporal advantage to their nation. The situation continued to deteriorate, so that at one point in the early fifteenth century there were three men simultaneously claiming to be pope (although there was always only one who was validly elected). The Great Western Schism only further diminished respect for the papacy, and the office that had been established by Christ to give unity became a chief cause of disunity. 
There were many factors that led to the Reformation, including the rise of nationalism, when temporal rulers asserted more independence from Church influence, and of wealthy families and rulers who were frustrated with the Church’s teachings on usury, and its prohibition of Sunday commerce. The ecclesiastical abuses of nepotism, absenteeism, and pluralism were also significant problems.291 Numerous vernacular authors excoriated the corruption of the clergy, many of whom violated their vows of chastity.292 And secular rulers resented the heavy burden of taxes levied on churches within their domains to support the papal court and Roman curia.
Throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, saints like St. Bridget of Sweden (1303–1373) and Catherine of Siena tried to restore honor and prestige to the papacy, and spiritual masters such as Thomas à Kempis (1379–1471) called upon the clergy to live holy lives. In the sixteenth century, the scholar and witty satirist Erasmus (1466–1536) called for reforms, and Pope Julius II (r. 1503–1513) convened the Fifth Lateran Council specifically to address abuses within the Church. Unfortunately, Julius died soon after the council began, and his successor, Leo X (r. 1513–1521) was more interested in ruling like a secular prince than in implementing the council’s reform decrees. But the conciliar reforms were too little and too late in any case, as Luther began his revolution only seven months after the council ended
Ultimately the Protestant Revolution succeeded because of three factors: the constitution of Germany, the Muslim threat, and the avarice of the nobility. As to the first factor, “Germany” did not exist as a unified nation in the sixteenth century (it was unified in the late nineteenth century), but was instead a loose collection of several hundred independent territories nominally led by the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. Resentment of papal authority and influence was rampant. As to the second factor, the Ottoman Turks rampaged throughout Eastern Europe during the sixteenth century, besieging the city of Vienna in 1529; and throughout the Protestant crisis in Germany, Emperor Charles V had to devote his time and energy to defending his borders from Islam, giving Luther and other Protestant leaders more leeway in promoting their case than they otherwise would have enjoyed.293 Finally, as to the third factor, the nobility ensured the success of the Revolution because their greed for Church property outweighed their desire for Church reform. One result was that in every nation that turned Protestant the first act of the “reformers” was to confiscate Church land and wealth. By the time the Church instituted reforms in the mid-sixteenth-century Council of Trent, the Protestant beneficiaries of those thefts were determined that their countries not return to the Church, lest they have to make restitution of its property. 
The Real Story
There is no doubt that the Church was in need of reform in many areas of its life in the sixteenth century, but the notion that it was so thoroughly corrupt that only a complete revolution could fix it is a Protestant myth aimed at justifying the Reformers’ cleaving of Christendom. The Church attempted to reform itself long before Luther and Calvin, but poor leadership from the papacy prevented the reforms from taking root. True reform comes from within, and seeks to preserve what is good. Revolution is an external action that aims at destroying an institution and creating something wholly new. The leaders of the Protestant movement in the sixteenth century were revolutionaries who sought the complete destruction of the Church—but they failed, because the Lord promised that the gates of hell will never prevail against it.
290 St. Bridget of Sweden, the forerunner to St. Catherine, worked tirelessly to end the Avignon Papacy. Her efforts succeeded in bringing Pope Urban V back to Rome, but he stayed for only three years. After he returned to Avignon, the papacy remained for another eight years. St. Catherine’s efforts resulted in the permanent return of the papacy to Rome.
291 Pluralism was the abuse of one man holding multiple Church offices (e.g., being bishop of multiple dioceses).
292 Such as Dante, Chaucer, and Erasmus.
293 G.K. Chesterton aptly described the effect of the Muslim threat on the success of the Protestant Revolution: “The Reformation has been called many things, both good and bad, and there was certainly much in it both defensible and indefensible. But that is the thing about it which I for one find it hardest to forgive. It was a Christian mutiny during a Muslim invasion.” In G.K. Chesterton, The Resurrection of Rome. As quoted in G.K. Chesterton, Lepanto, ed. Dale Ahlquist (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 85. 
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“Luther and other Reformers were the first to translate Scripture into vernacular languages, which the Church had previously forbidden.”
A main tenet of the false narrative about the origins of Protestantism is that the Catholic Church prevented people from reading the Bible. Enter John Wycliffe, William Tyndale, Martin Luther, and others to translate Scripture into vernacular languages so that the people could be free of Roman tyranny.
From its beginnings, the Church recognized the crucial role of the written portion of divine revelation in fulfilling its mission of evangelization. Once the Church finalized the canon of Scripture in the fourth century, efforts began to make it more accessible to the laity. Perhaps the most famous translation of Scripture is known as the Vulgate. The name comes from the fact that the translation, by St. Jerome (342–420), was from Greek and Hebrew into Latin, the “vulgar” (meaning everyday) language of the time. The Church was not against vernacular translations of the Bible (indeed it actively fostered such translations),294 but was only against bad vernacular translations, which could easily lead to heresy and even violence. The Church also dealt with the issue of “private interpretation” of Scripture during the fourth century, when a pernicious new heresy that denied the divinity of Christ arose in North Africa and quickly attracted millions of adherents. Arianism would plague the Church for centuries, proving extremely difficult to eradicate. One reason it spread so rapidly and endured so long was that, with the Roman Empire at peace, people had the time to debate theological matters. Many used Scripture to justify heretical positions. Jerome lamented this when he wrote, “Builders, carpenters, workers in metal and wood, websters and fullers, makers of anything, cannot become an expert without a teacher; physicians are trained by physicians. The art of the Scripture is the only art which is claimed by all.”295
The danger posed by bad vernacular translations and “private interpretation” of Scripture became especially evident in the fourteenth century, when Wycliffe (1324–1384), a professor at the University of Oxford, wrote a book calling for the confiscation of all Church property, denying the doctrine of transubstantiation, professing belief in the heresy of Donatism, and embracing the false principle of sola scriptura (Scripture alone). Wycliffe also translated the Vulgate into English, which translation was condemned by the Church owing to its numerous errors. Many people, Protestants especially, believe that Wycliffe was the first to translate Scripture into English, but as St. Thomas More correctly noted, “the whole Bible long before Wycliffe’s day was by virtuous and learned men translated into the English tongue, and by good and godly people with devotion and soberness well and reverently read.”296

Martin Luther is most often credited with freeing Scripture from its suppression by Rome by making it accessible to the people. An Augustinian monk, Luther earned a doctorate in theology with an emphasis on Scripture in 1512. He was sent to teach at the University of Wittenberg, and on October 31, 1517, he posted his Ninety-Five Theses on the door of Wittenberg’s Castle Church. His document’s attack on papal authority led to a summons to Rome (which he ignored) and his eventual condemnation by Pope Leo X in the 1520 bull Exsurge Domine. Heresy was an ecclesiastical and civil crime at the time, so in 1521 Emperor Charles V (r. 1519–1558) invited Luther to the Diet of Worms to give him an opportunity to repudiate his condemned works. Luther refused to go, prompting Charles to issue the Edict of Worms in which Luther was “regarded as a convicted heretic.”297

Heresy was a capital crime in the temporal order, so Luther went into hiding in the Wartburg castle for almost a year. It was in his self-imposed exile that Luther began work on a new German translation of Scripture, which was published in its entirety in 1534. Luther was scornful of the Vulgate; For instance, he sneeringly dismissed St. Jerome’s translation of the angel Gabriel’s name for Mary as gratia plena (“full of grace”). “What German would understand that if translated literally?” Luther wrote. “He knows the meaning of a purse full of gold or a keg full of beer, but what is he to make of a girl full of grace? I would prefer to say simply, Liebe Maria (Mary, full of love).”298 Concerning translation of the Old Testament, Luther hoped to “make Moses so German that no one would suspect he was a Jew.”299 Contrary to popular belief, Luther’s German translation was not the first in that language, as there were thirty-six previous translations.300
The Real Story
The Church has always supported the translation of Scripture into the vernacular, because it is charged by Christ to spread the Gospel throughout the world. It has opposed only faulty vernacular translations by heretics who used them to spread their errors.
294 For example, there was a Gothic translation of the Bible in the fourth century. See James Hitchcock, History of the Catholic Church (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012), Kindle ed., loc. 2042.
295 Ad Paulinum, Epistle 53. Quoted in Giuseppe Riccotti, The Age of Martyrs: Christianity from Diocletian (284) to Constantine (337) (Rockford, IL: TAN Books, 1999), 247.
296 Indeed, the seventh-century Whitby monk Caedmon and St. Bede in the eighth century produced English translations of the Bible. Graham, Where We Got the Bible, 104.
297 Bainton, Here I Stand, 147.
298 Ibid., 256.
299 Ibid., 255.
300 Johann Michael Reu, Luther’s German Bible: A Historical Presentation Together with a Collection of Sources (Columbus, OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 1934), 27. 
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“The Reformers were holy men who struggled heroically to free the true Christian faith from the superstitions of Rome.” 
Martin Luther (1480–1546) and John Calvin (1509–1564) are generally regarded as holy and upright men appalled at the impiety, superstition, and corruption in the Catholic Church, and dedicated to returning the Christian faith to its pristine original form. But a closer look at their lives reveals that, in truth, they were arrogant men bent on refashioning the Christian faith to their own liking.
Luther had a very difficult childhood, owing to his over-bearing and sometimes abusive parents. His father wanted Martin to study law, but after a frightening near-death experience Martin decided to enter an Augustinian monastery. His academic brilliance landed him a teaching job at the University of Wittenberg in 1508. Luther favored the ideas of the nominalist William of Ockham (1285–1349), who believed in the separation of faith and reason, and strongly opposed Scholasticism. Luther suffered throughout his life from various physical and spiritual problems. He was desperate for certain knowledge of his own salvation, and came to believe that it is through faith alone that one is saved. He adopted the heresy that Scripture alone is the authoritative source of divine revelation.301 Luther’s image of God, which may have reflected that of his abusive father, was extremely negative and influenced his theology and his conflicts with authority. To Luther, God was not a loving father, as revealed by Christ, but rather was a tyrannical and wrathful judge who delights in tormenting sinners. As he later wrote, this belief drove him to “the very abyss of despair so that I wished I had never been created. Love God? I hated him!”302
Luther posted his Ninety-Five
Theses on the church door in Wittenberg on October 31, 1517. Although many of the theses dealt with ecclesiastical abuses, Luther’s contention that the pope had no authority to grant indulgences was outright heresy, and in 1520 Pope Leo X condemned it and forty other erroneous teachings. Luther’s response in the form of three treatises published late that year laid the foundations for his revolution against the Catholic Church.303 In these treatises he appealed to the German nobility to nationalize the Church in Germany and free it from Roman control.304 He also attacked the sacraments, denying that they are channels of efficacious grace when faith is absent. In the treatise he addressed specifically to Pope Leo, he denied free will; and he later called for the suppression and eradication of the Mass. 
Luther’s revolutionary writings led to outbreaks of violence throughout Germany. By 1525, mobs had destroyed churches, burned sacred art, and profaned the Eucharist. Nobles sympathetic to Luther’s teachings appealed to him for help ending the violence. In response, Luther wrote a pamphlet titled Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of Peasants, in which he called on the nobility to suppress the rebellion with all necessary violence, which they did with ferocious efficiency, killing 130,000 peasants.305 That same year Luther married a former nun whom he helped “escape” from the convent. Several years later Luther’s break with Christian teaching on marriage was made complete when he advised Philip, landgrave of Hesse, that he could enter into a bigamous marriage so long as he kept it secret. When word of it leaked out, Luther advised Philip to deny it, writing, “What harm is there in telling a good bold lie for the sake of making things better and for the good of the Christian Church?”306 Toward the end of his life Luther wrote On the Jews and Their Lies, a treatise in which he put forth an eight-point plan to rid Germany of its Jews. “If we wish to wash our hands of the Jews’ blasphemy and not share in their guilt,” Luther wrote, “we have to part company with them. They must be driven from our country. We must drive them out like mad dogs.”307 In Luther’s last treatise before his death in February 1546, Against the Pontificate at Rome, Founded by the Devil, he called for the torture and murder of the pope and cardinals.308
John Calvin was of a different temperament than Luther. Whereas Luther was bombastic, rude, and vulgar, Calvin was studious, quiet, and refined. Despite their differences, though, Calvin was just as much a revolutionary, and it was he who began the “war against joy” in Geneva.309 Hilaire Belloc pointed out that “it was the French spirit, but the northern French, the less generous, the people that have no vineyards, which produced Jean Calvin.”310 By 1545 Calvin had created a theocracy in Geneva which enforced its own version of Christian morality upon the citizenry. Citizens were sometimes required to confess their sins in front of a civil magistrate, and were subject to biannual visitation by a commission of elders and ministers who investigated whether they attended church services regularly and lived moral lives in accord with Calvin’s creed, and classified them as “pious,” “lukewarm,” or “corrupt” in their faith. The death penalty was prescribed for adultery, blasphemy, idolatry, pregnancy out of wedlock, and striking a parent. It was also against the law in Calvinist Geneva to dance, sing (outside of church services), stage or attend theatrical plays, wear jewelry, or play cards or dice.
Calvin also railed against fellow Protestants when their theology did not agree with his. The most famous case involved Michael Servetus (1511–1553), whose 1531 work Seven Books on Errors About the Trinity landed him in trouble with the Spanish Inquisition. He fled Spain for France, where he began writing letters to Calvin asking his opinion on various points of theology. Servetus disputed Calvin’s answers, as well as many of Calvin’s teachings in his Institutes of the Christian Religion. When a marked-up copy of the Institutes arrived from Servetus, Calvin became incensed and vowed, “If he [Servetus] comes [to Geneva], I will never let him depart alive.311 When in 1553 Servetus did come to Geneva he was spotted by Calvin, arrested, tried for heresy, convicted, and burned. 
The Real Story
Martin Luther and John Calvin were complex men who were anything but the pious reformers of modern myth. They viciously attacked their critics. Luther’s writings spurred an armed rebellion in Germany that had to be forcibly put down by the nobility. Calvin created a theocracy in Geneva that interfered in the private lives of all citizens. Both men rebelled against the Catholic Church and contributed to the fracturing of Christendom, which persists to this day.
301 Contrary to popular belief, Luther did not originate the heresy of sola scriptura, but he did become its most famous advocate.
302 Quoted in Bainton, Here I Stand, 44.
303 The three treatises were An Appeal to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church and On Christian Liberty.
304 There was no unified Germany at the time (unification happened in 1871). “Germany” was a collection of hundreds of principalities, dukedoms, and other administrative regions. 
305 H.W. Crocker III, Triumph: The Power and the Glory of the Catholic Church (Roseville, CA: Prima Publishing, 2011), 248.
306 Warren H. Carroll, The Cleaving of Christendom, A History of Christendom, vol. 4 (Front Royal, VA: Christendom College Press, 2000), 178.
307 Martin Luther, On the Jews and Their Lies, trans. Martin H. Bertram, in Luther’s Works (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), accessed October 8, 2015, http://www.ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/primary-texts-from-the-history-of-the-relationship/273-luther-1543.
308 Luther wrote, “The popes . . . are a set of desperate, thoroughgoing arch-villains, murderers, traitors, liars, and the most utterly debased and depraved beings on earth . . . He [the pope] should be seized, he and his cardinals . . . and their tongues should be torn from their throats and nailed in a row on the gallows tree . . . I would like to curse the pope and his supporters so that thunder and lightning would strike them, hell-fire burn them, the plague, syphilis, epilepsy, scurvy, leprosy, carbuncles and all manner of diseases attack them.” Quoted in Carroll, The Cleaving of Christendom, 189.
309 The phrase is Hilaire Belloc’s, in How the Reformation Happened (1928; repr., Rockford, IL: TAN Books, 1992), 79.
310 Ibid.
311 T.H.L. Parker, John Calvin: A Biography (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 148.
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“After freeing Europe from the clutches of the Catholic Church, the Protestant Reformation inaugurated an era of peace and prosperity.” 
Studying the history of heresy produces one irrefutable finding: heresy breeds violence. Thus, although the Church fought heresy primarily out of concern for the immortal souls of the heretic and his victims, secular authorities fought heresy because it always threatened the peace and stability of society. Every heresy has produced division and bloodshed; the Reformation was no exception. 
Martin Luther may not have been a personally violent man, but he certainly advocated violence. In 1525, his writings against the Church provoked the so-called Peasants Revolt, which swept through Germany, killing, rampaging, and destroying churches and sacred art; even the Eucharist was profaned.312 The Protestant nobles asked Luther to help them by writing against the violent upheaval. Since the nobles were protecting him from prosecution by the Holy Roman Empire, Luther complied with their request and, on May 4, 1525, published Against the Murderous, Thieving Hordes of Peasants. Luther exhorted to German nobles to “smite, slay and stab, remembering that nothing can be more poisonous, hurtful or devilish than a rebel.”313 The nobility obliged by killing more than 100,000 rebels.314 Luther later took responsibility, sort of, for the mass killings, writing “it was I who slew all the peasants in the insurrection, for it was I who commanded them to be slaughtered; their blood is on my head . . . but I throw the responsibility on our Lord God who instructed me to give this order.”315 As mentioned earlier, Luther’s penchant for violence was illustrated in his 1543 treatise On the Jews and Their Lies, in which he advocated their expulsion from Germany;316 And in his last-published work, Against the Pontificate at Rome, Founded by the Devil, in which he raged that the pope and cardinals should be arrested and have their tongues “torn from their throats and nailed in a row to the gallows tree.”317 He also declared his wish “that thunder and lightning would strike them, hellfire burn them, the plague, syphilis, epilepsy, scurvy, leprosy, carbuncles, and all manner of diseases attack them.”318
Violent tendencies in the nascent Protestant movement were not confined to Martin Luther. The Swiss revolutionary Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531), an ex-priest and notorious womanizer who initially embraced Luther’s teachings but later clashed with him on points of scriptural interpretation, died fighting Catholics at the Battle of Kappel in 1531. In 1534, a radical group of Protestants known as Anabaptists, led by Jan Matthys (1500–1534), captured the city of Münster, where they destroyed the city’s churches and plundered its inhabitants. Matthys was killed in battle and was succeeded by John of Leiden, who legalized polygamy, took sixteen wives for himself, and personally beheaded one of his wives, who had asked permission to leave the city.319

The century following Martin Luther’s death was witness to an orgy of blood and violence such as Europe had never seen, and caused by the so-called Reformation. Most of the major European countries were involved in religious conflicts, some of which lasted decades. France suffered through a series of religious wars from 1562 to 1598, as a weak monarchy, supported and defended by the Catholic Church, used the Protestant Revolt as a political weapon in its foreign policy. French kings opposed Protestantism at home primarily because the French people were thoroughly Catholic, but the monarchs supported Protestant rebels in other countries because it weakened their main enemy, Catholic Spain. After the notorious St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Paris in 1572, where a Catholic mob killed hundreds of Huguenots (French Protestants), King Henry III (r. 1574–1589) attempted to make peace with the Protestant nobility. But the king was killed in 1589 by a deranged monk, and was succeeded by Henry of Bourbon, who had renounced his Protestant faith and become Catholic in order to be recognized King Henry IV (r. 1589–1610). Henry promptly issued the Edict of Nantes in 1598, which ended the religious wars in France by granting the minority Huguenots certain privileges, such as liberty of conscience and worship, although only in certain French cities and towns.320
In 1566, Protestant rebels in the Low Countries (modern Netherlands and Belgium) sacked more than 400 churches during four days of bedlam, iconoclasm, profanation of the Eucharist, and torture of Catholic monks and priests. This violent episode was the precursor to an eighty-year war that raged from 1568 to 1648, and in which both Catholic and Protestant forces were guilty of cruelty and barbarism. The end result was the severing of the Low Countries’ seventeen provinces into two separate nations: the seven northern provinces became the Netherlands and embraced Protestantism; the ten southern provinces remained Catholic and became known as Belgium. 
The effects of the Protestant Revolution were felt most devastatingly in the country of its birth: Germany. From the publication in 1530 of the Augsburg Confession (the primary statement of the Lutheran faith) to Luther’s death in 1546, Emperor Charles V was busy fighting the French in Italy and the Ottoman Turks, who were making incursions on the southern imperial borders. These foreign conflicts prevented Charles from stemming the Protestant revolt in Germany, but that changed in 1546 when he went to war against the Protestant Schmalkaldic League. In 1547, Charles won a significant victory at the Battle of Mühlburg in 1547, after which he declared, “I came, I saw, God conquered,” a twist on Julius Caesar’s famous line.321

The victory allowed for a brief period of peace, but in 1551 the Protestant leaders in Germany entered into an alliance with the French to restart the war. The unified Protestant army pushed through Germany and into Austria, where they threatened to attack the imperial capital at Innsbruck and forced the postponement of the Council of Trent. After four years of heavy fighting and bloodshed, a peace was reached in 1555 that gave official recognition and equal sovereignty in the empire to Lutheran areas. An attempt was made to solidify the peace with a policy known as cuius regio, eius religio (“whose region, his religion”), which mandated that all the subjects of a particular lord would follow his chosen faith. Enacted as part of the Peace of Augsburg, the policy led to societal disruption and brought no lasting peace, but instead planted the seeds for the more devastating Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). That war was prolonged partly because of the foreign policy of Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642), who as the French secretary of state supported Protestants outside France, especially those who opposed the Catholic Hapsburgs. Alarmed by Emperor Ferdinand II’s success in the war, Richelieu convinced King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden to intervene. The king, one of the most accomplished military commanders of the time, helped turned the tide in favor of the Protestant forces. But his death leading a charge at the Battle of Lützen on November 6, 1632, stalled the Protestant campaign. Eventually, peace was achieved by the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, but not before almost 4.5 million people were killed!322

The Real Story
The effects of the Protestant Revolution were devastating politically and spiritually. Politically, the face of Europe was permanently changed with the creation of new nations that opposed the Church’s influence and authority, lessening its ability to temper the whims of secular rulers. Spiritually, the Revolution’s principle of private judgment and private interpretation of Scripture led ultimately to the worship of self and the rise of nationalism, in which the state is exalted above the Church as the supreme authority in all things, to disastrous effect.323 Many of the modern world’s present evils—such as secular humanism, moral relativism, state control of religion, and the driving of Christian influence from the public square—are consequences of the Protestant Revolution and its radical teachings. It certainly did not result in the peace and prosperity its defenders claim for it.324

312 Not all the rebels were poor peasants, but the majority was; hence the name Peasant’s Revolt.
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“Queen Elizabeth I of England ushered in a new golden age for her people, who greeted the new Church of England enthusiastically.” 
The Tudor family came to the throne of England by means of violence, and it continued to use violence throughout its reign. The family’s hold on the English people began at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485, when Henry Tudor’s army successfully defeated the royal forces of King Richard III (r. 1483–1485), the last of the Plantagenet dynasty, who was killed on the battlefield. Henry ascended the throne as King Henry VII (r. 1485–1509). He consolidated his power by ensuring that his four children who survived infancy were married to foreign royalty, enabling him to establish secure alliances. His first son, Arthur, was married to Catherine of Aragon, the daughter of King Fernando and Queen Isabel of Spain. But Arthur died four months into his marriage, so his brother Henry, the future King Henry VIII (r. 1509–1547), was obliged to marry Catherine himself. It was Henry VIII and his children who would divorce the Church in England from Rome, secure the success of the Protestant Revolution, and ensure for generations the notion that an English patriot had to be anti-Catholic.325

England was not greatly troubled by heresy in the Middle Ages. Although there were some prominent English heretics—such as John Wycliffe (1324–1384), an Oxford professor who wrote against papal authority; and William Tyndale (1494–1536), a priest who became an outspoken Lutheran—the English people remained steadfastly Catholic through the initial stages of the Reformation. The movement away from Rome began when Henry VIII sought an annulment of his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, so that he could marry his mistress Anne Boleyn. Henry entrusted the task of petitioning the pope to Cardinal Wolsey (1473–1530), but when Pope Clement VII (r. 1523–1534) balked at granting Henry’s request Wolsey was sacked.326 After Clement formally denied Henry’s request in 1534, Henry had Parliament pass the Act of Succession and the Act of Supremacy, which together legalized his divorce from Catherine and marriage to Anne; declared Elizabeth, his daughter by Anne, to be his legitimate heir; and declared the king supreme head of the Church of England. Henry proceeded to dissolve the monasteries and confiscate their property, which he used to enrich himself and his friends. The dissolution of the monasteries ensured that the break with Rome would be permanent, as the nobles who were enriched by it opposed reunion for fear having to make restitution of their ill-gotten wealth.327

By Henry’s death in 1547, the Church of England was schismatic, since it denied papal authority, but it had not yet embraced heresy, and the majority of Englishmen were still Catholic at heart. There was, however, a small but very determined group led by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556) who would move the Church of England into formal heresy during the brief reign of Henry’s son by his third wife, Jane Seymour.
Edward Tudor was only nine years old when his father died in 1547. As King Edward VI (r. 1547–1553), he did much to move England from schism into heresy. The Protestantization of England was overseen by Archbishop Cranmer, whose Book of Common Prayer revised the liturgy and changed the ordination rite (known as the Edwardian Ordinal) to remove the sacrificial nature of the priesthood.328 Despite these changes, most Englishmen clung to their Catholic beliefs and traditional religious practices.329 As a result, Edward’s successor, his half-sister Mary Tudor (r. 1553–1558), was able to successfully navigate England to reunion with Rome. The daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, Mary more than likely believed she would never rule England: in the 1534 Act of Succession, Parliament had, at her father’s bidding, declared her illegitimate and unable to take the throne. However, she clung to her Catholic faith, and became an extremely popular ruler. She believed God had arranged her accession for one reason: the restoration of the Catholic faith to England. 
Working with Cardinal Reginald Pole (1500–1558), Mary officially restored the Faith to England through an act of Parliament in 1554. Protestants later dubbed her “Bloody Mary” for her supposedly tyrannical and brutal reign, but the historical record paints the much different picture of a queen beloved by her people and deeply pious.330 Although Protestant revolutionaries bent on her overthrow were arrested, tried as heretics and executed for crimes against the crown, the numbers of those killed were less than 300 and not befitting the slandering name “Bloody Mary.”331

Unfortunately, Mary’s restoration of the Catholic faith did not outlive her death in 1558. Although her legitimate successor in Catholic eyes was Mary Stuart (1542–1587), it would be her half-sister Elizabeth, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, who was recognized as queen by Parliament.332 Elizabeth I’s reign lasted nearly a half-century, and was marked by her government’s open persecution of Catholics. Indeed, Elizabeth ushered in the first state-sponsored persecution of the Catholic Church in Europe since the Roman Empire. And though she has been portrayed as a strong, intelligent woman with excellent judgment, adored by her people, “Good Queen Bess” was in fact a figurehead monarch controlled by men hungry for power and determined to keep the wealth they stole from the Catholic Church. 
The most important of these men was William Cecil (1520–1598), a consummate politician who spent a generation keeping England Protestant and supporting the Protestant Revolution on the continent. As secretary of state under both Edward VI and Elizabeth, he developed an intelligence network that would be the envy of any modern spy agency, which he used to capture underground Catholic priests in England and to benefit Protestant rebels abroad. He fostered the belief in England that to be patriotic meant to be anti-Catholic. Indeed, “no more dedicated, brilliant, indefatigable and deadly enemy of the Catholic Church ever lived than William Cecil.”333 Under Cecil and Elizabeth, Parliament passed laws making it illegal to be Catholic in England. It was a capital crime to say that the pope was the head of the Church in England.334 Any Englishman who helped or harbored a Jesuit, or who converted an Englishman to the Catholic faith, was held to be guilty of treason and put to death; such was the fate of many faithful Catholics in Elizabethan England.335 Far from being a prosperous utopia, England under Elizabeth was, especially for Catholics, “brutal, unscrupulous and disorderly.”336

The Real Story
Most of the history taught in the United States is presented from an English Protestant perspective, which highlights the supposed achievements of “Good Queen Bess” and tarnishes the image of Mary Tudor with the libelous name “Bloody Mary.” But the belief that Queen Elizabeth I was one of the greatest English monarchs, whose subjects were loyal Protestants and who ushered England into a golden age of prosperity is not borne out by the historical record. Hilaire Belloc rightly referred to the Elizabethan myth as a “monstrous scaffolding of poisonous nonsense” that has been “foisted on posterity.”337

In truth, Queen Elizabeth was a figurehead monarch controlled by anti-Catholic men, especially William Cecil, who created a false narrative about Elizabeth that persists to this day. Elizabeth was the most anti-Catholic ruler in Europe since the time of the Roman Empire, putting to death countless men and women whose only crime was adherence to the Catholic faith.
325 Hilaire Belloc believed that the “English Accident” secured the permanent success of the Protestant Revolution, and he argued that without the fall of England Protestantism would have been defeated. See Belloc, How the Reformation Happened, 55.
326 Part of the reason for the pope’s delay was the presence of Charles V’s imperial troops in Rome. Charles was the nephew of Catherine of Aragon. 
327 Belloc argued that the enrichment of the nobility with Church property not only prevented permanent reunion with Rome, but eventually destroyed the monarchy. He wrote, “First, it made reconciliation with Rome in any permanent fashion far more difficult. Secondly, it upset the economic
balance of the country, first making the Crown for a very short time far more powerful, and then, when the new wealth had been dissipated among new adventurers and old landed families, gradually throwing the balance of economic power into the hands of a greatly enriched upper class, which, in a century, destroyed the monarchy” (Belloc, How the Reformation Happened, 74). King Charles I was executed in 1649, little more than a century after the dissolution of the monasteries.
328 The Edwardian Ordinal rendered Anglican orders null and void and broke apostolic succession in England; a fact proclaimed by Pope Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) in Apostolicae Curiae in 1896.
329 See Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 1400–1580 (1992; repr., New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005).
330 Several recent books about Mary seek to recover the authentic story of this great Catholic queen. Among them are Fires of Faith: Catholic England under Mary Tudor by Eamon Duffy, Mary Tudor: Old and New Perspectives, eds. Susan Doran and Thomas F. Freeman, and The First Queen of England: The Myth of “Bloody Mary” by Linda Porter.
331 See Vidmar, The Catholic Church through the Ages, 224–225.
332 Mary Stuart, known commonly as Mary Queen of Scots, was also queen of France for one year while married to Francis II. She was the granddaughter of Margaret Tudor, Henry VIII’s sister. Since the Church never declared Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn valid, Catholics never considered Elizabeth legitimate and able to assume the throne.
333 Carroll, The Cleaving of Christendom, 258.
334 Hughes, A Popular History of the Reformation, 315.
335 Examples of these holy martyrs include St. Edmund Campion (1540–1581), St. Margaret Clitherow (1556–1586), and Bl. William Lampley (d. 1588).
336 Clark, Civilisation, 163.
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SECTION VI
The Modern World
We should not forget that in the long run the pope is a greater enemy of National Socialism than Churchill or Roosevelt. It is incomprehensible that the Catholic clergy should today support so many protests against the elimination of the Jews.
Regime Fascista newspaper, October 1942338

The Enlightenment ushered in an era of skepticism and moral relativism that attacked the fundamental teachings of the Faith. “Enlightened” thinkers recognized the need to lessen and eradicate the Church’s influence in the public sphere in order to spread their nefarious ideals. So, they began a smear campaign to discredit the Church that included twisting the historical record. 
The Church and its leaders, who were recognized during and after the Second World War for their contributions toward peace and charity on both sides of the conflict, were condemned for a supposed lack of inaction at best and collusion with the enemy at worst. Embracing a false notion of freedom, the modern world attacks the Church because it teaches freedom is rooted in responsibility and charity and not in personal desire. Opponents claim the Church seeks to control the minds and actions of the faithful by demanding blind obedience to outdated teachings. Critics fail to realize that the Church is not beholden to earthly powers but serves only her founder, Jesus Christ.
338 Quoted in Gordon Thomas, The Pope’s Jews: The Vatican’s Secret Plan to Save Jews from the Nazis (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2012), 197.
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“In the twentieth century, the Church was the willing tool of fascists.” 
The twentieth century was one of the most difficult for the Catholic Church. It was a period of political transition, intense persecution, and societal changes that greatly influenced the adherence to and practice of the Faith by Catholics worldwide. It was also a century in which anti-Catholic critics have claimed the Church was too passive in the face of evil regimes (the Nazis) or their willing allies (the Nationalist side in the Spanish Civil War).The evil ideologies spawned by the twentieth century appeared disparate on the surface but in fact were fundamentally similar. Fascism, National Socialism and Communism all developed during or shortly after the First World War (1914–1918). Although each espoused different political policies, they agreed that the individual should be subjected to the will of the state, and that the Catholic Church should be suppressed; they also led to death and destruction on an unprecedented scale. The Bolshevik Revolution brought a totalitarian, atheistic, anti-Catholic government to Russia in 1917; the Fascist Party led by Benito Mussolini gained power in Italy in 1922; and the National Socialists under Adolf Hitler took control in Germany in 1933. These three nations also played major roles in the bloody Spanish Civil War. 
By the end of the nineteenth century all vestiges of Spain as a world power had collapsed primarily as a result of the Spanish American War (1898), which saw Spain lose most of its overseas possessions. A deep political and social rift occurred in Spanish society as different factions vied to reform the country, including groups that espoused anti-Catholicism. The early twentieth century saw sporadic but increasing violence against the Church, including the assassination of the archbishop of Saragossa in 1923 and the destruction of churches in Madrid and Seville in 1931. In the elections of that year, the results were unfavorable to the conservative (especially monarchist) parties with which the Church had been compelled to ally itself; as a result King Alfonso XIII (r. 1902–1931), a stabilizing force in a rapidly destabilizing environment, fled to England. His departure created the Second Spanish Republic, which launched an initially nonviolent persecution of the Church.
The situation was so dire that in the summer of 1933 Pope Pius XI (r. 1922–1939) issued an encyclical, Dilectissima Nobis, specifically about the “oppression of the Church in Spain.” Critics both then and now have maintained that the Church brought persecution upon itself by embracing the conservative political parties in Spain—a charge which Pius XI refuted:
Universally known is the fact that the Catholic Church is never bound to one form of government more than to another, provided the divine rights of God and of Christian consciences are safe. She does not find any difficulty in adapting herself to various civil institutions, be they monarchic or republican, aristocratic or democratic.”339

Three years later new elections were held which illustrated the deep divide in Spanish society. Although the conservative Nationalists (composed mostly of Catholics and monarchists) received more votes than the Republicans (also known as the Popular Front, which comprised socialists, Communists, and anarchists), they won fewer seats in the Spanish parliament. Violence erupted in July 1936 when the Nationalist leader Calvo Sotelo was assassinated—the last straw for conservative army officers, who had been alarmed at the state of Spanish society. So on July 18, 1936, a group of officers initiated a military coup, which sparked the beginning of the Spanish Civil War.
General Francisco Franco, who was aware of the coup and supported it, left his posting in the Canary Islands and traveled to Spanish Morocco to mobilize Nationalist troops. Franco was politically conservative and an enemy of the Popular Front but he was not a fascist, although he did accept military assistance from fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. This led to one of the enduring myths about the war: that the Nationalists were a group of elitist army officers and nobles supported by the Church that had much to lose with a Popular Front victory.340 This false narrative greatly impacted American opinion, which was divided along religious lines with Protestants and Jews supporting the Republicans and Catholics supporting the Nationalists. Republican attacks on Catholics were widespread and ferocious. Ultimately, Republican forces killed 6,832 priests and religious, including 284 nuns, during the war. In all, 12 percent of the Spanish clergy were murdered (85 and 30 percent in the dioceses of Barbastro and Madrid, respectively), some publicly by being put in an arena with wild animals—a sight not seen in Europe since the Roman persecutions.341 Nearly 50 percent of all churches in Spain were destroyed. Almost 1,000 of those clergy who were killed have been canonized, and another 2,000 causes for canonization have been opened. 
The Real Story
Critics of the Church believe that its support of the Nationalist cause in the Spanish Civil War is proof that it was the willing tool of fascists. But the record shows that the Church reluctantly supported the Nationalists because the Republicans were violent atheists who persecuted the Church. Ultimately, the horrific loss of life (on both sides) during the Spanish Civil War was the direct result of antireligious political factions in Spain eager to reenact the French Revolution (albeit on a much bloodier scale). Interventions by Communist Russia, Fascist Italy, and Nazi Germany also played pivotal roles in the conflict. The Church, which was not to blame for the bloodshed, was more anti-Communist than pro-Nationalist.342
339 Pius XI, Dilectissima Nobis, 3, accessed August 20, 2014, http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/pius_xi/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_03061933_dilectissima-nobis_en.html.
340 See Robert Royal, The Catholic Martyrs of the Twentieth Century: A Comprehensive World History (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2000), 118; and Donald Prudlo, “American Catholics and the Spanish Civil War,” accessed August 18, 2014, http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=8444.
341 Numbers of deaths and destruction of churches from Warren H. Carroll, The Last Crusade: Spain: 1936 (Front Royal, VA: Christendom Press, 1996), 212 & 213. Account of priests killed by wild animals in Royal, Catholic Martyrs, 125.
342 See Prudlo, “American Catholics and the Spanish Civil War.” There is valid criticism of some Catholics who supported Franco’s dictatorial government after the war, but the historical record does not support the false narrative that the Church itself was a willing tool of the Nationalists or the postwar Franco regime. 
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“Pope Pius XII did nothing to help the Jews during World War II.” 
The claim that Pope Pius XII (r. 1939–1958) stood by as the Jews were being exterminated during the Second World War is one of the most malicious and misleading anti-Catholic myths. The accusation was first made nearly twenty years after the war in The Deputy, a play by a former Hitler Youth member, Rolf Hochhuth.343 The play is written so that the same actor can play both Pius XII and the fictional Baron Rutta, a character that serves as an apologist for the policies of the Third Reich; thus the audience is steered toward seeing Pius as a Nazi collaborator. The plot centers on the actions of the fictional Fr. Riccardo Fontana, an idealistic young Jesuit who trades passports with a Jew to help him escape the Nazis—for which Fr. Fontana is arrested by the Nazis and sent to a concentration camp, where he is eventually shot. Throughout the play Fr. Fontana complains loudly and frequently about Pope Pius XII, as when he shouts, “His voice? Where is his voice? Doing nothing is as bad as taking part”; and “God can forgive a hangman for such work, but not a priest, not the pope!”344

The play was presented internationally, and ran for 300 performances on Broadway, winning a 1964 Tony Award for its producer, Herman Shumlin.345 Its effect was such that Pius came to be seen as a money-grubbing hypocrite who was indifferent to Jewish suffering and failed to speak up against Nazi tyranny. By the 1990s there was a booming business in anti-Pius books, including John Cornwall’s Hitler’s Pope (1990) and Daniel Goldhagen’s A Moral Reckoning: The Role of the Catholic Church in the Holocaust and its Unfulfilled Duty of Repair (2002). News sources such as The New York Times, which praised Pius XII during the war, now joined in the chorus of slander and libel against him. 
Before he became pope, Eugenio Pacelli was known as a gifted linguist who was fluent in Latin, Greek, English, French, Spanish, German, Portuguese, and Aramaic along with his native Italian. He also took the time as a young man to learn Hebrew from one of his many Jewish friends.346 Ordained a priest on Easter Sunday in 1899, Pacelli served a brief tour as a parish priest before getting doctorates in theology and canon and civil law. He later entered the Vatican diplomat training program, and in 1917 was appointed papal nuncio to Bavaria, the southeastern portion of Germany; and in 1920 he was made nuncio to the whole of Germany. During his time in Germany, he witnessed the rise of Adolf Hitler and the National Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party. In 1929 Pacelli was created a cardinal and appointed Vatican secretary of state by Pope Pius XI (r. 1922–1939). 
Days after Hitler used the Enabling Act of 1933 to become dictator, Cardinal Pacelli ordered the nuncio to Germany “to intervene with the government of the Reich on behalf of the Jews and point out all the dangers involved in an anti-Semitic policy.”347 In 1936 he traveled to the United States, where he praised Jewish contributions to the nation, denounced anti-Semitism, and expressed concern about the broadcasts of the anti-Semitic “radio priest” Fr. Charles Coughlin. In 1938, Pacelli issued a letter to the world’s bishops asking them to appeal to their national governments to generously grant visas to Jews trying to escape Nazi Germany.348 Bishop Fulton Sheen once recalled a meeting with Cardinal Pacelli in Rome where “the cardinal . . . pulled out a number of German newspapers from a file and began reading and translating them. For over an hour he spoke with considerable vehemence against Hitler and Nazism.”349
Pacelli’s efforts to warn of the dangers of Nazism and to assist the Jewish people continued when he was elected pope on March 2, 1939, in the briefest conclave (one day) in 300 years. Germany’s reaction was not favorable. One Berlin newspaper editorialized, “The election of Cardinal Pacelli is not accepted with favor in Germany because he was always opposed to Nazism.”350 At the outbreak of war later that same year, Pius XII sent top secret orders to the nuncio to Poland to help in hiding Jews, and to the nuncio to Turkey (the future Pope St. John XXIII) to “prepare thousands of baptismal certificates to give the Jews which will allow them passage through Turkey to the Holy Land.”351 In a letter to his nuncios dated December 23, 1940, Pius instructed them to work with the local bishops to help the Jews escape persecution.352 The letter was kept secret at the time “for the same reason the International Red Cross and the World Council of Churches had avoided making any public statement that would increase the suffering of the Jews.”353
The accusations against Pius XII concerning his wartime conduct are chiefly two: that he did not speak out against Nazi treatment of the Jews, and that he did not do enough to stop their deportation and extermination. To begin with, there are many examples of Pius, and those under his direction, speaking out against Nazi treatment of Jews, including his Christmas addresses of 1941 and 1942, which were praised by The New York Times editorial board.354 But Pius understood that he had to tread carefully in his public pronouncements, knowing that a strong papal condemnation of the Nazis’ treatment of the Jews could make a bad situation worse. As he put it in an address to his cardinals on June 2, 1943, “Every word we address to the competent authority on this subject, and all Our public utterances, have to be carefully weighed and measured by Us in the interests of the victims themselves, lest, contrary to our intentions, We make their situation worse and harder to bear.”355

There was ample reason for Pius’s caution: When the Dutch bishops publicly denounced Nazi mistreatment of Jews in 1942, the Nazis retaliated by increasing the number of Jewish deportations. (Indeed, 79 percent of the total Jewish population was deported from Holland during the war!)356 That’s why it was not only bishops in Nazi-occupied territory but Jewish leaders themselves who cautioned Pius against speaking out too forcefully against the Nazis. 
Which is not to say, though it is often said, that Pius did not do enough to help the Jews. The pope intervened in the case of 500 Jews on a steamer ship who were refused entry to Istanbul, imprisoned on Rhodes by the Italians, and eventually transferred to an improvised refugee camp in southern Italy due to Pius’ efforts.357 After Mussolini’s downfall and the German conquest of Italy, the Nazis rounded up 12,000 Jews in Rome for deportation to concentration camps. When news reached the Vatican, Pope Pius XII sent a message to Heinrich Himmler that he would publicly denounce the deportation unless it was stopped, which it was.358 When the Roman Jewish community was threatened with deportation unless they met a Nazi demand for gold, Pius offered to make up the difference if the Jews were short the amount. He instructed the Italian bishops to hide Jews in monasteries and convents; he also hid many in his own summer residence, Castel Gandalfo. The Jewish historian Pinchas Lapide estimated that the Church under Pius XII rescued 860,000 Jews from the Nazis, representing 37 percent of Jews who survived the war.359
The Real Story
Although far too many people today think of Pope Pius XII as either “Hitler’s Pope” or a sanctimonious coward, at the time of his death he was praised for his wartime assistance to the Jewish people. The chief rabbi of Rome, Israel Zolli, who later became a Catholic—taking the pope’s own name, Eugenio—remarked that “no hero in all history was more heroic than Pope Pius and his readiness to defend the children of God.”360

The World Jewish Congress, the American Jewish Committee, the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, the Anglo-Jewish Association, the Jewish Assistance Committee, the Union of Italian Jewish Communities, among others, conveyed sincere gratitude for the efforts of Pius XII and the Church on behalf of the Jewish people during the war. Many Jewish politicians, scientists, and historians, among them Golda Meir (1898–1978) and Sir Martin Gilbert (1936–2015), likewise expressed gratitude to Pius and the Church. The claim made especially by the political left that Pope Pius XII and the Church did nothing to help the Jews during World War II is intended to undermine her moral standing in the eyes of men, and thus her influence in moral matters.361 The truth about Pius, however, was aptly put by Pope Benedict XVI (r. 2005–2013) as follows: “I believe that he was one of the great righteous men and that he saved more Jews than anyone else.”362
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“After World War II, the Church helped fugitive Nazis escape justice.”
“How the Catholic Church Sheltered Nazi War Criminals,” screamed the headline in the December 2011 edition of Commentary magazine. The article, written by Kevin J. Madigan, the Winn Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Harvard University, alleged that Pope Pius XII and the “Vatican” aided and abetted the escape from justice of Nazi war criminals after the Second World War. Madigan based his article on the “research” in two titillating books published earlier that year: Nazis on the Run: How Hitler’s Henchmen Fled Justice, by Gerald Steinacher; and History vs. Apologetics: The Holocaust, the Third Reich, and the Catholic Church, by David Cymet. Both books rehashed the same worn-out false narrative that a sinister Catholic Church worked to save Nazis from justice. The truth is far less tantalizing and so makes for poor headlines or book titles.
Pius was well aware of the heinous crimes committed throughout the war and he was keen for the prosecution of those who had committed them. As the war was coming to an end and Germany’s defeat seemed likely, Pius reflected on the treatment of war criminals in his 1944 Christmas
address: “No one certainly thinks of disarming justice in its relations to those who have exploited the war situation in order to commit real and proven crimes against the common law, and for whom supposed military necessity could at most have offered a pretext, but never a justification.”363 After the war, Pius wholeheartedly supported the Nuremberg trials, saying, “Not only do we approve of the trial, but we desire that the guilty be punished as quickly as possible and without exception.”364 Pius also ordered Church officials to cooperate with the investigations, with the result that the Church provided voluminous evidence to the prosecution. The pope also assigned a Jesuit to assist the prosecution’s legal team.
Those who accuse the Church of helping Nazi war criminals escape cite the establishment of the Pontifical Commission for Assistance (PCA) as proof. But the less sinister truth is that Pius XII created the PCA after the war to help displaced Italians return to their homes; later, with the assistance of the Allied military authorities, it expanded its efforts to help all refugees. Unfortunately, some Nazi war criminals utilized the PCA under false pretenses to escape Europe and Allied justice. Critics have portrayed the PCA as “a sort of papal mercy program for National Socialists and Fascists.”365 But this is pure fantasy. Post-war Europe was a chaotic and devastated area with millions of displaced refugees. Nazis who wanted to escape detection and detention could and did so. But to suggest the Church was complicit in that is pure malice. 
Unfortunately, the myth is hard to eradicate because there were indeed some Catholics who supported the Nazi and fascist causes and actively sheltered those who were guilty of war crimes. Alois Hudal (1885–1963) was an Austrian bishop and head of Santa Maria dell’Anima, the German national church and college in Rome, from 1923 to 1952. He supported Hitler avidly, and wrote a book titled Foundations of National Socialism in 1937, the same year Pope Pius XI’s anti-National Socialist encyclical, Mit Brennender Sorge, was promulgated. When Hitler annexed Austria in 1938, Hudal telegrammed his support to the German chancellor. He criticized the Church’s hostility toward Nazi Germany before the war, and during the war he sarcastically asked whether the Allies controlled the Church. After the war, he created a smuggling network, known as the “ratlines,” to help several prominent Nazis escape Europe; they included Franz Stangl, the commandant of the Sobibor and Treblinka death camps; Josef Mengele, the sadistic doctor of Auschwitz; and Adolph Eichmann, the chief architect of the Holocaust. But though Hudal was a bishop, he was not a Vatican official, and was not acting on orders from the pope; rather, he acted entirely on his own in what he mistakenly believed were acts of charity on behalf of innocent men. When in 1949 he was excoriated by the press for his pro-Nazi activities, Hudal appealed to the Vatican to defend him; the reply came that “there is no defense for a Nazi bishop.”366 In 1952 Hudal was removed from his position at the Santa Maria dell’Anima on orders of Pius XII.
Hudal was not the only individual clergyman to participate in nefarious activity after the war. The Croatian rector of the Pontifical College of San Girolamo degli Illirici, Rev. Krunoslav Draganovic, helped fascist Croatian Ustashi members flee justice after the war by, for instance, smuggling them in cars with Vatican diplomatic plates, albeit without papal knowledge or approval. Although Allied intelligence services knew about Draganovic’s activities, they did nothing to stop him because they believed he was a valuable asset (he was a CIA informer for years after the war).367
The Real Story
Pope Pius XII neither knew nor approved of any efforts by Catholic churchmen to shelter and assist Nazi criminals after the war. Indeed, at his command the Vatican actively assisted the prosecution of such men at the Nuremberg trials. Despite the objectionable activities of individual churchmen like Hudal and Draganovic, the historical record does not support the accusation that the Church or Pope Pius XII knowingly gave assistance of any kind to fugitive Nazis. 
The Vatican Information Service addressed this issue in its February 1992 Declaration on Nazi Refugees After World War II, which stated, “The intention of trying to characterize the Pontifical Commission for Assistance as intending to favor war criminals is historically false.”368 The most one can say is that although “helping Nazis escape was not a Catholic activity . . . it was certainly a pursuit carried out by Catholics.”369 But the sins of individual Catholics are not the sins of the Church or Christ’s vicar, the pope, although they can and do inflict grievous wounds on the Mystical Body of Christ, which should sober the minds of all Catholics in every era.
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369 Walters, “The Truth about Pius and the Nazi ‘Ratlines.’”
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“The Church prohibits birth control to control women’s lives, and to increase the number of Catholics.”
If historical events such as the Crusades and the Inquisition have been subject to misunderstanding and even gross distortion by anti-Catholics, their equivalent in moral theology is the Church’s opposition to contraception. To begin with, it is not true the Church is against “birth control” per se; it allows married couples to use periodic abstention from intercourse to “space” their children or even to limit their number if necessary, but there are moral ways to achieve that end, which can be chosen, and immoral ways, which cannot. Neither is it true that the Church prohibits the use of contraception in order to increase its numbers. 
But first, a definition: “Contraception is the choice, by any means, to impede the procreative potential of a given act of intercourse.”370 The prohibition on such acts goes all the way back to Genesis in the Old Testament, which tells the story of how Onan was struck dead by God for committing the sterile act of coitus interruptus (Gen. 38:8–10). The Church Fathers, writing in the contraceptive atmosphere of Roman society, reaffirmed that contraception was immoral. St. Clement of Alexandria wrote in 191 that “because of its divine institution for the propagation of man, the seed is not to be vainly ejaculated, nor is it to be damaged, nor is it to be wasted.”371 St. Hippolytus condemned the use by many noble women of “drugs of sterility,” and of resorting to abortion, when sleeping with slaves or lowborn commoners.372 The early Protestant revolutionaries were no less opposed to contraception. Martin Luther called the sin of Onan, “most disgraceful . . . far more atrocious than incest and adultery . . . He deserved to be killed by God.”373 John Calvin concurred: “the voluntary spilling of semen outside of intercourse between man and woman is a monstrous thing. For this is to extinguish the hope of the race and to kill before he is born the hoped-for offspring.”374 All Christian denominations affirmed the ancient teaching against the use of contraception—until the twentieth century.
The person who did more than any other to undermine the universal Christian opposition to contraception was Margaret Sanger (1883–1966). Sanger opened her first birth control clinic in the United States in 1916. Although she was arrested and spent time in jail for doing so, she was undeterred in her efforts and a year later founded the National Birth Control League whose mission was to change the laws against contraception and spread Sanger’s eugenic beliefs. The group was renamed the American Birth Control League in 1921, then the Planned Parenthood Federation of America in 1942, and finally the International Planned Parenthood Federation in 1952. 
Sanger’s efforts to overcome Christian opposition to contraception received a huge boost when, at its 1930 Lambeth Conference, the Anglican Church became the first of many Christian denominations to permit the use of contraception. The stipulation that married couples could use contraception only when there is “a clearly felt moral obligation to limit or avoid parenthood”375 was widely ignored. The Catholic Church responded to the change in Anglican teaching with Pope Pius XI’s 1930 encyclical Casti Connubii, which, in a section titled “Vices Opposed to Christian Marriage,” vigorously reaffirmed the Church’s ancient teaching on the immorality of contraception.376
But despite the pope’s encyclical, some prominent Catholics began questioning the Church’s opposition to contraception, a trend which climaxed in 1963 when John Rock, who played a major role in developing the birth control pill, published his book The Time Has Come: A Catholic Doctor’s Proposals to End the Battle over Birth Control. As the debate within Catholic circles raged on, Pope St. John XXIII (r. 1958–1963) established the Pontifical Commission on Birth Control to study the matter; after his death, Pope Paul VI (r. 1963–1978) expanded the commission’s membership. The commission submitted its reports to the pope in 1966; although they were not meant for public release, they were leaked to the press in 1967.377

A year later, in 1968, Paul VI issued the encyclical Humanae Vitae, sometimes called in English On the Regulation of Birth.378 The pontiff reiterated that marriage is a divine institution, and that married couples have a unique mission from God to bring forth new life. They are also called to exercise responsible parenthood “either by the well-thought-out and generous decision to raise a large family, or by the decision, made for grave motives and with respect for the moral law, to avoid a new birth for the time being, or even for an indeterminate period”—albeit only by natural means; that is, by abstaining from the marital act during a wife’s fertile periods.379 Paul affirmed that the Church’s teaching “that each and every marriage act must remain open to the transmission of life” is not a mutable discipline but a permanent moral teaching rooted in the natural law.380 Conjugal love, as ordained by God, has two aspects, the unitive and procreative, and couples must not do anything to separate them. Many Catholic theologians and priests had spent the previous year explaining why the Church’s teaching on contraception should (and, they believed, would) change. When Humanae Vitae was promulgated many of them rebelled; it took less than a day for Charles Curran, a professor of theology at the Catholic University of America, to issue a statement of dissent.381

The Real Story
Critics of the Church’s prohibition of contraception frequently ask why the Church cannot “get with the times” and just change its teaching. The simple answer is the Church has no authority to do so, as it is “not the author of the moral law and therefore cannot be its arbiter . . . and can never declare to be permissible that which is not so.”382 In Humanae Vitae, Paul VI warned of several consequences of widespread use of contraception, among them a rise in conjugal infidelity, a general lowering of morality, a loss of respect for women, and the use of contraception as a weapon in the hands of public authorities.383 All these consequences, of course, have come to pass. Ultimately, to paraphrase G.K. Chesterton’s famous remark about the Christian faith, the Church’s teaching about contraception has not been studied and rejected; it has been rejected but not studied.384
370 Christopher West, Good News About Sex and Marriage (Ann Arbor, MI: Servant Publications, 2000), 112.
371 St. Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor of Children, 2:10:91:2.
372 St. Hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies, 9:12.
373 See Catholic Answers, “Birth Control,” accessed August 27, 2014, http://www.catholic.com/tracts/birth-control.
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375 From a resolution of the Lambeth Conference, 1930, quoted in “Contraception,” The Church of England, accessed July 22, 2017, https://www.churchofengland.org/our-views/medical-ethics-health-social-care-policy/contraception.aspx.
376 See Casti Connubii, 54–56.
377 They were published in the Tablet and the National Catholic Reporter and dubbed the “Majority” and “Minority” reports. The Majority Report indicated the teaching should change to reflect the principle (actually an error) in moral theology of “totality”—meaning that conjugal morality should be based on the totality of married life rather than on each individual conjugal act. The Minority disagreed and reaffirmed the ancient Church teaching rooted in both natural law and revelation.
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379 Pope Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, 10.
380 Ibid., 11.
381 Father Curran, a priest of the Diocese of Rochester, NY, continued for the next twenty years to lead dissent not only from Humanae Vitae but from other Church teachings as well. Finally, in 1986, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, with the approval of Pope John Paul II, stripped Curran of his right to be considered a professor of Catholic theology, and was accordingly removed from his teaching post at Catholic University in 1987. He now occupies an endowed chair at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, TX. 
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“The Church seeks to impose its teachings on democratic societies by telling its members how to vote.” 
At the age of fifty-five, Giovanni Mastai-Feretti was elected pope in 1846, taking the name Pius IX. He was a genial, unpretentious man who loved tobacco and had a great sense of humor. He would reign as pope for thirty-two years, the longest pontifical reign since St. Peter. Unfortunately, the political revolutionary movements that swept Europe in 1848 marred his pontificate. Riots broke out in Rome, as elsewhere, and the continuing threat of violence in the Eternal City forced Pius IX to move his residence to Naples, where he remained for two years. He urged foreign Catholic rulers to restore order and the French sent troops to Rome in July 1849.385 Eventually, the upheavals led to the unification of Italy and the loss of the Papal States in 1870. His land holdings reduced to what became known later as Vatican City State, Pius IX declared himself a “prisoner of the Vatican” and never left it again for the remaining eight years of his pontificate. 
In 1864, Pius promulgated the Syllabus of Errors, which condemned eighty heretical propositions in matters religious, philosophical, and political.386 The Syllabus led many to believe the Church was against pluralistic and democratic forms of government. It is true that it was reluctant to embrace new political ideologies, thanks largely to its experience of the French Revolution, whose popular political slogan, “Liberty, Equality and Fraternity” in reality meant “atheism, murder and theft.”387 This historical memory, along with increasing attacks on religion in general and the Church in particular, fostered the view within the Church that its survival depended on strong governments and leaders, and a rejection of modernity.388 The result was an insular Church that was in danger of becoming irrelevant; and also the myth that the Church sought to control how Catholics voted in nations with democratic forms of government; in other words, that Catholics were an unthinking rabble beholden to a foreign prince. 
Anti-Catholicism was prevalent during the nineteenth century in many of the new democracies, especially the United States. It was widely believed by non-Catholics that the Catholic bishops controlled how the members of their flock voted; that Catholics would obey the pope rather than their political leaders; and that some Catholics were plotting to take over the U.S. government. The 1850s witnessed the rise of the anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant “Know-Nothing” movement (also known as the American Party), which received its name due to its strict secrecy: when its members were asked about its activities they would answer, “I know nothing.” The movement achieved some success in New England legislatures. In 1856 the Know-Nothings nominated Millard Fillmore for president, and although he was defeated he received an impressive 25 percent of the popular vote. The Know-Nothing movement eventually ended owing to internal quarrels, public opposition, and the Civil War. The Ku Klux Klan retained much of its philosophy, however.389
Anti-Catholic prejudice continued to be an important factor in Americans in the twentieth century. Al Smith, the Catholic governor of New York, lost the 1928 presidential election in a landslide to Herbert Hoover. Almost forty years later, latent anti-Catholicism led John F. Kennedy to downplay his Catholic faith during his presidential campaign. Although his presidency helped change prejudices about Catholics in politics, now and then the canard that Catholic voters are mindless tools of the Vatican still rears its ugly head. 
There is, in fact, considerable statistical proof that Catholics do not vote as a bloc in obedience to the pope. In the run-up to the presidential election of 1940, the national Catholic newspaper Our Sunday Visitor, at the behest of its founder, Bishop John F. Noll, started conducting weekly straw polls during election years that found the Catholic vote to be anything but monolithic, and that like other Americans, Catholics based their choices less on the advice of their religious leaders than on economic and social factors, as well as popular opinion.390 Recent research confirms the Our Sunday Visitor findings: Although Catholics make up 25 percent of the U.S. population, they do not vote in lockstep with Church teachings; but rather, like the non-Catholic population, in accordance with personal political ideology, socio-economic status, and even geographical location. Recent U.S. presidential election results demonstrate that the “Catholic vote” mirrors the non-Catholic vote.391 What distinguishes Catholic voting patterns from those of non-Catholics is not whether one self-identifies as Catholic, but whether one actually practices the Faith. Catholics who attend Mass weekly are more likely to vote for candidates whose positions are more in accordance with the Church’s teachings.392
The Real Story
The Church does not control the votes of its members and there is no nefarious plot to impose Catholic doctrine on pluralist societies. The Church allows its members to make their own political choices and urges them to be good citizens (CCC 1897, 1900, 1904, 1913–1917). In the words of Pope St. John Paul II, the Church’s mission “does not restrict freedom but rather promotes it. The Church proposes; she imposes nothing” (Redemptoris Missio, 39, emphasis in original).
385 They remained until 1870, when they left to fight in the Franco-Prussian War.
386 Such as pantheism, atheism, indifferentism (belief that all religions are the same), and communism. 
387 Eamon Duffy, Ten Popes Who Shook the World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011), Kindle ed., loc. 899. 
388 Ibid. 
389 See Matthew Bunson and Margaret Bunson, Encyclopedia of U.S. Catholic History (Huntington, IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 2013) 455–456.
390 Robert P. Lockwood, “The (Not-So-Mindless) American Catholic Voter,” Catholic Answers blog, accessed August 28, 2014, http://www.catholic.com/magazine/articles/the-not-so-mindless-american-catholic-voter. 
391 According to The Pew Research Religion and Public Life Project, Catholics voted as follows: 2000 election, Bush 47%, Gore 50%; 2004, Bush 52%, Kerry 47%; 2008, McCain 45%, Obama 54%; 2012, Romney 48%, Obama 50%. See “How the Faithful Voted: 2012 Preliminary Analysis,” November 7, 2012, accessed August 28, 2014, http://www.pewforum.org/2012/11/07/how-the-faithful-voted-2012-preliminary-exit-poll-analysis/.
392 According to the same Pew Research project, Catholics who attended Mass weekly voted as follows: 2000, Bush 59%, Gore 39%; 2004, Bush 61%, Kerry 39%; 2008, McCain 55%, Obama 43%; 2012, Romney 59%, Obama 49%.



SECTION VII
The Papacy
The abominable and horrid priesthood of papists came into the world from the devil. . . The pope is a true apostle of his master the hellish fiend, according to whose will he lives and reigns. . . . The laws of the pope are empty mockery and lies, that the popish priesthood is nothing more than a sign and outward show; the popish Mass, which they call a sacrifice, mere idolatry, and worse idolatry even than that of which Jews or heathen are guilty or ever have been guilty.
Martin Luther393
Anti-Catholic myths paint most Roman pontiffs as covetous, licentious, and worldly men. Although there have been some popes who caused scandal by their personal behavior and actions, the vast majority of the successors of St. Peter have been holy men, many of whom gave the ultimate witness in martyrdom. 
Since Christ instituted the papacy to be a sign and source of unity in the Church, it follows that those who break away from the Church or desire its eradication would focus their propaganda on the bishops of Rome. A frequent attack tries to show that the early Church did not recognize the primary authority and universal jurisdiction of the pope, which (it is claimed) was a much later accretion of power by medieval popes. The writings of the Church Fathers and the historical record prove the fallacy of that myth. The accompanying myth, created by the early Reformers, that the pope is the Antichrist and the Church is the Whore of Babylon, would be laughable if it were not still believed by many Protestants. Catholics must know the history of the papacy in order to combat the false narratives used to discredit the institution Christ established as a sign and source of unity for the Church.
393 Hartmann Grisar, Luther (St. Louis, MO: 1913), II, 340–341; Jansen, History of the German People, III, 245–246. Quoted in Carroll, The Cleaving of Christendom, 56.
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“There was once a female pope named Joan.” 
One of the more fanciful myths about the papacy concerns a woman who supposedly fooled the Church into electing her pope. The myth was featured in the 1996 “historical” novel Pope Joan by Donna Woolfolk Cross, which was turned into a feature-length film in 2009.394 Many enemies of the Church, especially “Catholic” feminists who advocate women’s ordination, so desperately want this myth to be true that they propagate it despite the absence of any credible evidence. 
There are several versions of the Pope Joan myth. The first was recorded by the Dominican chronicler Jean de Mailly, and later picked up by another Dominican, Etienne de Bourbon (d. 1261). De Mailly tells of a talented woman for whom he does not give a name, who disguised herself as a man and became a notary in the papal curia. Her talents were recognized and she was created a cardinal and eventually elected pope. Her true gender remained secret until one day while riding horseback through the streets of Rome she suddenly gave birth to a child She was seized by a mob, which tied her to her horse, dragged her through the streets, and then stoned her to death.395
The second version of the myth is found in the Chronicle of Popes and Emperors by Martin of Troppau (d. 1278).396 Martin was the papal chaplain and penitentiary during several thirteenth-century pontificates. In his account, an Englishwoman who dressed as a man and called herself John of Mainz became admired for her talents and was elected pope following the death of Pope Leo IV (r. 847–855). Although some members of the curia knew her true identity, her secret was revealed to all when she gave birth during a procession through the streets of Rome, immediately after which she died.397

Despite the discrepancies between these two versions of the myth, not to mention its ridiculousness, it was widely popularized during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries to discredit the papacy at a time when respect for the papacy was low due both to the Avignon papacy (when the popes lived in France) and the Great Western Schism (when there were several anti-popes). The first person to use the myth to attack the papacy may have been the Bohemian heretic Jan Hus (1369–1415), who brought it up while being questioned about his heretical teachings about the papacy at the Council of Constance in 1415. Protestant authors have used the myth to attack the Church in general and the papacy specifically.398 Catholic historians have consistently denied its veracity, as have some atheist scholars who, though no friends of the Church, recognize its absurdity.399 Though Joan was said to have lived in the ninth century, there are no contemporaneous accounts of her; the earliest ones, such as de Mailly’s, date from the thirteenth century—a puzzling 400-year silence for a story as sensational as this one. Also, there is no room in the well-documented line of popes for a Pope Joan in the ninth century.400

So, if there is no credible historical evidence of a Pope Joan, where did the story come from? Some maintain that it originated in the Byzantine Empire. In a 1053 letter to patriarch Michael Cerularius, Pope St. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054) mentioned a story he heard about a female patriarch.401 Cardinals Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) and Caesar Baronius (1538–1607) believed the story came from the east as well. In any case, why would the most popular version of the myth center the event in the ninth century? Perhaps it was because there was plenty of actual drama and intrigue in the papacy at that time. The late ninth and early tenth centuries were a dark time in the history of the papacy. Various Italian families vied to place their relatives on the chair of St. Peter, and four popes were murdered, one by his successor.402 The most appalling event in the history of the papacy, the so-called Synod of the Corpse, took place in the ninth century, when Pope Stephen VII (r. 896–897) had the body of his predecessor, Pope Formosus (r. 891–896), exhumed, put on trial for various ecclesiastical crimes, found “guilty,” and thrown into the Tiber.403 Cardinal Baronius also theorized that the story of Pope Joan might have been invented in mockery of Pope John VIII (r. 872–882), who was seen as politically weak and personally effeminate.404

The Real Story
There is no credible historical evidence of a female pope. The myth is first recorded in the thirteenth century more than 400 years after the alleged event took place, and there are no contemporary sources for it, though such a shocking story, if true, would surely have been heavily documented. Also, there is no room in the well-documented papal lineage for a female pope in either of the two centuries, the ninth or the twelfth, in which she is said to have reigned, according to the various versions of the myth. The myth may have originated as a variant of a similar story in the East, or to mock the pontificate of John VIII. Many modern people embrace this myth because of their hostility to the Church; advocates of women’s ordination promote it as proof that women have been ordained in the past and should be so now.405

Even if there had been an actual “Pope Joan,” she would have been an anti-pope (that is, not a true pope), akin to the other anti-popes in Church history. Those who believe in the myth of Pope Joan are chasing a chimera.
394 The film was a German production entitled Die Päpstin starring Johanna Wokalek, David Wenham, and John Goodman. It saw limited release in the United States but was released throughout Europe where it grossed a decent profit of $46 million in Germany. Accessed March 17, 2017, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0458455/business?ref_=tt_dt_bus. Accessed on March 16, 2017. There was an earlier 1974 film starring Liv Ullman, Jeremy Kemp and Maximilian Schell.
395 Johann Peter Kirsch, “Popess Joan,” Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 8 (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910), accessed March 15, 2017, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08407a.htm.
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397 Ibid. There are other versions of the end of Pope Joan. In some, she was allowed to live after giving birth but spent years doing penance, and her child eventually became the bishop of Ostia. Another version has Joan being given a choice between keeping her identity hidden while alive but then suffering for it eternally in hell, or revealing her secret and performing lifelong penance in order to go to heaven.
398 There have been some Protestant historians who discredited the myth. See Kirsch, “Popess Joan.”
399 Edward Gibbon, author of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and a critic of the Church, nonetheless rejected the Pope Joan myth. See Patrick Madrid, Pope Fiction (San Diego: Basilica Press, 2005), 175.
400 The popes at the end of the eleventh and early twelfth centuries are as follows: Victor III (r. 1087), Bl. Urban II (r. 1088–1099), and Paschal II (r. 1099–1110).
401 Kirsch, “Popess Joan.”
402 John VIII (r. 872–882) was beaten to death by a member of the papal curia. Stephen VII (r. 896–897) was strangled. Leo V (903) was more than likely murdered by his successor, Sergius III, and John X (r. 914–928) was suffocated.
403 John IX (r. 898–900).
404 See Patrick Madrid, Pope Fiction, 176–177. 
405 The impossibility of female ordination was definitively and infallibly proclaimed by Pope St. John Paul II is his 1994 apostolic letter Ordinatio Sacerdotalis.
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“The history of the papacy is rife with greedy, lustful, worldly, and incompetent popes.” 
Attacks on the Catholic Church target many of its features, from its history to its teachings. Another favorite target, at least since the Reformation, is the papacy. The usual tactic is to draw attention to this or that less-than-holy pope to suggest that the entire Church is corrupt. For instance, the cable TV network Showtime’s series The Borgias highlighted the pontificate of the very worldly Renaissance pope Alexander VI (r. 1492–1503).406 Critics who cite bad popes either forget or are unaware of the basic fact that the Church itself is holy but its members are not always so; all are sinful yet redeemed creatures. Each person is given free will by God either to obey him and accept his teachings or not—failure to do so does not invalidate the 2,000-year-old papacy and Church, just as the sins of U.S. presidents do not invalidate the presidency.
It is not surprising that an institution with as long a history as the Church has had some bad leaders; what is surprising is how few there have been. But it is important to define what is meant by a “bad pope” in the first place. It cannot be one who taught false doctrine because history does not record any such pope, thanks to the protection against error given by the Holy Spirit. It cannot be one with a less than affable temperament or who pursued questionable policies, since the same criticisms can be leveled against any leader of any organization or nation. As for popes who lived immoral lives, their examples cannot be said to tarnish the whole. There have been 266 popes from St. Peter to Pope Francis, of which eighty-one—30 percent—have been canonized as saints.407 Fewer than ten can be said to have been notably immoral. Overall, the men who have sat in the Chair of Peter, himself a sinful man who denied the Lord, were holy men called to occupy the most demanding office in human history. 
Attacks on the papacy frequently confuse the difference between infallibility and impeccability. Infallibility is a gift of the Holy Spirit to the pope that ensures, given certain conditions, that he cannot err when teaching on a matter of faith and morals.408 It is important to note that a pope has no authority to add, alter, or eliminate any doctrine. Infallibility does not mean that a doctrine is true because the pope teaches it; on the contrary, he teaches the doctrine because it is true. Neither does infallibility mean that the pope is intellectually brilliant, or infused with special knowledge, or even the best theologian; just that he cannot teach error under certain conditions. Impeccability, on the other hand, means freedom from sin, a very different thing. Every pope is a sinner in need of redemption and grace just like any other man. Of course, he is expected to strive to live a holy life according to the teachings of Christ, but then so is every Christian!
Some critics of the Church cite the existence of anti-popes—men who falsely claimed to be pope when a legitimate pope was reigning—to discredit the papacy. Although anti-popes certainly struck at the unity of the Church (which the papacy is meant to preserve), there have been only thirty of them throughout Church history—one of which renounced his papal challenge, died a martyr, and was canonized a saint.409
The ninth and tenth centuries were times of great turmoil for the papacy, as secular rulers in Italy vied to control the pope. In the fifty-three years from 867 to 920 there were no fewer than seventeen popes, of which four were murdered and one (the aforementioned Formosus) whose corpse was exhumed, tried and found guilty of various crimes, and then thrown into the Tiber.410 Another low point in papal history came in the fourteenth century when Clement V (r. 1305–1314), under pressure from King Philip IV (r. 1285–1314), moved the papal residence to Avignon, where the popes remained for the next seventy years. In 1377, at the urging of St. Catherine of Siena (1347–1380), the papacy was returned to Rome—but deep divisions persisted in the Church, and in 1378 a number of cardinals, most of them French, invalidated (or so they claimed, since they had no authority to do so) the election of Urban VI (r. 1378–1389) and elected an anti-pope. Thus began what came to be known as the Great Western Schism, which worsened in 1409 when another anti-pope was elected. The scandal of three men each claiming to be pope was finally resolved at the Council of Constance (1414–1418). 
Those who play the “bad popes” card to discredit the papacy invariably cite the infamous “Renaissance popes”—the ten popes from Nicholas V (r. 1447–1455) to Leo X (r. 1513–1521). Contrary to myth, most of these men were not notably immoral men, although some were guilty of various ecclesiastical abuses and saw themselves as secular princes first and Vicars of Christ second. The worst of them was undoubtedly Rodrigo Borgia, a Spaniard who took the name Alexander VI (r. 1492–1503). He was personally charming and a shrewd politician who literally jumped for joy when elected to the papacy, screaming in delight, “I am pope! I am pope!”411 He had nine illegitimate children; seven while a cardinal, with two different women. Alexander kept a mistress during his pontificate, the very young Guilia Farnese (she was nineteen when their affair started, while he was already in his sixties) Alexander’s grossly sinful behavior certainly deserves condemnation, especially by Catholics, but it does not discredit the papacy itself.
The Real Story
It is paradoxical but true: Although the Catholic Church—the Mystical Body of Christ—is holy, all of its members are sinners, some more than others. But the vast majority of popes have been holy men who toiled for the good of the souls entrusted to them. That there has been a handful of personally immoral popes does not discredit the papacy itself, but serves as a reminder that it is ultimately the Holy Spirit, not mere men, who has guided, guarded, and preserved the Church throughout its history. Indeed, as Hilaire Belloc once said, “when one remembers how the Catholic Church has been governed, and by whom, one realizes that it must be divinely inspired to have survived at all.”412
406 The show ran from 2011–2012 and starred Jeremy Irons as Alexander VI. It received ten Emmy and one Golden Globe nominations.
407 A further nine have been beatified bringing for a total of 90 saintly popes or 34 percent.
408 The First Vatican Council document Pastor Aeternus and the Second Vatican Council document Lumen Gentium set down the conditions necessary for a pope to exercise the charism of infallibility: he must be teaching as the Successor of Peter (not just as the bishop of Rome); the subject must concern a matter of faith and morals; the teaching must be binding on the universal Church; and the pope must declare it to be an irrevocable and infallible teaching.
409 St. Hippolytus (d. 235), the first antipope and the only one canonized. 
410 Pope Formosus (891–896).
411 E.R. Chamberlin, The Fall of the House of Borgia (New York, 1974), 49. Quoted in Carroll, The Glory of Christendom, 639.
412 Quoted in Desmond Seward, The Monks of War: The Military Religious Orders (New York: Penguin, 1972), 222.
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“Throughout the Church’s history, popes have been concerned mainly with acquiring wealth and political power.”
The website Vatican Assassins contends that popes believe they have a right to rule the entire world.413 Laughable though that is, it is not that far off from accusations made at least as far back as the time of Queen Elizabeth I of England (r. 1558–1603). Elizabeth’s secretary of state and chief advisor, William Cecil (1520–1598), for instance, orchestrated a campaign to convince English citizens that the pope was a foreign prince plotting the conquest of the island. But as a survey of papal history reveals, the popes were more often subject to secular rulers than their masters. 
The political and governmental structure of Western Europe dramatically changed in the fifth century A.D., when central governing authority from Rome collapsed. Governing authority then fell to local Germanic chieftains, most of them Roman auxiliaries, and to the bishops of the Church. In 476, the last Roman emperor, a sixteen-year-old boy named Romulus Augustulus, was forced to resign by Odoacer, an Arian Hun. Odoacer proclaimed himself King of Italy, and the Western Roman Empire devolved into a fractured collection of kingdoms. The Church was the only international organization that could maintain order, and as such it stepped into the political void created by the collapse of the empire. Over time, bishops and particularly the pope assumed more and more temporal authority. Almost twenty years after Odoacer declared himself king, Pope St. Gelasius I (r. 492–496) wrote a letter to the Eastern emperor Anastasius I reminding him that there are two powers, priestly and princely, and insisting that the priestly power is primary. But Gelasius was not attempting to claim papal authority over temporal matters, merely to remind the emperor that secular rulers do not have authority over religious matters.414

A century later, St. Gregory the Great (r. 590–604) brought to the papacy his strong leadership skills as the former prefect of Rome. He reinvigorated the Church in the West, and carefully navigated the volatile political climate in Italy between the Byzantines and Lombards. Gregory steadfastly defended the Church against the encroachment of secular rulers, and reinforced papal primacy. Amidst great political chaos in Rome, he cared for the poor, built hospitals, protected the Jews, and helped finance the rebuilding of the city. As the first pope to use the title “Servant of the Servants of God,” Gregory undertook these things not to increase papal power but out of charity. 
In the eighth century the popes entered into a long lasting relationship with the Frankish rulers, greatly altering the role of the papacy in the world. Pepin the Short (718–768) was the son of the great Charles Martel, who defeated a Muslim invasion force at the Battle of Poitiers in 732. Charles and his sons were the “mayors of the palace”—equivalent to the commander-in-chief of the army and prime minister of the government—to the Merovingian kings, who were weak and ineffective. Pepin considered it unjust that he who actually ruled could not be king, so he sent a letter to Pope St. Zachary (r. 741–752) asking his opinion as to whether a king should be the one who rules, rather than one who is merely a figurehead. Zachary responded that he who actually wielded power should be the king. Pepin then deposed the Merovingian king and proclaimed himself ruler of the Franks.415

Zachary’s successor, Pope Stephen III (r. 752–757), was forced to deal with the Lombards’ menacing forays into Italy. He traveled to France to discuss the situation with Pepin, bestowing on Pepin and his descendants the title “Patrician of the Romans,” thereby solidifying the Franks’ role as personal protectors of the pope. After Stephen’s return to Rome the Lombards besieged the city, prompting the pope to request Pepin’s help. The Franks marched into Italy, defeated the Lombards, and gave their lands to the pope (known as the Donation of Pepin), creating the Papal States.416
The political composition of Europe greatly changed in the middle of the nineteenth century, when revolution swept through most major Western countries. Riots broke out in Rome in 1848, prompting Pope Pius IX (r. 1846–1878) to depart for Naples, where he remained for two years, returning to Rome once French troops arrived to secure the city. In 1870, the French forces left Rome to fight in the Franco-Prussian War, which provided an opportunity for King Victor Emanuel II to unify Italy and seize the Papal States, reducing the pope’s land holdings to the Vatican. But Pius IX refused to acknowledge the loss of territory, and the legal and international status of the pope was in limbo until the twentieth century. The question of “what to do with the pope” was answered in 1929 with the signing of the Lateran Treaty between Pope Pius XI (r. 1922–1939) and Benito Mussolini’s government, which created the sovereign Vatican City State.
The Real Story
Christ established the papacy as a spiritual office whose primary mission is to preserve the Faith and unify the Church. Historical circumstances brought about the acquisition of temporal land holdings by the pope, but far from being part of an all-encompassing plan to control the world, they were distractions and causes of consternation for the popes. The loss of the Papal States returned the papacy to its original spiritual purpose, enabling the popes to engage the world free from worldly concerns. In keeping with their mandate from Christ, the popes are bent not on conquest but on conversion. 
413 See http://vaticanassassins.org/2013/07/07/temporal-power-popes-alleged-right-to-rule-the-world/, accessed September 10, 2014.
414 Although central governing authority collapsed in Rome at the end of the fifth century, the Roman Empire survived in the East, with its emperor residing in Constantinople, until 1453. The Eastern emperors pursued a policy of “caesaro-papism” by which the emperor was, in essence, the head of the Church, and as such controlled the appointment of bishops, inserted himself into theological disputes, and generally treated the Church as an organ of the state.
415 St. Boniface later anointed him king.
416 Especially in the tenth century when the papacy became a pawn in the feuding of local noble families.
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“The pope is the Antichrist, and the Church is the Whore of Babylon.” 
Revelation is perhaps the most misunderstood of the seventy-two books in the Bible. Its mysterious language and imagery make it ripe for many disparate and often far-fetched interpretations. Protestant revolutionaries in the sixteenth century used it for their anti-Catholic fulminations, identifying the papacy with the Antichrist and the Church itself with the Whore of Babylon. Unfortunately, that kind of rhetoric continues to this day in various books and on websites purporting to expose the awful “truth” about the Catholic Church.417

Christ founded the papacy as an office of unity and chief authority for the Church. By definition, the pope is not Christ’s enemy but his vicar, or representative, commissioned to continue the Lord’s salvific mission as the earthly head of his Mystical Body, the Church. Nor is the Catholic Church the accursed Whore of Babylon, bent on destroying the true Christian faith and its adherents. Rather, she is a mother who loves her children and protects them from evil; and is also the “community of faith, hope and charity [and is] an entity with visible delineation through which he [Jesus] communicates truth and grace to all” (Lumen Gentium, 8).
Interestingly, the word Antichrist occurs in Scripture only in the letters of St. John. The Evangelist warns that Christians are living in the “last hour,” and informs his readers that we know this because the “Antichrist” and indeed “many antichrists have come” (1 John 2:18). Who is the Antichrist? John describes him as a “liar” who “denies that Jesus is the Christ” (1 John 2:22), a “deceiver” who convinces the world that Jesus is not the Son of God (2 John 1:7). Although he is not specifically mentioned in the book of Revelation, some scholars believe the “beast” and “red dragon” in Revelation can be considered the Antichrist. As identified by John and implied in Revelation, the Antichrist is a single person, not, as the Protestant revolutionaries (and many Protestants today) understood it, the many different men who have served and will serve as pope. Many of the early Church Fathers, including St. Polycarp, St. Irenaeus, St. Hippolytus, Tertullian, and St. Augustine, believed that the Antichrist would be some kind of ruler who would come to power after the end of the Roman Empire. Some speculated that he would be a Jew, possibly a descendant from the tribe of Dan. He would not only proclaim that Jesus was not the Christ, but would claim that title for himself.
The Whore of Babylon is mentioned in Revelation, and is seen as an image of an international power connected with the seven-headed beast (Rev. 17, 18). The Whore is wealthy, commits fornication (which in biblical imagery symbolizes infidelity to God), blasphemes, and persecutes the Church. Many early Church Fathers referred to pagan Rome as “Babylon,” since it was the Roman Empire that persecuted the Church and whose citizens committed all kinds of violations of God’s commandments. After the conversion of the empire to the Faith in the fourth century, it was no longer possible to identify Rome with the biblical Whore of Babylon.
It was the Albigensians who first identified the Catholic Church with the Whore of Babylon. A thirteenth-century heretical sect in southern France, the Albigensians believed that all material things are evil and were created by a god of darkness, whereas all spiritual things are good and were created by a god of light. Though men were part of material creation, and therefore evil, the god of light took pity on them by giving them spiritual souls. Later he sent them Jesus—in the Albigensian view neither God nor man but a wholly spiritual creature—to reveal the secret knowledge of how to liberate their souls from their bodies. The Albigensians believed that Jesus gave this secret knowledge to his first apostles, but that the Catholic Church garbled and confused the message through the centuries. The Albigensians held that they were the true stewards of Jesus’ message, and that the Catholic Church was “the Babylon whom St. John called the mother of fornication and abomination, drunk with the blood of saints and martyrs.”418 The later proto-Protestant heretics John Wycliffe in England and Jan Hus in Bohemia, in their writings on ecclesiology, also identified the Whore of Babylon with the Catholic Church, but it was Martin Luther who would make the label stick, and who would also identify the Antichrist with the pope in a manner that still persists.
At a famous debate at the University of Leipzig in June 1519, Luther declared that he wished “to be free and not a prisoner of any authority. The only thing that I will profess as trustworthy is what I recognize as true [emphasis added].”419 In rejecting the Church’s, specifically the pope’s, authority, Luther paved the way for his revolution. To win converts and succeed in his plan to end the Church’s influence in Germany, Luther applied negative biblical imagery to the papacy and the Church. To respond to Pope Leo X’s 1520 bull Exsurge Domine condemning Luther’s teachings, Luther published a response, which he titled Against the Execrable Bull of Antichrist, and in which he made several references to the pope as Antichrist, declaring that the pope’s purpose in his bull had been to “compel men to deny God and worship the devil.”420 Later in 1520, Luther published three treatises that formed the foundation of his revolutionary and heretical teachings.421 In those writings he called for the German nobles to establish a German national church free from Roman interference and authority, and once again referred to the pope as the “true Antichrist.” Luther also called for the destruction of the sacramental system, since he believed it was through the sacraments that the Church held the Christian people captive, just as the Babylonians had held the ancient Israelites captive. 
The Real Story
The pope is Christ’s representative on earth, and by definition is not the Antichrist. The Church is the instrument of salvation through which Christ communicates grace and truth and to the world, and is not the Whore of Babylon. These false associations have been made for centuries by heretics, chief among them Martin Luther, who used them to draw people away from the Church. Indeed, his last pamphlet, published a year before his death, was entitled Against the Pontificate at Rome, Founded by the Devil. Luther’s rejection of papal authority and the Church’s sacramental structure became the foundational tenets of Protestantism, and his deliberately inflammatory rhetoric about the pope being the Antichrist and the Church being the Whore of Babylon is still used by some Protestants today.
417 For one example, see Dave Hunt’s 1994 anti-Catholic book, A Woman Rides the Beast.
418 Quoted in Joseph R. Strayer, The Albigensian Crusades (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992), 22.
419 Quoted in Brandmüller, Light and Shadows, 142.
420 Quoted in Carroll, The Cleaving of Christendom, 43.
421 The three treatises were Appeal to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation (August 1520), The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (October 1520), and On Christian Liberty (November 1520).
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“The early Church did not recognize the primacy of the papacy.” 
Those who attack the Catholic Church make frequent recourse to the “early Church” in their argumentation. They “reason” that the modern Catholic Church is vastly different from the Christian church of the early days. The appeal to the early Church is seductive because it mimics one of the basic teachings of Protestantism: individual authority. The individual can interpret divine revelation to determine for himself what to believe. Likewise, those who make recourse to the early Church argument think that through their own studies they can determine what the early Church believed. The real question, however, is not what the early Church believed but how the early Christians lived.422 The historical sources attest that the early Christians recognized the universal primacy of the bishop of Rome. 
The belief in the primacy of the bishop of Rome is rooted in Sacred Scripture. The special character of St. Peter and his ministry is made clear when Jesus changes Simon’s name to Peter (rock) and grants him the “keys to the kingdom” and the power to “loose and bind” (John 1:42; Matt. 16:15–19). Jesus gives Peter a unique mission to safeguard the flock, but does not leave him to his own devices; rather, he grants Peter special authority to teach, govern, and sanctify the entire Church. Just as Jesus’ salvific mission continues in the Church until the Second Coming, so too must the Petrine ministry continue until the Church is transformed into the New Jerusalem. 
Scripture attests to Peter’s unique role in a number of ways: He is mentioned first in every list of the apostles even though he is not the first apostle called by Christ (Luke 6:14). He is the one who proposes an election to determine the successor to Judas (Acts 1:15). He preaches the first apostolic sermon on Pentecost, which greatly increases membership in the Church, and he is the first apostle to work a miracle in Jesus’ name (by curing the lame man outside the temple; see Acts 2:14, 41; Acts 3:6). He receives the first Jewish and Gentile converts to the Faith, and he leads the apostles to a decision about how to incorporate Gentiles into the Church at the Council of Jerusalem (Acts 10:1–48; 15:6ff.). Thus, we know from Scripture itself that the earliest Christians acknowledged St. Peter’s primacy.423
Before A.D. 100 the fourth bishop of Rome sent a letter to the Christian community at Corinth about something disturbing that had come to his attention.424 Some of the Corinthian Christians had revolted against the apostolically appointed priests and appointed new priests on their own authority and to the consternation of their fellow Christians. Exercising his authority as Peter’s successor, Clement (r. 88–97), who had been taught by Sts. Peter and Paul themselves, commanded the rebellious Corinthians to restore the validly appointed priests. In a manner both gentle and firm, Clement instructed the Corinthian Christians that God desires obedience and order, whereas disobedience and disorder is the will of the devil. Clement wrote: “Disgraceful, beloved, indeed exceedingly disgraceful and unworthy of your training in Christ, is the report that the well-established and ancient Church of the Corinthians is, thanks to one or two individuals, in revolt against the presbyters.”425

Clement’s epistle demonstrates that the early Church was rooted in apostolic succession, and that the clergy derive their authority from God and not from the laity. It also demonstrates the universal primacy of the bishop of Rome, in that Clement asserted his authority over an internal matter of a particular local church not his own.426 As such, this letter “was a first exercise of the Roman primacy after St. Peter’s death.”427 The Corinthians affirmed Clement’s authority over their community by restoring the validly appointed priests, and they would read Clement’s letter publicly over the next hundred years.
The writings of St. Ignatius of Antioch (d. 116) also prove early Christian belief in the primacy of the bishop of Rome. On his way to martyrdom in Rome at the command of Emperor Trajan, Ignatius wrote letters to several Christian communities, including Rome’s. But his letter to the Romans differs markedly from the ones he wrote to the Ephesians, Magnesians, Trallians, Philadelphians and Smyrnaeans. All of those other letters contain warnings against embracing certain heresies, but there is no such warning to the Roman church—indicating Ignatius’s belief that it could not embrace heresy because of the special ministry exercised by the pope. Ignatius also highly exalted the Roman Church in language not used to describe the other communities. The Roman church, he wrote, was “worthy of God, worthy of honor, worthy of being called blessed, worthy of praise, worthy of success, worthy of veneration.”428 In short, Ignatius clearly took for granted the unique status within the Church as a whole of the Roman church and its bishop, the pope.
That the early Christians recognized the primacy of the pope is also evident from the frequent visits to Rome made by prelates from other Christian communities to discuss matters of universal importance. For instance, St. Polycarp of Smyrna (d. 155) traveled to Rome in the year 154 to discuss the dating of Easter with Pope St. Pius I (r. 140–155). The issue was a contentious one in the early Church: the Eastern churches, such as Polycarp’s, followed the Jewish calendar by celebrating Easter on the fourteenth day of the Jewish month of Nisan, no matter which day of the week that was. The Roman and other Western churches celebrated Easter on the first Sunday after the first full moon of the vernal equinox. The issue was not resolved until 325, when the Council of Nicaea mandated that the Roman method be used universally. 
The early Church dealt with many heresies that threatened its unity. St. Irenaeus (140–202), the bishop of Lyons in Roman Gaul, addressed Gnosticism in his work Against Heresies.429 Irenaeus set forth an elaborate five-part account of the heresy along with arguments against it. He also listed the Roman pontiffs from Peter to the reigning pope at the time of his writing (St. Eleutherius, r. 175–189). He highlighted the universality of the Petrine office by noting that only four of the first thirteen popes were from the city of Rome. In refuting Gnosticism, Irenaeus asserted that a church that is catholic (universal) must preach the same Gospel as the other churches, must be rooted in apostolic succession, and must be in agreement with the church, which “is the greatest and most important and best-known of all, founded and organized by the two most glorious apostles, Peter and Paul. For with this church, because of her more powerful preeminence all churches must agree.”430
The Real Story
The primacy of the bishop of Rome is rooted in Scripture and was believed and lived by the Catholic Church in its earliest centuries. Although the exercise of that primacy would evolve over time, “it is one of the undeniable features of primitive church history.”431 The early Christians, including the martyrs and the bishops scattered throughout the world, recognized that the bishop of Rome occupied a preeminent place in the universal Church; this unique status was not something later invented by Catholics, as many Church critics contend. It was perhaps most resoundingly affirmed by the 500 bishops meeting at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 to discuss the heretical teachings of Eutyches (378–454). After reading out loud the Tome of Pope St. Leo I the Great (r. 440–461), in which he asserted the incompatibility of Eutyches’s teachings with the orthodox faith, the bishops declared in unison, “thus through Leo has Peter spoken!”432
422 This point was made by Adrian Fortescue in The Early Papacy to the Synod of Chalcedon in 451, ed. Alcuin Reid, 4th ed. (1920, repr., San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2008), 23.
423 The foregoing list of events highlighting the unique status of Peter in the early Church comes from Michael Sheehan and Peter M. Joseph, eds., Apologetics and Catholic Doctrine (London: Baronius Press, 2009), 194–195.
424 There is debate about the date of Clement’s letter. Most historians date it A.D. 96, since Clement is believed to have written his epistle about when the emperor Domitian was said to have died. But the original letter was lost sometime in the Middle Ages, and the earliest copy is one sent in 1627 by the patriarch of Constantinople to King Charles I of England. In Clement and the Early Church of Rome: On the Dating of Clement’s First Epistle to the Corinthians, Msgr. Thomas J. Herron argues for a date before A.D. 70, based primarily on the lack of New Testament quotations and citations in the text (there are many from the Old Testament) and of any reference to the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in A.D. 70.
425 St. Clement of Rome, Epistle to the Corinthians, in Ancient Christian Writers: The Works of the Fathers in Translation, trans. James A. Kleist, S.J. (New York: Paulist Press, 1946), 38.
426 Moreover, it is believed that St. John the Evangelist was still alive at this time, yet it was Clement and not John who ordered the Corinthians to cease their revolt.
427 Pope Benedict XVI, Wednesday General Audience on St. Clement, Bishop of Rome, March 7, 2007, in Church Fathers from Clement of Rome to Augustine (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2008), 8. 
428 See Margherita Guarducci, The Primacy of the Church of Rome: Documents, Reflections, Proofs, trans. Michael J. Miller (1991, repr., San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 27–28.
429 The original title of Irenaeus’s work was An Exposition and Refutation of What is Falsely Called Knowledge.
430 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, III, 3.2., in The Primacy of the Church of Rome, 19.
431 Philip Hughes, A History of the Church, vol. 2, The Church and the World the Church Created (1935, repr. London: Sheed and Ward, 1993), 29.
432 Acts of the Council, Session 2, quoted in Philip Hughes, A History of the Church, vol. 1, The World in Which the Church Was Founded (1934, repr., London: Sheed and Ward, 1998), 256.



SECTION VIII
Missionary Activity
Pope Francis’s decision to declare Father Junípero Serra a saint in recognition of his work as “the evangelizer of the West in the United States” represents a profound insult to Native Americans and an injustice to history. Even by eighteenth-century standards, Serra’s religious fanaticism was over the top. With beliefs grounded in doctrines inherited from the Middle Ages, he took pleasure in extreme self-mortification and worked as a loyal comisario, or field agent, for the Inquisition, tracking down witches, heretics, and practitioners of “crypto-judaism” in Mexico City.
Los Angeles Times433
Catholic missionaries undertake the arduous task of evangelization for the love of God and those they serve—but that is not the story told by enemies of the Church. They paint Catholic missionaries and explorers as fanatics motivated by greed who brought death and cultural destruction to the innocent peoples of the New World. 
Yet the historical record illustrates that respect for the culture of indigenous peoples was a primary focus of Catholic missionaries. Successful evangelization efforts always focused on utilizing indigenous culture and language, not replacing it with a foreign substitute. The modern world disagrees with missionary activity because it believes there is no difference in religious faith—since all are equally true (or false), Catholic missionary activity must have been rooted in worldly concerns with power and money, so goes the myth. But the actions of these “adventurers of God,” who risked their lives out of love for God and their neighbor, show that their concern was otherworldly.
433 Tony Platt, “Sainthood and Serra: It’s an Insult to Native Americans,” Los Angeles Times, January 24, 2015, accessed May 15, 2017, http://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-platt-serra-sainthood-pope-francis-20150125-story.html. 



41
“The Church sent missionaries around the world in search of gold and land for European kings.” 
It is fashionable in the modern world, especially in academia, to believe the worst about the Catholic missionaries of past centuries. Cynics, secularists, and atheists cannot fathom that men and women would leave the comforts of home and risk their lives simply to spread the gospel. There must have been ulterior motives, such as wealth or personal glory. Or they were pawns of a power-hungry Church or, even worse, of kings seeking to enrich themselves. No one would endure such hardships merely for the good souls—would they?
The Church is a missionary organization in its very essence. When Jesus ascended into heaven he commanded his disciples to “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:19–20). The early Church participated in missionary activity out of necessity not only because of the Savior’s command but to increase membership. The apostles traveled to the ends of the earth to spread the good news; and the greatest missionary in Church history, St. Paul, brought the Gentiles into the family of God. The lives of the Church’s missionaries reveal that these “spokesmen for Christ” and “adventurers of God” were motivated by one reason alone: love.434 The missionary loves God, first and foremost, above all else, and also loves the people to whom he is sent to give witness. Only such love can motivate someone to endure the physical hardships and deprivations, and the constant risk of death, that are typical of a life dedicated to bringing souls to Christ. 
As St. Jean de Brébeuf (1593–1649), missionary to the indigenous people of North America, remarked, “To be sure, I was at times so weary that my body could do no more. But at the same time my soul was filled with great happiness as I realized that I was suffering this for God. No one can know this feeling unless he has experienced it.”435 The “adventurers of God” risked everything to spread the gospel as Jesus commanded, and they loved the people they evangelized even when those same people persecuted them in return.
An excellent example of a missionary who undertook a seemingly impossible mission for God was Bl. Ramon Lull (1232–1316). Born in Majorca, Spain, Ramon became a Franciscan tertiary. He was a brilliant student and pursued a multitude of academic disciplines. He was also a prolific writer of poetry, hymns, and philosophical and theological treatises. Impelled by his powerful sense of wonder, he traveled widely throughout Christendom—including to England, Rome, and parts of Africa. It was in Africa that Ramon felt called by God to evangelize Muslims, which he did in repeated missionary trips that earned him the moniker “Apostle to the Muslims.” To be more effective in his missionary efforts, he learned Arabic and studied the Quran. 
In 1291 he traveled to Tunis, where he adopted Muslim dress, embraced Muslim customs, and debated Islamic scholars. The Muslim authorities were not pleased, and he was arrested, tried, and condemned to death for blasphemy; however, an influential citizen interceded on his behalf and his sentence was commuted to a severe flogging.436 Yet despite this episode, Ramon remained committed to evangelizing the Muslims of Africa. His next mission trip took him to Algeria, where he was once again arrested, and spent six months in prison. Upon his release he returned to Europe, where he was instrumental in establishing academic chairs of Arabic and Eastern languages at various universities.437 Ramon made his last trip to Africa in 1316, as an old man of eighty-two but with undiminished missionary zeal. This time, the very people he had come to serve stoned him and left him for dead in the street. Still clinging to life, he was found by some Genoese sailors who brought him back to Spain, where he died. Ramon Lull was not motivated to evangelize the Muslims by greed for gold or land; nor was he sent by his monarch. He was a man motivated by love.
Missionary activity was integral to the Catholic Reformation.438 That activity was focused on two fronts: predominantly Protestant nations and the new colonies established overseas during the “Age of Discovery.” The Jesuit St. Peter Canisius (1521–1597) became known as the “Second Apostle to Germany”439 because he was sent there by St. Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556) to bring Protestants back to the Church. Peter wrote a brief catechism for that purpose that was eventually published in three different versions for different audiences, went through 200 editions, and was translated into fifteen languages. Instead of engaging in polemics, Peter sought common ground with Protestants, whom he called “separated brethren.” His example and teaching helped many of them become Catholic. 
Another missionary to Protestants was St. Francis de Sales (1567–1622), who in 1594 volunteered to work in the city of Geneva and its environs, a Calvinist stronghold. A few years later he was ordained bishop of Geneva, but was forced to reside in Annecy, France. Francis wrote many tracts and pamphlets explaining the Catholic faith, provided catechetical instruction, and was renowned as a spiritual director. His love for the poor and his humble asceticism drew many Protestants to him; as a result, thousands of them came into the Church. Missionaries like Francis and Peter Canisius had spiritual motives, not material ones. 
Missionary activity during the Catholic Reformation also focused on areas where the gospel had not yet been preached. The Church “would not allow herself to become exclusively preoccupied with the tasks of reconstruction and defense . . . what she had now lost in Europe she would recover elsewhere, all over the world.”440 St. Francis Xavier (1506–1552), one of the founders of the Society of Jesus, was instrumental in bringing the gospel to areas previously not evangelized. Over a ten-year period he traveled tens of thousands of miles to India, New Guinea, the Philippines, Japan, and an island off the coast of China. Having arrived in India on May 6, 1542, “within a period of 30 days Francis converted more Hindus than all his Portuguese predecessors had done in 30 years.”441

Francis was concerned not just with spreading the gospel; he wrote several letters to King John III of Portugal to protest the mistreatment of the Indian people by the Portuguese colonists. In Japan, Francis Xavier worked hard to develop a native clergy—a radical proposition at the time—and became fluent in Japanese and studied the culture to be a more effective evangelist. Unfortunately, Francis Xavier died off the coast of China in 1552. Another Jesuit missionary, Matteo Ricci (d. 1611), used his scientific knowledge to spread the gospel in China, making clocks, globes and maps to attract the Chinese to the Faith. Ricci was a master of the “accommodation method,” whereby missionaries would adopt local clothing and customs (such as were not antithetical to the gospel) in order to attract converts.
The Real Story
A brief look at some of the Church’s countless “adventurers of God” makes it clear the great Catholic missionaries were motivated by love of God and neighbor, not by greed for wealth and lands. They endured great hardships to spread the gospel solely because they felt called by God to do so. Only a hardened cynic could believe that they undertook their dangerous journeys for worldly rather than godly motives.
434 These terms for missionaries are from Henri Daniel-Rops, Heroes of God: Eleven Courageous Men and Women Who Risked Everything to Spread the Catholic Faith (Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute Press, 2002), vii.
435 Angus MacDougall, Martyrs of New France (Midland, ON: Martyr’s Shrine, 1992), 35.
436 Daniel-Rops, Heroes of God, 54–55.
437 Ibid., 56–57.
438 The Catholic Reformation (1545–1700) is usually referred to as the “Counter-Reformation,” a Protestant term meant to suggest that the Church undid the great reform ushered in by Luther, Calvin, and other Protestant heretics. But since the so-called Protestant Reformation was actually a revolution, it is not appropriate to refer to the authentic reform undertaken by the Church as a “Counter-Reformation.” Rather, it is best to use the term “Catholic Reformation,” which bespeaks that authentic reform undertaken by the Church. 
439 The first apostle to the Germans was the martyr St. Boniface (680–754). 
440 Henri Daniel-Rops, The Catholic Reformation, vol. 2, trans. John Warrington (Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1964), 14.
441 Ibid., 60.
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“Catholic missionaries mistreated, enslaved, and forcibly converted native peoples in the New World.” 
When Pope Francis visited the United States in 2015, he canonized the Franciscan friar Junípero Serra, who was instrumental in establishing Native American missions in California. Although Francis praised St. Junípero for his deep concern for the salvation and well-being of Native Americans, representatives of several tribes disagreed, arguing the missions were places of genocide and cultural extermination.442
Unfortunately, this view has deep roots in the anti-Catholic myth that Catholic missionaries mistreated, enslaved, and forcibly converted native peoples in the New World. Saintly Catholic missionaries long celebrated for their contributions to the development of the New World have come under fire recently by enemies of the Church. A hermeneutic of suspicion attributes the most nefarious of motives and cruelest conduct to any Catholic missionary to the New World, in clear opposition to the historical record. Catholic missionary activity in the New World was twofold: Spanish and French. Spanish activity was extensive, taking place in Spanish colonies in what today are Mexico, Chile, Peru, Columbia, Ecuador, Dominican Republic, the American Southwest, and California. Many of the Spanish conquistadors were committed to the evangelization and fair treatment of the native peoples; the chaplains who accompanied their expeditions were meant to provide for the spiritual needs of the Spanish as well as the indigenous peoples. It is no doubt true, however, that some conquistadors were bent on finding gold and exploiting the natives. It is no doubt also true that Spanish conquests caused significant population decline in some areas. Cuba’s native population was reduced from ٥٠,٠٠٠ to just ١٤,٠٠٠ in twenty years, and Santo Domingo’s from ١٠٠,٠٠٠ to ١٥,٠٠٠ in only fifty years after the Spaniards arrived.443 Although some of that decline resulted from genocidal massacres by the Spanish colonists, a more significant factor was exposure to European diseases, which the native peoples did not have antibodies to combat. 
Some Spaniards were nothing less than barbaric. When a priest dared to criticize a certain sadistic governor for throwing children to his hungry dogs, the governor ordered a child cut up in the priest’s presence!444 Another governor ordered the execution of ٥,٠٠٠ natives just so he could watch them die.445 Some native chiefs were tortured until their tribes paid ransoms, but instead of releasing them, the Spanish authorities wrapped the chiefs in straw and threw them into raging fires.446 The missionaries protested this behavior, but in most cases to no avail. Juan de Zumarraga (١٤٦٨–١٥٤٨), the first bishop of Mexico, fought hard against the enslavement of the Indians, going so far as to excommunicate the colonial authorities who defied him.447

Another bishop who fought ardently for the native peoples was Bartolomé de Las Casas (١٤٧٤ [or ١٤٨٤]–١٥٦٦). De Las Casas came from a family of adventurers. His father sailed on Columbus’s first voyage to the New World, and Bartolomé knew the great Genoese explorer personally. At first, Bartolomé lived the normal colonial life in Hispaniola, which unfortunately included mistreatment of the natives, but later he had a change of heart, set his slaves free, became religiously devout, and was ordained a Dominican priest. He focused his new life on preaching the gospel and speaking out against colonial abuses of the native peoples. The Spanish colonial authorities labeled him a madman and tried to convince royal officials in Spain to ignore Bartolomé’s frequent reports about the abuse of the Indians. Recognizing that his written reports were not having an effect, and concerned that they might not even be getting to the king, Bartolomé traveled to Spain and complained in person to King Fernando himself. In all, he made five trips across the Atlantic to report to the king on the plight of the native peoples. He also documented colonial abuse and condemned slavery in his book A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies. 
In 1542, thanks to Bartolomé’s efforts, King Charles V laid down stricter laws for native peoples in 1542. The king also appointed Bartolomé bishop of Chiapas, in southern Mexico. As bishop, de Las Casas ordered his priests to question all colonists in confession about their behavior toward the Indians. The bishop also instructed confessors to refuse absolution to penitents if they did not return stolen Indian property or refused to free their slaves.448 He also admonished his priests “that in giving absolution to those who butcher the Indians and steal their gold, they become accomplices before God and will be held to account for these crimes that they may too lightly absolve.”449 The colonists did not take kindly to de Las Casas’s instructions: riots erupted and priests were attacked. When word of the upheaval reached the king, he ordered de Las Casas to come back to Spain to discuss the situation. Unfortunately, de Las Casas never returned to the New World, where upon word of his death spontaneous funeral ceremonies broke out in hundreds of native villages. For centuries afterward, he would be remembered as “Father to the Indians.”450
Another priest who worked and prayed on behalf of slaves was St. Peter Claver (1580–1654), who arrived in Cartagena (in today’s Colombia) in 1610. The Jesuit priest made it his life’s mission to serve the African slaves who were being imported by Portuguese slave traders to the New World, where the Spanish colonists needed many laborers to farm the land and mine for gold. A thousand African slaves from Guinea, Congo, and Angola arrived in Cartagena each month.451 Pope Urban VIII (r. 1623–1644), in Commissum Nobis (April 22, 1639), condemned the slave trade and forbade Catholics to displace Africans from their native countries.452 Despite the pope’s condemnation, African slaves continued to arrive in Cartagena, which became the main slave market in the New World. Claver ministered to these poor souls and declared himself “the slave of the negroes forever.”453 Since the slaves came from different African countries and spoke different languages and dialects, Peter developed a cadre of translators, whom he trained as catechists to help him in his ministry to the slaves. It is estimated that his decades of work among the slaves resulted in the baptism of more than 300 thousand Africans!454 St. Peter Claver’s care for the African slaves in the New World was inspiring in his own time, and for centuries afterward.455
St. Junípero Serra (1713–1784) entered the Franciscan order in 1730 and later became a university professor at Palma de Majorca. At age thirty-five he volunteered for the New World missions, and after an eighteen-month sea voyage arrived in Mexico. On the way from Veracruz to Mexico City, he was stung by a scorpion. The wound never properly healed and he was afflicted with a limp for the rest of his life.456
In the New World, Father Serra volunteered for service at the remote Sierra Gorda Indian missions, where he taught farming techniques and livestock tending to the Pame Indians; he also translated the catechism into the Pame language. In 1767, Father Serra went to California where he was tasked with founding missions along the 600-mile Spanish colonial supply line. He eventually established the missions of San Carlos, San Antonio, San Gabriel, San Luis Obispo, San Francisco, San Juan Capistrano, Santa Clara, and San Buenaventura. He frequently clashed with the Spanish military and civil authorities over the treatment of Indians. He was concerned with both their material well-being and their eternal souls. Granted the faculty to confirm in 1778, he administered the sacrament of confirmation to 5,309 persons, most of them Native Americans.457

French missionary efforts in the New World began when Jacques Cartier explored the St. Lawrence Seaway in the sixteenth century. Cartier’s first act in the New World was to plant a cross and have Mass celebrated. Samuel de Champlain established the city of Quebec in the early seventeenth century, and by the mid-eighteenth century the colony of New France was wealthy and populous. Among the nearby Native American tribes, the Algonquin and Huron were the most receptive to the Faith, so missionary activity focused on them.458 Still, converts were few and many of the Indians were hostile to the missionaries, whom they would blame for any calamity that might befall the tribe or one of its members. 
Despite the challenges and hardships of missionary life, however, not only men but also women continued to answer the call to spread the gospel among the native peoples of modern-day New York State and Canada. St. Marie Guyart (1599–1672) arrived in Quebec in 1639 and founded a school for girls.459 She also learned the languages of the Iroquois, Algonquin, and Huron, and published catechisms in these languages to facilitate the spread of the Faith. 
Missionary work among the native peoples of New France was both arduous and dangerous. The journey from the main French colonial outposts to Huronia was 800 miles, and missionaries who traveled it faced many natural obstacles as well as unfriendly Iroquois tribes. In the mid-seventeenth century, the warlike Iroquois Confederacy began a campaign of annihilation against the Hurons, and the black-robed Jesuit missionaries were caught in the crossfire.460 Eight Jesuit priests and lay workers, known collectively as the North American Martyrs, would shed their blood for Christ in the New World in the years 1642–1649.461

St. René Goupil, a lay Jesuit, was the first of the North American Martyrs to give his life for Christ in the New World. Trained as a surgeon, his skills were very useful in the mission fields. He was captured and tortured along with St. Isaac Jogues on a return trip to Huronia carrying supplies from Quebec. His fingernails were ripped out and several fingers crushed, among other tortures. On September 29, 1642, René was tomahawked to death for having made the Sign of the Cross before eating. When the old Mohawk who had ordered René’s execution later saw Isaac Jogues cross himself too before a meal, he said, “There you have exactly what we hate! Now you know why they killed your companion and why they will kill you. Our neighbors the Dutch do not make this sign.”462 Isaac was abducted along with René Goupil and suffered in captivity for a year. Yet he continued to model the Christian life to the Mohawks by, for instance, caring for a sick tribesman who had earlier tortured him by ripping out his fingernails.463 Eventually, Isaac escaped and made his way back to France, where accounts of his missionary travels in the publication Jesuit Relations made him something of a celebrity. Yet though he could have continued to live comfortably in France, Isaac’s zeal for souls impelled him to request reassignment to New France, which he was granted. Unfortunately, his second stint in the New World was short-lived, as he was once again captured by the Mohawks and later tomahawked to death, along with St. Jean de la Lande, in 1646. 
The year 1649 was the bloodiest for the Jesuit missionaries, as four men joined the martyred ranks of their brethren in that year. Among the four was St. Jean de Brébeuf, one of the first missionaries to arrive in New France. He wrote a set of instructions for missionaries that reflected his deep love and concern for the Huron people. He told his fellow and future missionaries to love the Hurons unconditionally, to eat the food they offered, and to always appear cheerful.464 Jean also published a catechism and a dictionary in the Huron language for use by other missionaries. Captured by a Mohawk war party in 1649, he suffered brutal torture, yet did not utter a word of protest throughout the ordeal.465

The last Jesuit to die in New France was the youngest of them all and had narrowly escaped martyrdom previously. Although St. Nöel Chabanel had no facility for the Huron language, he vowed to remain in Huronia for the rest of his life. A Huron apostate from the Faith, Louis Honareenhax, killed Fr. Chabanel in the belief that doing so was a service to his family and tribe, since they had suffered calamities since becoming Catholics.466

The blood of the North American Martyrs would prove to be the seed of future saints: ten years after the death of Sts. Isaac Jogues and Jean de la Lande, St. Kateri Tekakwitha (1656–1680), the “Lily of the Mohawks,” was born in the same village where they were martyred. 
The Real Story
Although some colonists abused and exploited the native peoples of the New World, the Church’s missionaries did not. Missionaries were focused on saving souls, and did so out of selfless love for their fellow man. When they were witness to mistreatment of the Indians, they complained to the highest levels of government. Even when harshly mistreated themselves by certain Indian tribes, they willingly offered up their lives in imitation of Christ, providing an example that would inspire future conversions. They should be remembered, then, not with the acrimony of their many carping critics, but with the reverence and respect they so clearly deserve. 
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“Catholic missionaries worked as spies for foreign governments, and were rightly punished and executed for it.” 
The Elizabethan age in England is seen as a time of peace and prosperity, and of the flourishing of literature and theater. But it certainly was not as idyllic as that for English Catholics, who suffered the first state-sanctioned persecution of the Catholic Church since the Roman Empire. Queen Elizabeth’s advisors, particularly William Cecil (1520–1598), believed Catholics to be a national security threat, and induced Parliament to pass a number of anti-Catholic laws they hoped would destroy the Faith in England over time. Cecil cited the attempted invasion of England by the Spanish Armada as proof that Catholics could not be loyal citizens in an officially Protestant nation. The resulting persecution was ferocious, and created many martyrs. 
The persecution of Catholics in England had many parallels to the persecution of the early Church under the Roman Empire. Then, Christians were seen as a threat to Roman society because they refused to conform to its pagan culture and traditions, refused to worship the emperor, and were supposedly indifferent to the welfare of the state. Since they met in secret, as would Elizabethan Catholics, they were suspected of hatching plots.
As Catholics saw it, Elizabeth was not the rightful heir to the throne, since she was the illegitimate child of King Henry VIII’s adulterous union with Anne Boleyn.467 Raised Protestant, she was rightly feared by Catholics when she was made queen following the death of the Catholic queen Mary Tudor. Shortly after being crowned, Elizabeth had Parliament pass the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity, the first salvos in a long legislative campaign to eradicate the Catholic faith in England. The Act of Supremacy declared Elizabeth the Chief Governor of all Spiritual and Ecclesiastical Affairs in England, and required all clergy and university professors to take an oath of loyalty to her as head of the Church. The first refusal to do so would be punished by confiscation of property and possibly life imprisonment; any subsequent refusal brought the death penalty.468 The Act of Uniformity required every citizen to attend Church of England services; refusal to do so was punished by heavy fines. The Act of Uniformity also declared it a crime to say that the pope is the head of the Church in England.469

Other anti-Catholic legislation was passed throughout Elizabeth’s reign, including a 1581 act that made it treason (punishable by death) to convert an Englishmen to the Catholic faith, and a capital offense to be converted oneself.470 In 1585, harboring or assisting a Jesuit priest was made a crime of aiding and abetting rebellion.471 It was also made illegal to leave England without government approval—this to prevent men from studying for the priesthood on the Continent.472 In an attempt to end the persecution of Catholics under Elizabeth, Pope St. Pius V (r. 1566–1572) issued a bull excommunicating her in 1570. The bull also declared her not legitimately queen and absolved the English people from loyalty to her, in hopes that a rebellion would force her from the throne. Unfortunately, the bull backfired and was exploited by Elizabeth and her advisors as proof that one could not be both Catholic and a loyal Englishman.473

The English cardinal William Allen soon recognized the need for Englishmen to be trained abroad for the priesthood and then sent back to England to minister to the underground Church, so in 1568 he established a seminary across the Channel in Douai (now part of France) known as the English College, and which was financed by Pope Gregory XIII and the Spanish king Philip II.474 Concerned that the English authorities would see his priests as spies or agents of a foreign power, he established strict rules in the hopes that they would instead be seen as agents of God. For instance, seminarians were forbidden to discuss English politics, or to debate the extent of the pope’s authority over secular rulers or whether he could depose them; even the name of Elizabeth was not to be mentioned at the school.475 Elizabeth’s government was not mollified, and ordered all Englishmen studying abroad to return within four months.476 But, once ordained, the seminary’s graduates would return home only clandestinely, at risk of their lives, to care for the persecuted faithful. One such priest, Cuthbert Mayne (1544–1577), arrived clandestinely in England on April 24, 1576. He ministered to the underground Church for just over a year until he was arrested on June 8, 1577, in possession of a papal bull and an Agnus Dei sacramental, a small wax disc made from the Paschal Candle, and which was impressed with an image of the Lamb of God and blessed by the pope.477 Fr. Mayne was charged with crimes against the state and sentenced to death, but was given the opportunity to save his life by recanting his Catholic faith—he refused, and was hanged, drawn, and quartered.478 St. Cuthbert Mayne was the first of many martyred priests in Elizabethan England.
Two years after Cuthbert’s martyrdom, the superior general of the Society of Jesus decided to send his own English-born priests back home to assist in sustaining the persecuted Catholics there. St. Edmund Campion (1540–1581) was one of the first two English Jesuits to return home as a priest.479 Campion had been a brilliant student at Oxford, once even debating in the presence of Queen Elizabeth. Although in 1568 he was ordained a priest in the Church of England, soon thereafter he experienced a profound crisis of conscience. In 1569 he left Oxford for Ireland, and in 1572 fled to the English College to study for the Catholic priesthood. While there he conceived the desire to enter the Jesuits and walked penitentially from Douai to Rome to request admission.480 He was accepted, and in 1580 he was ordered to England, where he arrived in disguise after a daring crossing. There he was persuaded to write a defense of the Faith to be read only if he was captured. But it was given unsealed to a fellow Catholic who shared it with others, and it quickly circulated throughout England, becoming known as “Campion’s Brag,” giving great consolation to the English Catholics. Campion was ultimately betrayed and captured. While in prison, he was visited by Queen Elizabeth, who offered him freedom and a public office if he became Protestant. Campion replied that he accepted Elizabeth as his queen, but not as head of the Church.481 He suffered cruel tortures, including the rack and the ripping out of all his fingernails. At his trial in November 1581 he was charged with attempted murder of the queen; the jury disbelieved the charge but were bribed by the government to ensure a conviction. Campion was hanged, drawn, and quartered on December 1, 1581, becoming the first Jesuit to die for the faith in England. In a literal manifestation of the axiom that the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church, one man, Henry Walpole, who was present at Campion’s execution and was splattered by his blood, was inspired to become Catholic, fled England to study for the priesthood, and in 1595 himself suffered martyrdom in England.
The Elizabethan authorities persecuted not only priests but also the laity. St. Margaret Clitherow (1556–1586) was a joy-filled wife and mother who was raised Protestant but converted to Catholicism, after which she helped spread the Faith in her home city of York. In 1576 her name appeared on a list of “recusants”—citizens who refused to attend Church of England services as mandated by the government. She was arrested four different times for her Catholic activities, the last time because she dared to hide priests, which was considered treason. Brought before the court she refused to enter a plea, saying, “I know of no offense whereof I should confess myself guilty.”482 St. Margaret was executed by pressing to death on the feast of the Annunciation, March 25, 1586.483 Despite the cruel persecution of Catholics under Queen Elizabeth, the Church in England survived and conversions continued. But overall, Elizabeth’s effort to stamp out the Faith in her realm was very successful, and the belief that Catholics could not be loyal Englishmen persisted for centuries.484
The belief that Catholic missionaries were spies of a foreign government was not unique to sixteenth-century England; it was also prevalent in the twentieth century in the Soviet Union. In a 1929 letter, Pope Pius XI (r. 1922–1939) called on men, especially Jesuits, to enter a newly established center in Rome known as the Russicum to train as missionaries to Russia.485 An American Jesuit named Walter Ciszek (1904–1984) answered the pope’s call, and in 1938, after graduating from the Russicum, he was sent to Albertyn, Poland. Less than a year later the Second World War broke out and Poland was caught between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Russian troops entered Albertyn and dismantled the decade-old Jesuit mission. Fr. Ciszek and two classmates from the Russicum joined the flow of Polish refugees traveling to Russia to work in the Ural Mountains factories; the priests hoped to minister not only to the Polish Catholic refugees but to the Russians as well. They crossed into Russia under assumed identities on March 19, 1941. Father Ciszek later wrote that he found missionary work exceptionally difficult during this time as no one wanted to talk about religion, and the Communist anti-Catholic propaganda had convinced people to fear priests. So he and his priest companions had to be extremely careful about what they said and to whom, and they had to go to a secluded forest to celebrate Mass.
Father Ciszek was in Russia for only a few months before the Germans invaded. The Soviet authorities arrested him on the suspicion of being a German spy. He was transported to Moscow and incarcerated in the infamous Lubianka Prison. His interrogator at Lubianka knew his real identity and accused him of being a Vatican spy. He denied the charge, but was kept in the Moscow prison throughout the war. After five years in prison he was convicted of crimes against the state and sentenced to fifteen years hard labor in the gulags of Siberia. In the extreme conditions of the Siberian coal and copper mines, Fr. Ciszek grew in faith and ministered as best he could to his fellow inmates. He completed his sentence but because he had been convicted of espionage, he was not allowed to leave Russia. He spent four years working as a mechanic until one day in 1963 he was abruptly taken to Moscow, where he was treated like a VIP and eventually put on a plane to the United States. The U.S. government had exchanged him for two Soviet spies. In all, Fr. Ciszek spent twenty-three years in the Soviet Union, fifteen of them at hard labor in Siberia simply for being a Catholic priest. He was neither a foreign spy, nor had he any interest in state secrets. He was a faithful Jesuit who dedicated his life to serving Christ and his fellow man.
The Real Story
Incredibly, the myth that Catholic missionaries, especially priests in Elizabethan England, were spies of a foreign government (the pope) persists to this day. Both the 1998 film Elizabeth, which starred Cate Blanchett and Geoffrey Rush, and the 2002 BBC documentary 100 Great Britons portrayed the missionary Catholic priests of Elizabeth I’s time as trained killers bent on her overthrow.486 Yet the historical record clearly shows that those saintly and heroic men were intent solely on ministering to persecuted Catholics, for which “crime” many of them suffered agonizing martyrdom. 
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“Christopher Columbus was an agent of Western imperialism, cultural destruction, and genocide.” 
Peering into the future, Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) could not have anticipated the ingratitude and outright contempt shown by modern man toward his discovery and exploration of the New World. It has become nothing less than fashionable to slander him as deliberately genocidal. Few see him as he really was: a devout Catholic deeply concerned for the eternal salvation of the indigenous peoples he encountered. Rather, he is viewed by anti-Christian secular humanists as a symbol of European imperialism.487 To them, he brought destruction, enslavement, and death to the once-happy and prosperous people of the Americas.488

The vitriol directed against Columbus produces annual protests every Columbus Day in the United States. There is even a movement to remove it as a federal holiday. Several jurisdictions, including Denver and Phoenix, already refuse to acknowledge it and celebrate instead “Indigenous Peoples Day.”489 The movement to brand Columbus a genocidal maniac and erase all memory of his extraordinary accomplishments stems from a false myth about the man and his times.
The so-called Age of Discovery was ushered in by Prince Henry the Navigator (1394–1460) of Portugal. Prince Henry studied ocean currents and wind movement in order to improve navigation for sailing ships. He sent Portuguese ships and sailors down the West African coast seeking a trade route to India. He also invented the caravel, a light ship that was perfect for long-distance, uncharted exploration. Prince Henry and his sailors inaugurated the great age of explorers finding new lands and creating shipping lanes for the import and export of goods, including consumables never before seen in Europe. Their efforts also created an intense competition among the sailing nations of Europe, each striving to outdo the other in finding new and more efficient trade routes. It was into this world of innovation, exploration, and economic competition that Christopher Columbus was born.
A native of the Italian city-state of Genoa, Columbus became a sailor at the age of fourteen. He learned the nautical trade sailing on Genoese merchant vessels, and became an accomplished navigator. On a long-distance voyage past Iceland in February 1477 Columbus learned about the strong east-flowing Atlantic currents and believed a journey across the ocean could be made because the currents would be able to bring a ship home.490 Columbus formulated a plan to seek the east by going west. He knew such an ambitious undertaking required royal backing, which he sought first from King João of Portugal, since the Portuguese were leading the way in nautical exploration. Rebuffed by the king, Columbus petitioned the Spanish monarchs, while also dispatching his brother to King Henry VII of England. Columbus managed to acquire a royal audience with King Fernando and Queen Isabel of Spain in May 1486. The queen was quite impressed by Columbus and his daunting plan, so she convened a commission to study his proposal. But the commission was not as impressed as the queen. They were concerned that his calculation of the ocean’s width was incorrect and that the journey would take longer and pose greater risk than Columbus estimated. They recommended rejecting Columbus’s proposal.491 At first Queen Isabel concurred, but later changed her mind and granted everything Columbus needed for the voyage. On August 3, 1492, He embarked from Spain with ninety men on three ships: the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria.492 After thirty-three days at sea, Columbus’s flotilla spotted land (the Bahamas), which he claimed in the name of the Spanish monarchs; Columbus’s modern-day detractors view that as a sign of imperial conquest. It was not: it was simply a sign to other European nations that they could not establish trading posts on the Spanish possession.493 On this first voyage Columbus also reached the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola. He stayed four months in the New World, and arrived home to fanfare on March 15, 1493. Unfortunately, the Santa Maria had run aground on Hispaniola so he had been forced to leave forty-two men behind, ordering them to treat the indigenous people well and especially to respect the women.494 Unfortunately, as he discovered on his second voyage, that order was not heeded. 
Columbus made four voyages to the New World, and each brought its own discoveries and adventures. His second voyage included many crewmen from his first, but also some new faces such as Ponce de León, who later won fame as an explorer himself. On this second voyage, Columbus and his men encountered the fierce tribe of the Caribs, who were cannibals, practiced sodomy, and castrated captured boys from neighboring tribes. Columbus recognized the Caribs’ captives as members of the peaceful tribe he met on his first voyage, so he rescued and returned them to their homes.495 This voyage included stops in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.
The third voyage was the most difficult personally for Columbus as he was arrested by Francisco de Bobadilla, who replaced him as Governor of the Indies, on charges of mismanagement of the Spanish trading enterprise in the New World. Columbus was sent back to Spain in chains, but was exonerated by the monarchs based on his full report of the situation in the Indies. Columbus’s fourth and final voyage took place in 1502–1504, with his son Fernando among the crew. The crossing of the Atlantic was the fastest ever: sixteen days. The expedition visited Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica, and was marooned for a time on Jamaica.
Most accounts of Columbus’s voyages mistake his motives by focusing narrowly on economic or political reasons. But in fact his primary motive was to find enough gold to finance a Crusade to retake Jerusalem from the Muslims, as evidenced by a letter he wrote in December 1492 to King Fernando and Queen Isabel, encouraging them to “spend all the profits of this my enterprise on the conquest of Jerusalem.”496 In this, he believed he was fulfilling conditions for the Second Coming of Christ. Near the end of his life, he even compiled a book about the connection between the liberation of Jerusalem and the Second Coming.497

When Columbus first arrived in Hispaniola, his first words to the natives were, “The monarchs of Castile have sent us not to subjugate you, but to teach you the true religion.”498 He considered himself a “Christ-bearer” like his namesake, St. Christopher.499 He also realized that the Indians needed more than just baptism: they needed instruction in the Faith. Hence, he was deeply disappointed in the missionary priest who accompanied him on his second journey for refusing to learn the natives’ language in order to catechize rather than just baptize them.500 In a 1502 letter to Pope Alexander VI (r. 1492–1503), Columbus asked the pontiff to send missionaries to the indigenous peoples of the New World so they could accept Christ. And in his will, Columbus proved his belief in the importance of evangelization by establishing a fund to finance missionary efforts to the lands he discovered.501
Contrary to the popular myth, Columbus treated the native peoples with great respect and friendship. He was impressed by their “generosity, intelligence, and ingenuity.”502 He recorded in his diary that “in the world there are no better people or a better land. They love their neighbors as themselves, and they have the sweetest speech in the world and [they are] gentle and always laughing.”503 Columbus demanded that his men exchange gifts with the natives they encountered, and not just take what they want by force. He enforced this policy rigorously: On his third voyage in August 1500 he hanged men who disobeyed him by harming the native people.504

Columbus never intended the enslavement of the peoples of the New World. In fact, he considered the Indians who worked in the Spanish settlement in Hispaniola as employees of the crown.505 In further proof that Columbus did not plan to rely on slave labor, he asked the crown to send him Spanish miners to mine for gold.506 Indeed, no doubt influenced by Columbus, the Spanish monarchs in their instructions to Spanish settlers mandated that the Indians be treated “very well and lovingly” and demanded that no harm should come to them.507
Columbus passed to his eternal reward on May 20, 1506. 
The Real Story
Christopher Columbus undertook his journeys across the Atlantic Ocean in order to find a faster route to Asia. He believed this effort would produce gold and spices in abundance, generating enough revenue to finance a new Crusade to liberate the city of Jerusalem from the Muslims, which, he believed, would partly fulfill the conditions for the Second Coming of Christ. Religiously devout, Columbus sought the salvation of the native peoples he encountered, not their enslavement, and he asked Church authorities to send missionaries to the New World. When members of his expeditions mistreated the native peoples, he punished them severely. In popular myth, Columbus is the very symbol of European greed and genocidal imperialism. In reality, he was a dedicated Christian concerned first and foremost with serving God and his fellow man.
487 Carol Delaney, Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem (New York: Free Press, 2011), xii.
488 See http://www.transformcolumbusday.org/.
489 Marilia Brocchetto and Emanuella Grinberg, “Quest to Change Columbus Day to Indigenous Peoples Day Sails Ahead,” CNN.com, October 10, 2016, accessed April 7, 2017, http://www.cnn.com/2016/10/09/us/columbus-day-indigenous-peoples-day/.
490 The sailors of Columbus’s day did not believe the earth was flat, as is commonly believed, but were afraid about the ability to get home after sailing across the ocean.
491 The commission believed it would take Columbus three years to go from Spain to Asia. See Samuel Eliot Morison, Admiral of the Ocean Sea: A Life of Christopher Columbus, vol. 1 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1942), 131–132. Cited in Delaney, Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem, 63. Columbus’s calculation was incorrect; he made the ocean 25 percent smaller than it was! See Morison, Admiral, vol. 1, 87. Cited in Delaney, Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem, 60.
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503 Columbus, Diario, 281. Quoted in Delaney, Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem, 107. Columbus was a literate man, which was rare for the day. He recorded his observations of the New World in his diary and ship’s log, at a time when keeping logs was not standard practice. 
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507 See Samuel Eliot Morison, trans. and ed., Journals and Other Documents on the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, vol. 1 (New York: Heritage Press, 1963), 204. Quoted in Delaney, Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem, 125–126.



SECTION IX
A Mixed Bag
The contemporary consumer society tends instead to relegate human beings to the present, to make them lose their sense of the past, of history; but by so doing it also deprives them of the ability to understand themselves, to perceive problems and to build the future. . . . The Christian is someone who has a good memory, who loves history and seeks to know it.
Pope Benedict XVI508
The anti-Catholic myths in this section defy easy characterization, but they are all common refrains Catholics hear about the Church and its history. These myths run the gamut from the Church’s alleged wealth (with the implication that it should alleviate human suffering by liquidating its assets) to its oppression of women, approval of slavery, and anti-Semitism. Conspiracy theorists see shadowy organizations controlling the Church’s leadership and agenda. 
Many of the myths in this section may seem outlandish to the point of absurdity, but Catholics cannot dismiss them, because they are nonetheless believed and propagated with regularity. Some of these myths are so ingrained in the modern mind (Marie Antoinette said, “Let them eat cake!”) that to challenge them with historical facts results in mockery and dismissal or with charges that the historical source must be biased. Despite the harassment when presenting the truth, Catholics must persist in the hope that these anti-Catholic myths will be discarded, known only by future scholars studying the history of anti-Catholicism.
508 Benedict XVI, Address at a Meeting with Young People, Cathedral of Sulmona, July 4, 2010.
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“The Church is one of the wealthiest organizations in the world.” 
The rich young man approached Jesus with a question of eternal significance. He asked the Lord what good deed he had to perform to have life everlasting. Jesus told him to follow the commandments, which the young man answered he already did. Jesus then told him that to be perfect he must “go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me” (Matt. 19:21). Many critics of the Catholic Church use this Bible passage to argue the Church should divest itself of all temporal wealth and focus solely on spiritual matters. One writer argues that since “Jesus . . . was the poorest of the poor” the Church must follow his example and sell off all its property and assets.509 Other passages of Scripture, we are told, overwhelmingly illustrates Jesus’ rejection of wealth: he told his disciples to have no possessions; he told the parable of Lazarus the beggar and the rich man who refused to help him; he commanded that man cannot serve both God and mammon; he admonished the rich; he called upon his followers to reject worldly treasures for those in heaven; and so on (Luke 14:33, 16:19–3; Matt. 6:24; Luke 6:24; Matt. 6:19–21). Critics also point to the example of the early Christians, who held all things in common and embraced a life of poverty (Acts 2:44–45).510

All these teachings and examples, critics maintain, are violated by the Catholic Church, whose single-minded pursuit of wealth has brought about much death and destruction. “[The] persistent ignoring of the fundamental command of Christ concerning the riches of the world caused irremediable harm . . . ignited revolts, provoked revolutions and promoted destructive wars which were to scar the Western world for hundreds of years.”511 The solution is for the Church to sell its wealth and give it all to the poor. Of course, those who argue for the divestiture of the Church’s temporal holdings make the same argument as Judas when he complained about the woman anointing Jesus with costly ointment (John 12:5). 
Jesus did not command that all men live in material poverty; nor did he teach that wealth is evil. Scripture shows clearly that he taught spiritual poverty, an inner detachment from material things and a refusal to make money an idol. Thus, the poverty he preached is more than “a humanistic concern for the downtrodden or . . . a politico-sociological effort to redistribute the world’s resources.”512 True happiness is to be found not in material possessions but in love of God and neighbor. This love compels the Christian to live simply and practice charity toward people in need. Gospel poverty does not mean that Christians are called to carelessness, disorder, laziness, or neglect of one’s appearance or health, or to live in abject destitution.513 The Christian is called to moderation in all things, rooted in the distinction between the necessities of life and what is superfluous or extravagant.514

In obedience to the Lord’s commands, the Church throughout its 2,000-year history has shown concern for the poor and downtrodden in the form of countless hospitals, orphanages, soup kitchens, and other charitable efforts. The Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World
recognized that the extremes of wealth and poverty today are unprecedented (Gaudium et Spes, 4). Christians must work, then, to build a society that alleviates the suffering of the poor and inculcates a spirit of poverty and simplicity among the wealthy (88). The Church’s critics point to its magnificent cathedrals and gold liturgical vessels as assets that can be sold and the proceeds given to the poor. But that mentality fails to recognize that God commands sacred spaces and ornate (and expensive) liturgical vessels for worship (see Exod. 25:37–39, 37:23–24; Num. 31:50–51; 2 Chron. 24:14).
The Church does have significant property holdings, an abundance of beautiful churches, priceless works of art and historical artifacts, but those who criticize this wealth fail to recall that most of this precious inventory came to the Church in the form of gifts. The Roman emperor Constantine was the first of temporal rulers to bestow property on the Church when, after his victory at Milvian Bridge in 312, he gave the Lateran Palace to the pope. Constantine continued to favor the Church with his generosity by building several magnificent churches, including St. Peter’s and St. Paul Outside the Walls. He also provided for the construction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. In the fifth century, feudal lords often gifted land to the Church. And in the early tenth century, Duke William of Aquitaine donated a large tract of land to Benedictine monks under the direction of the abbot Berno, who established the monastery of Cluny on the property. However, monasteries were not repositories of wealth, as is often claimed, but centers of significant economic production; in eleventh-century England, for instance, thirty-five monasteries accounted for one-sixth of the total revenue of the nation.515

It is important for the Church’s critics to understand that it is not monolithic in its finances. Each diocese is financially independent, so the pope could not liquidate its assets even if he wanted to; the same goes for most Catholic religious orders and organizations. Thus, the Church doesn’t actually hold the $8 billion in assets it is reported to have.516 The 2013 Consolidated Financial Statements of the Holy See and the Governorate showed a combined profit of only $11 million.517

The Real Story
Although the Church has accumulated vast holdings in buildings, sacred art, and property through its long history, much of that is expensive to maintain and not easily liquidated. Moreover, the Church regards its priceless inventory of material possessions as belonging to humanity, and regards itself not as the owner of these temporal goods but as their steward. Critics of the Church who insist it should embrace radical material poverty misunderstand Gospel poverty, and also fail to recognize that the Church puts its temporal wealth at the service of humanity—including the poorest of the poor.
509 Avro Manhattan, “The Vatican Billions: Two Thousand Years of Wealth Accumulation from Caesar to the Space Age,” accessed July 7, 2015, http://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/vatican/vatican_billions.htm. 
510 Many critics of the Church cite this passage but fail to recognize that it is specific to the Christian community in Jerusalem and does not apply to other communities of that time.
511 Manhattan, “The Vatican Billions.”
512 Thomas Dubay, S.M., Happy are You Poor: The Simple Life and Spiritual Freedom (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2003), 40.
513 See Dubay, Happy are You Poor, 50–53.
514 Ibid., 102–112.
515 Duffy, Saints and Sinners, 113.
516 See Alastair Jamieson, “Inside the Vatican: The $8 billion global institution where nuns answer the phones,”
NBCNews.com, February 14, 2013, accessed July 7, 2015, http://worldnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/02/14/16957985-inside-the-vatican-the-8-billion-global-institution-where-nuns-answer-the-phones?lite.
517 Viewed separately, the Holy See, the offices and ministries of the pope, ran a deficit of $26 million whereas Vatican City State showed a profit of approximately $37 million. See Vatican press release on 2013 Consolidated Financial Statements of Holy See and Governorate, July 8, 2014, accessed July 8, 2015. Available at http://www.zenit.org/en/articles/vatican-s-press-release-on-2013-consolidated-financial-statements-of-holy-see-and-governorate.
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“The Catholic Church is responsible for more wars than anything else in history.”
Television host Bill Maher, a self-described “apatheist” (a combination of apathy and atheist), made headlines in 2014 by calling God a “psychopathic mass murderer.”518 Although the comedian was roundly criticized for this offensive remark, it accurately represents what many secular humanists believe: that religion in general and the Catholic Church in particular is responsible for more death and destruction than any other entity in history. They exploit this ridiculous claim to induce Catholics to lose their faith and to lessen the Church’s influence in the world. One respected academic went so far as to publish a study in which he estimated that the medieval popes were responsible for some 30 million to 50 million deaths.519 More sober and responsible researchers expose such claims as absurd. In their three-volume Encyclopedia of Wars (2004), Charles Phillips and Alan Axelrod identified a total of 1,763 wars in human history. Of that number only 123 wars could be classified as “religious” in nature, which equates to less than 7 percent of the total. When wars undertaken by Islam (50 percent of the 123) are factored out, the number of wars caused by religion falls to only 3 percent of the total.520

That the Catholic Church is not the cause of wars or sponsor of violence can be traced to the fundamental tenets of the Faith, which favors peace and comity over war and conquest. Violence has been a topic of discussion in the Church since its earliest days. The Old Testament is replete with examples of God’s violent actions in defense of Israel, such as the drowning of Pharaoh’s army in the Red Sea (Exod. 14). God also commanded the Israelites to war against the pagan tribes inhabiting the Promised Land, so that they could remain pure in their worship of him alone. Once safely ensconced in the Promised Land, the Chosen People were frequently commanded by God to fight their enemies (1 Sam. 15:3; 2 Macc. 15:27–28). 
In the New Testament, Jesus’ teachings on violence are more nuanced and subtle. On the one hand he seems to discourage the use of violence by rebuking Peter in the Garden of Gethsemane (John 18:11; Matt. 26:51; Mark 14:17; Luke 22:51). On the other hand he acknowledges the reality of violence and division in the world when he says, “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword” (Matt. 10:34).
The military profession is presented in a positive light throughout the New Testament (Matt. 8:5–13; Luke 7:2–9), and the conversion of the Roman centurion, Cornelius, is a defining moment in the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 10). The question of whether Christians could serve in the imperial Roman army was hotly debated among early Christians, given the differing interpretations of Jesus’ teachings on violence and the fact that the army was the instrument of the Church’s persecution. Yet many Roman soldiers embraced the Faith; some even died for it when they refused to participate in pagan worship or other practices. 
The Church’s understanding of warfare solidified with the writings of St. Augustine (354–430), whose City of God drew on divine revelation and Greco-Roman sources (such as the writings of Aristotle, Livy, and Cicero) to create what later became known as the Church’s “just war” teaching. The Church, from Augustine, teaches that making war can be justifiable, even necessary, as when defending the innocent from an unjust aggressor. Ironically, these civilized principles are not shared by the greatest perpetrator of mass murder in world history: secular political ideology.
The twentieth century, in which the Church’s influence was relatively weak, is widely considered the bloodiest hundred years in history. The First World War witnessed the death of nearly 8.5 million men in a mere four years.521 Germany lost one-third of its male population in the conflict.522 It also contributed to the outbreak of a flu pandemic that killed thirty million to fifty million people around the world.523 Then followed the rise of fascism, National Socialism, and Communism, which ushered in an era of death and destruction such as the world had never seen. These ideologies subjected the individual to the state in a utilitarian construct that dehumanized and devalued the human person. They also sought to destroy the Catholic Church, which stood against them almost alone. Their dreams of conquest led to the deaths of 78.4 million people in the Second World War.524

Although Adolf Hitler’s Germany is most often blamed for the most deaths in the twentieth century, another ideology merits that dubious distinction: Communism. “[The] largest number of innocent dead in the twentieth century are the direct victims of several bloody forms of Communism. The best estimate is that at least a hundred million people have died from Communism in this century.”525 The Soviet Communist leader Josef Stalin is said to have remarked, “One death is a tragedy, one million is a statistic.”526 That genocidal sentiment found its truest expression in Stalin’s murderous purges of Soviet military and civilian leaders, and even more so in his forced collectivization of Ukraine’s agricultural sector, which caused a famine that killed fourteen million people.527 Violence is inherent not only in communist nation-states, but also in nonsectarian socialist and communist groups who embrace terrorism in pursuit of political goals. Indeed, the worldwide leader in terrorist attacks since 1975 is the Marxist-Leninist group the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam in Sri Lanka.528

The Real Story
Far from being the greatest perpetrator of violence, the Catholic Church has most often been its victim, especially at the hands of godless fascism, Nazism and Communism in the twentieth century, which were together guilty of hundreds of millions of deaths. History clearly shows that neither religion in general nor the Catholic Church in particular is not the chief cause of war; nor is God himself the “psychotic mass murderer” of Bill Maher’s imagination. Contrary to the claims of its critics, the Catholic Church does not foster hatred, oppression, and violence; indeed, if its teachings were followed by more people more resolutely, the world would be a much more peaceful place.
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“Sexual abuse is a pervasive problem among Catholic clergy, probably because of mandatory celibacy.”
Books can significantly impact culture. Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, published in 1948, is one such book. Its thesis is that Judeo-Christian sexual morality is unnatural and repressive. A Darwinist, Kinsey (1894–1956) viewed the human person as an animal who should be no less constrained in his sexual behavior than any other animal. Accordingly, Kinsey’s book was a clarion call for the eradication of all moral restrictions on human sexual behavior. Indeed, “it washed away every moral boundary of sexuality with a torrent of charts, graphs, and technical lingo”;529 and in so doing laid the groundwork for the 1960s Sexual Revolution, which would shake Western civilization to its core.
The Sexual Revolution was a time of experimentation and confusion in Western society that also impacted the Catholic Church in the United States. Many men who entered seminary during this time were not provided adequate and authentic moral formation for living as celibate priests. It was also a time when prominent theologians dissented from the teachings of Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae on the truth and beauty of God’s gift of human sexuality. In such an atmosphere, it is perhaps not surprising that some men with disordered sexuality, including homosexuals, were admitted to holy orders—and that they would later be guilty of sexual abuse even of young children. Their sins became fodder for attacks on the Church and its priesthood. On January 6, 2002, the Boston Globe published an exposé of how the (since defrocked) priest John Geoghan abused more than 130 young boys over a period of thirty years, during which the Archdiocese of Boston reassigned him to a different parish each time an accusation against him was made. The Globe report inspired similar investigations elsewhere in the country that uncovered other cases of sexual abuse by Catholic priests, leading to what Fr. Richard John Neuhaus termed the “Long Lent of 2002.”530 Thus, the sinful and indeed criminal behavior of a handful of priests, and the gross negligence of some bishops, led to severe criticism of the Church, its priesthood, and more specifically the discipline of celibacy. 
Critics of clerical celibacy argued that it is unnatural to repress man’s instinctual need for sexual activity. Since priests are not permitted to marry, the argument goes, they find release for their sexual desires in homosexual behavior and sexual abuse of minors. But proponents of this view lack a proper understanding of celibacy and the Catholic priesthood. 
Christ taught that there were those who embrace celibacy for the “sake of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 19:12). St. Paul believed it was better for the clergy to be “free from anxieties” since “the unmarried man is anxious about the affairs of the Lord . . . but a married man is anxious about worldly affairs, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided” (1 Cor. 7:32–34). The Church understands a priest to be an alter Christus (“another Christ”), and since Christ gave himself completely to the Church, so too does the priest by not getting married and having children. Although viewed by its critics as a negative act, celibacy is actually the positive expression of a self-sacrificial way of life. Indeed, “celibacy tells us what a man is for, not what he’s against.”531 The priest freely gives up the good of married life for the greater good of the spiritual life. 
Some critics have argued that celibacy was an invention of the medieval Church and is a discipline that can (and should) be changed. In fact, clerical celibacy was practiced in the early Church as well, as evidenced in the writings of the Church Fathers Tertullian (163–230), Origen (185–254), Eusebius of Caesarea (260–341), and St. Epiphanius (310–403). By the beginning of the fourth century, conjugal abstinence was required of bishops, priests, and deacons in Spain and Rome. It is clear from the evidence that clerical celibacy was in force in much of the Western Church by the time of Pope St. Leo I the Great (r. 440–461). 
There is no doubt, however, that, owing to man’s fallen (yet redeemed) nature, Catholic clergy have not always lived out celibacy the way they should. In the eleventh century, for instance, widespread sexual immorality among the clergy prompted St. Peter Damian (1007–1072) to write The Book of Gomorrah, in which he railed against immoral clergy and suggested that when they are tempted to sin against celibacy they should “meditate on the grave.”532 The situation deplored by Peter Damian was addressed by a series of reforming popes, culminating in legislation from the First Lateran Council (1123), confirmed in the Second Lateran Council (1139), that mandated clerical celibacy throughout the Western Church.533

Homosexual acts and sexual abuse committed by clergy is a failure to live celibacy, not a fault intrinsic to the discipline itself. “To blame the crisis of sexual abuse on celibacy is about as plausible as blaming adultery on the marriage vow, or blaming treason on the Pledge of Allegiance.”534 Although critics contend that sexual abuse of children is more prevalent within the Catholic priesthood than elsewhere, the statistics do not bear that out. It is estimated that one in five girls and one in twenty boys nationwide will be victims of sexual abuse.535 Most of that abuse is committed by family members (usually fathers or stepfathers), not by clergy. The National Center for Victims of Crime reports that 75 percent of adolescents in the United States have been sexually assaulted by someone they know well.536 It is estimated that one in five males has committed some act of sexual abuse, whereas only 4 percent of active priests were accused of abuse between 1950 and 2002, and only 149 of them were “serial abusers” (ten or more victims), representing just one-tenth of 1 percent of all priests in the United States.537
Moreover, almost 50 percent of abuse cases involve now-deceased priests who committed their crimes between 1970 and 1985, during the height of the Sexual Revolution. The number of credible allegations has substantially declined since 1985, with only eight cases of alleged clerical sexual abuse reported in 2010, compared with 63,527 cases nationwide.538 Sexual abuse is more apt to occur in the nation’s public schools than in Catholic churches.539 Tragically, at least one student per day is sexually abused in the New York City public school system.540

The Real Story
The Church’s “Long Lent of 2002” did not result from the discipline of clerical celibacy but rather on the failure of some priests to live that discipline, which is not to minimize its gravity. As Pope St. John Paul II explained in his address to U.S. cardinals in April 2002, clerical sexual abuse “ is a deep-seated crisis of sexual morality, even of human relationships, and its prime victims are the family and the young.”541 Sexual abuse is not the consequence of Church teachings on sexuality, but of ignoring those teachings and embracing the selfish, “pleasure first” mentality advocated by Alfred Kinsey and other sexual revolutionaries. 
More specifically, the cause can be traced to the separation of the unitive purpose of the marital act from its procreative purpose; that is, from the creation of new life (Pope Paul VI, Humanae Vitae, 12). The consequences of broad societal acceptance of this separation are many and grave: marital infidelity, disregard for the dignity of women, and the use of contraception as a weapon by public authority (Humanae Vitae, 17). The solution to the crisis of sexual abuse is for the Church to continue preaching the truth about human sexuality, which truth is “as essential to the renewal of the priesthood and the episcopate as it is to the renewal of marriage and family life.”542

Although celibacy is not to blame for the sins and crimes of some members of the Catholic clergy, the Church has taken significant steps to ensure they never happen again, including the establishment of a zero-tolerance policy for clergy sex abuse and of special training for Catholic clergy, lay employees, and volunteers.543 Also, in 2014, Pope Francis committed the Church to ending sexual misconduct by clergy by establishing the Pontifical Commission for the Protection of Minors. The sexual abuse crisis does not discredit the Church’s teachings on sexuality or its discipline of clerical celibacy; as John Paul II commented, “a great work of art may be blemished . . . its beauty remains.”544
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“The Church is, and always has been, an oppressor of women.” 
It is a sad irony that the organization that has done the most to protect, elevate, and celebrate the unique dignity of women is attacked for devaluing and oppressing them. Anti-Catholic feminists depict the Church as a conspiracy of insecure men that subjugates women either directly by excluding them from positions of ecclesial power or indirectly by supporting a patriarchal society. Although there is no doubt that real discrimination against and oppression of women has occurred in some societies, past and present, a review of the historical record reveals that the Church has been arguably the greatest friend to women that they have ever had.
Critics who call the Church misogynistic usually cite the all-male priesthood. In their view, excluding women from priestly ministry is an act of unjust oppression that proves the Church believes women to be inferior to men; this it to misunderstand the Catholic priesthood by seeing it in terms of power rather than service. Priests act in persona Christ, “in the Person of Christ,” who said he came “not to be served but to serve” (Matt. 20:28). The priesthood is not a power position; it is a service ministry, and the exclusion of women from priestly ministry is rooted not in discrimination but in Christ’s plan for his Church, for which he set an example by choosing only men to be his apostles.545 Jesus did not discriminate against women; indeed, they played important roles in his ministry, which was unique for the time in which he lived.546 He restored the divine plan for marriage by abrogating the Mosaic dispensation for divorce (Matt. 19:8), an evil that harms women more than men. And the fact that the most exalted person in all salvation history is a woman, the Blessed Virgin Mary, who was not a priest, “clearly shows that the non-admission of women to priestly ordination cannot mean that women are of lesser dignity.”547 In any case, those who clamor for women’s ordination to the priesthood are wasting their time, since it is has been prohibited definitively and irreformably by the Church.548

The Church also teaches the complementarity of the sexes, that they are equal but different.549 Woman is the crowning glory of God’s creation, as illustrated by God’s becoming incarnate in Mary’s womb; Mary was thus at the very “center of this salvific act.”550 The disobedience of our first parents shattered the relationship not only between God and humanity, but also between man and woman. The subjugation and oppression of women by men is one of the results of original sin.551

Most ancient civilizations, with the exception of the Egyptians, considered women to be inferior to men; a woman’s status was directly related to her marriage, and even that could be jeopardized by divorce.552 In imperial Roman society, women were subordinate to their husbands or fathers and were not afforded the same rights and privileges as men. Pagan authors attacked the Catholic Church as a religion of women and slaves. And women were attracted to the Church precisely because it did not classify its members into stratified groups; all were welcome and all were equal in Christ Jesus. The high esteem for women in the early Church is further evidenced by the reverence for the women martyrs who were the first to be recognized as saints.553
Since apostolic times the Blessed Virgin Mary has occupied a unique position in the Church, and her veneration has been central to Catholic spiritual life.554 When Mary’s position in salvation history was threatened by Nestorius (386–451), the patriarch of Constantinople, the Church went to great lengths to defend her. Nestorius taught that Mary was not the mother of God (Theotokos), but was simply the mother of the human Christ (Christotokos). In attacking the divine motherhood of Mary, Nestorius was also attacking Christ’s divinity. St. Cyril (412–444), the patriarch of Alexandria, wrote letters condemning Nestorius’s heresy to the emperor and the pope—and to Nestorius himself, urging him to return to the apostolic Faith. After Pope St. Celestine I (r. 422–432) replied to Cyril confirming that Nestorius’s teachings were heretical, Cyril issued a formal condemnation of his fellow bishop. In 431, the matter was resolved at the ecumenical Council of Ephesus, in which Mary was declared Mother of God and Nestorius was condemned, deposed, and excommunicated for his heretical teaching.
In the Middle Ages, the cult of Mary increased in numbers and fervor throughout the Church. A vital center of Marian devotion was France’s cathedral at Chartres, where an important relic, her tunic worn at the Annunciation, was housed.555 The exaltation of Mary by the Church also contributed to the development of the medieval concepts of courtly love and chivalry. 
Perhaps no more important Christian lived in the late fifth to early sixth centuries than the Burgundian princess, St. Clotilda (474–545), whose love, patience, and sacrifice brought about the conversion of an entire nation and significantly affected Western civilization for centuries. Raised a Catholic when most of her fellow Burgundians were heretical Arians, Clotilda married Clovis, king of the Franks, in 491. Clovis was a pagan, and Clotilda hoped their union would bring about his conversion. Throughout their marriage she prayed ardently for him to embrace the Catholic faith. She succeeded in convincing him to allow their firstborn son to be baptized, but when the boy died soon after receiving the sacrament, Clovis blamed his death on Clotilda’s God and became more entrenched in his opposition to Christ. Clotilda persisted in prayer and holy living, and eventually Clovis received baptism along with his warriors.556 Clovis’s Franks came to dominate France, and his successors established strong ties to the papacy. Christendom would have been radically different, and much the poorer, without the holiness of the saintly Clotilda—one of the greatest women in all of Church history.
The Church has always defended the legitimate rights of women (as distinguished from pseudo-rights, such as to abortion), especially in marriage. The Church opposed forced marriages, which were common in the Middle Ages.557 And, of course, the Church (following Christ) has always forbidden divorce, which harms women more than men. History is rife with powerful rulers who wanted to be rid of their wives to marry their mistresses, and the Church defended the wives in several such high profile cases. Pope St. Nicholas the Great (r. 858–867) strongly and successfully defended the marital rights of Theutberga, the wife of King Lothair of Lorraine in the ninth century. Lothair had cast aside Theutberga on trumped-up charges of incest in order to marry his concubine. He requested ecclesiastical approval of his illicit action and, unfortunately, a local synod of French bishops complied. Undaunted, Theutberga appealed to Pope Nicholas, who ruled in her favor and excommunicated the delegation of bishops who came to Rome to report the decision of the Frankish synod. Nicholas refused to change his ruling even in the face of a siege by Emperor Louis II (Lothair’s brother). 
Another, better-known case of the Church defending the marriage rights of women was that of King Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon in sixteenth-century England. The pope’s refusal to grant Henry an annulment so that he could marry Anne Boleyn prompted the king to lead the Church in England into schism. Another example: In the era of the Crusades, Pope Bl. Urban II (r. 1088–1099) mandated that married warriors had to receive permission from their wives before going on Crusade—both to prevent a husband from using the Crusade as an excuse to abandon his wife, and to ensure that both spouses understood the gravity of the choice to go on Crusade.558

The Church not only defended the marriage rights of women, but also supported women political rulers. In ancient Greek and Rome, women were not allowed to play any role in politics or government, but once the Roman Empire collapsed and the Church became influential in temporal affairs, women were allowed to serve as rulers.559 In feudal France, for example, queens were crowned in Reims, the same location as kings, and the ceremony was performed by the archbishop—proving that the Church did not discriminate between male and female temporal rulers.560 Moreover, women were allowed to occupy positions of influence and power within the Church. Many abbesses of convents were considered to be feudal lords with power equal to that of male lords.561 These women were well educated and respected in feudal society. They conducted business transactions and governed their convents with autonomy. Although women political rulers were not the norm in the Middle Ages, they were not uncommon either. Two women, Melisende (1105–1161) and Sibylla (1160–1190), each ruled as queen of Jerusalem. In later centuries, Isabel of Castile ruled her territory independently and then married King Fernando of Aragon to form the joint kingdom of Spain in 1469; and Mary Tudor, the daughter of King Henry VIII and Queen Catherine of Aragon, ruled as queen of England for five years in the mid-sixteenth century. 
But it is the witness of women saints that most disproves the myth that the Church has been an oppressor of women. Consider St. Catherine of Siena (1347–1380), who despite her lack of formal education or political power became an extremely influential figure in the fourteenth-century Church. She dictated lengthy letters that were sent to political and Church officials throughout Christendom.562 She had a direct personal relationship with Pope Gregory XI (r. 1370–1378), and encouraged him both in her letters and in person to end the scandal of the Avignon papacy by returning his residence to Rome; eventually he took her advice. Another woman who, despite no formal education, had a significant impact on history was St. Joan of Arc (1412–1431). Joan the Maid was only thirteen years old when, in the midst of the Hundred Years’ War, she received messages from St. Michael the Archangel telling her how she must help to restore power to the French royal family. Untrained in military matters, Joan was able to convince the Dauphin to let her lead an army to recover the city of Orléans. Her victory resulted in the crowning of the Dauphin as Charles VII. Unfortunately, Joan was captured while defending the city of Compiègne and then sold to the English, who in an unauthorized and illicit proceeding pronounced her a heretic and burned her at the stake. 
It is almost amusing how the Catholic Church is accused of oppressing women while the complete subjugation of women in Islam is virtually ignored. Muhammad, Islam’s founder, was a polygamist whose favorite wife was only six years old when they married.563 Following his example, child marriage continues to be practiced in many Muslim nations, including Iran, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Yemen.564 Abuse of women in society and marriage is not limited to Islamic countries. Protestantism has had its own flirtations with polygamy: In 1534, when the radical Anabaptists seized the city of Münster, their leader, John of Leiden, declared compulsory polygamy in the city and then proceeded himself to take sixteen wives. When one of his wives asked permission to leave the cult, he had her publicly beheaded!565

The Real Story
The Catholic Church is not now and never has been an oppressor of women. Quite the contrary. The Blessed Virgin Mary occupies a central role in the economy of salvation, as was recognized from the earliest days of the Church. Devotion to Mary increased in the Middle Ages and helped foster greater appreciation for women, as seen in the medieval concepts of courtly love and chivalry. Although women had inferior status in ancient Roman society, they were treated as equals in the early Church. The first martyrs to be canonized saints were women, and they continue to hold a special place in the Church’s liturgy and devotions. The Church has always defended women’s (authentic) rights, especially in marriage. When the Church was at its height of influence on secular society in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, women played important roles in both the secular and ecclesial spheres. Ironically when Europe passed from the Age of Faith to the anti-religious, so-called Age of Reason, government discrimination against women increased. The doctrine that women cannot be priests is often taken to signify that the Church oppresses women, but it does no such thing: rather, it is rooted in God’s plan for his Church, and cannot be changed.
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“Shadowy organizations such as the Knights Templar and Opus Dei have at various times secretly controlled the Church.”
Conspiracy theorists have attacked the Church for centuries, but two Catholic organizations in particular have borne the brunt of their vitriol: the Knights Templar and Opus Dei. Moviemakers and novelists masquerading as historians (such as Dan Brown, author of The Da Vinci Code) portray them as secretive and villainous, bent on controlling the Church and the papacy by accumulating vast wealth. Because many Catholics have never heard of these organizations, they are at a loss as to how to defend the Church against these slanders.
The Templars were a military religious order established in the wake of the successful First Crusade (1096–1102), which liberated the ancient Christian cities of Nicaea, Antioch, and Jerusalem, along with other territory, from Islamic control. Because the Crusade was considered an armed pilgrimage, most warriors who survived it left the Holy Land for home. The Crusaders who remained established four feudal territories along the 600-mile coastline of the eastern Mediterranean.566 This extensive territory had to be defended against the remaining Muslim threat, but there were not enough permanent troops for the task. Thus was born a movement in the Church to render “a temporary act of devotion” into “a devotional way of life” by establishing military religious orders.567 Men who joined them took vows to live the evangelical counsels (poverty, chastity, and obedience) and to protect and defend the Christian lands and people of the Latin East. They garrisoned and maintained castle fortifications throughout the Crusader States, and provided a permanent corps of soldiers. The orders were under the sole authority of the pope, not of any secular ruler or bishop. This organizational structure was the source of great envy, and caused problems for the orders throughout their history. 
King Baldwin II (r. 1118–1131) lent his support when in 1120 Hugh of Payns and eight companions founded an order dedicated to the defense of Christian pilgrims in the Latin East. Originally known as the Poor Knights of Christ, they later became known as the Knights of the Temple or the Templars, to reflect the location of their headquarters on the temple enclosure in Jerusalem. The religious brothers followed the Cistercian rule, itself a return to an authentic living of St. Benedict’s Rule, and they wore a white cloak with a prominent red cross. In addition to their simple vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, the Templars vowed to protect Christian pilgrims from Muslim harassment on the road from the port of Jaffa to Jerusalem, to fight to the death for the holy places of Christendom; to refuse to be ransomed if taken prisoner; to accept every combat regardless of odds; and to defend any Christian attacked by a Muslim.568 Templars were known for their ascetic practices: They were forbidden to wear furs to stay warm; they could not participate in hunts (except in defense from lions); and they were forbidden to kiss any women, including female relatives. Strict obedience was a hallmark of the order: a knight could not even adjust his stirrup without permission from his superior.569

St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) advanced the Templar order and helped them receive official approval from Pope Honorius II (r. 1124–1130) in 1128. Bernard aided recruitment especially by writing his treatise On the Praise of the New Knighthood. The order grew quickly in numbers, so that by 1150 it could muster 600 knights in the Latin East.570 As their ranks swelled, so too did their influence, owing primarily to their increasing wealth, mostly in land grants from Christian lords. The Templars utilized these land holdings beneficially and created a sort of international banking service for the Crusading movement. Crusaders and other pilgrims to the Latin East who did not want to risk carrying large sums of cash could visit a Templar house or church on the continent and make a cash deposit, for which they would be given a receipt. Once they arrived in Jerusalem they could take that receipt to the Templar house and withdraw the money minus a small service charge. Eventually, the wealth generated by their land holdings and banking services made them the envy of many secular rulers.
In the fourteenth century, King Philip IV “the Fair” of France (r. 1285–1314) set his sights on the Templars, whom he considered obstacles to his assuming control of all institutions in France, including the Church; so he had all Templars in France arrested on October 13, 1307.571 But he did so in defiance of the Church, since the Templars were subject solely to papal authority and could be tried only in ecclesiastical courts. Philip, whose relationship with Pope Boniface VIII (r. 1294–1303) was tumultuous, launched an investigation into the Templars based on little more than rumors, innuendo, and slanderous accusations. False charges were then brought against them, including that they denied Christ, spat on crucifixes, worshipped idols, and practiced sodomy. After Boniface VIII died, Philip was able to convince his successor, Pope Clement V (r. 1305–1314), to conduct an investigation of the Templars. In 1311, Clement called the Council of Vienne, where the assembled bishops voted to suppress the order. Although Clement promulgated the bull of suppression, he passed no judgment on Templar guilt or innocence. Philip would later have the Grand Master of the order, Jacques de Molay, burned at the stake in Paris.572
Many of the same critics who use the case of the Knights Templar as a stick with which to beat the Church do likewise with the modern-day organization Opus Dei (Latin for “Work of God”). Perhaps one reason Opus Dei is so frequently maligned by the Church’s enemies is its uniqueness—there has never been another Catholic institution like it. 
Opus Dei has been aptly described as the “Guinness Extra Stout of the Catholic Church . . . a strong brew, definitely an acquired taste, and clearly not for everyone.”573 Opus Dei is not a religious order, nor is it a lay movement; it’s actually a kind of hybrid. Its members, whether clerical or lay, commit themselves to following the universal call to holiness in the circumstances of their daily lives.574 Opus Dei’s uniqueness is exemplified by its being a “personal prelature” of the pope—a title and relationship created specifically to accommodate Opus Dei, and not shared by any other Catholic institution. The prelate is a bishop, elected by the members, who has universal jurisdiction regarding the internal life of the prelature. 
Although often portrayed by critics as super-secretive, monolithic, and all-encompassing, Opus Dei consists of only 87,000 members worldwide—about 0.008 percent of the total Catholic population. More than half of all members reside in Europe (mostly in Spain), and 98 percent are laity.575 Lay members are divided into different groups within Opus Dei: “Supernumeraries” make up 70 percent of the total membership, and are usually married and therefore unable to devote themselves full-time to efforts of “the Work”; mostly, they provide financial support according to their means, and participate in various spiritual activities. “Numeraries” make a commitment to lifelong celibacy, live in Opus Dei “centers,” usually work full-time for the organization, and hold key leadership positions within it.576 Numeraries also practice various methods of spiritual and corporal mortification—the source of some myths about the Work—including the “cilice,” a small spiked chain strapped around the upper thigh; and the “discipline,” a small whip applied to the back once a week. “Cooperators,” although not members of Opus Dei, are considered friends of the organization, and provide it with spiritual and financial support; some cooperators are non-Catholics and even non-Christians.577 Finally, priests are associated with Opus Dei through membership in the Priestly Society of the Holy Cross, and provide for the spiritual needs of the members. 
St. Josemaría Escrivá (1902–1975) founded Opus Dei on October 2, 1928. Escrivá was ordained in 1925, and his priesthood was greatly affected by the Spanish Civil War, which forced him to flee Spain on a perilous journey through Republican (anti-Catholic) territory. Escrivá’s detractors have described him as a “petty dictator full of vainglory and barely suppressed rage,” although those closest to him saw him quite differently.578 It has also been said that Escrivá was a supporter of General Francisco Franco, minimized the Holocaust, and was disillusioned by the reforms of the Second Vatican Council. As for those who believe Escrivá to have been a Franco sympathizer, they fail to take into account the situation in Spain when Franco came to power. The Communist Republicans were waging a fierce campaign of persecution against the Church that destroyed tens of thousands of churches and killed nearly 7,000 priests and religious (about 12 percent of the total).579 Franco and the Nationalists tried to protect the Church, both during the civil war and afterward. Escrivá, for his part, neither praised nor criticized Franco and his regime.580
Some critics accuse Escrivá of having minimized the Holocaust or having viewed Adolf Hitler favorably because the Nazi leader was anti-Communist.581 The source of these myths is an ex-member of Opus Dei who claims that in a private conservation with him Escrivá questioned whether the usual estimates of how many Jews died in the Holocaust were exaggerated. This claim is doubtful, and contradicts the known facts of Escrivá’s life and public comments. Escrivá loved the Jewish people because he recognized that Jesus, Mary, and the apostles were Jewish; and he embraced the Church’s teaching that salvation comes from the Jews. Escrivá’s Catholic critics cast a shadow on him by claiming he was disillusioned by the reforms of the Second Vatican Council,582 and disparaged the leadership of Popes John XXIII (r. 1958–1963) and Paul VI (r. 1963–1978) during and after the council. Once again, this charge is not supported by actual evidence. Escrivá always displayed full obedience to the Roman pontiffs and was not upset by the reforms from the council; like many others, however, he was upset at how some dissident Catholics invoked the council to justify their falsehoods and abuses.
In some ways Opus Dei invites criticism and mythmaking by refusing to release membership lists or clearly identify all of its activities, events, institutions, and facilities as part of the Work. Also, in the past some members were instructed to not inform their families of their membership. But these kinds of secrecy were born out of the Work’s beginnings in Spain, where even the Church viewed it with suspicion. The Work is also said to have vast wealth, which it uses to influence the Vatican and the pope. But although Opus Dei benefits from the financial gifts of its members and supporters, its assets are not as extensive as sometimes thought: It is estimated that the Work has holdings in the United States of $344 million583—vastly less than, for example, the endowments of Ivy League universities, which can run into the tens of billions.
Opus Dei is also said to wield considerable influence within the Church; but although it is true that recent popes, especially John Paul II, highly favored Opus Dei, the organization wields no authority within the Church, nor do any of its members occupy positions in the Roman Curia. There are only forty Opus Dei bishops out of a worldwide total of 4,564 (0.9 percent), and only twenty Opus Dei curial employees out of 2,659 (0.7 percent).584 As for politics, the group does not tell members how to vote; nor does it boast of members among the politically elite and influential. Escrivá was opposed to the formation of specifically Catholic political parties, so Opus Dei has no undue influence on the politics of any nation. Opus Dei’s mission is simply to sanctify the domain of ordinary work, not to gain power or influence in the Vatican or anywhere else.
The Real Story
Anti-Catholics frequently cite the Knights Templar and Opus Dei as examples of secretive organizations bent on ruling the Church and ultimately the world. Nonsense. The Templars were founded to defend the liberated areas of the Latin East after the First Crusade. The order was suppressed in the fourteenth century at the behest of secular rulers who resented the Templars’ wealth, which it had amassed from gifts of land and financial services to pilgrims to the Holy Land. The Templars never controlled the Church, nor did they ever unduly influence the papacy. 
Opus Dei is often criticized because of its unique status as a “personal prelature” to the pope. But that special relationship was designed to accommodate the organization’s distinctive nature, not to accord it power or influence within the Church. The true history, nature, and missions of both the Knights Templar and Opus Dei disprove the false claims of their critics, whose real aim is to do harm to the Church.
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“The Church has a long and ugly history of anti-Semitism.”
Salvation comes from the Jews. The Catholic Church has always acknowledged this truth. Sadly, some Catholics have at times taken the rejection of Christ by the Jewish people of his time as justification for persecuting or discriminating against their descendants. But such conduct was never endorsed or encouraged by the Church, and is far outweighed by the countless acts of charity shown to Jews by Catholics over the course of Church history. The Church does not forget that Jesus, the Blessed Virgin Mary, and all the apostles were Jews. The dispersion of the Jewish people in the ancient world was vital to the spread of the Faith: There were Jewish “colonies” everywhere in the Roman Empire to which St. Paul, in particular, traveled to spread the gospel. 
The popes have a long history of defending the Jewish people from persecution by misguided Christians, not only in Rome but also everywhere in Christendom. Pope St. Gregory the Great (r. 590–604) forbade the forcible conversion of the Jews, and allowed them freedom of worship in Rome. Pope Callistus II (r. 1119–1124) condemned anti-Jewish violence, including the destruction of synagogues, and like Gregory forbade forcible conversions. Pope Boniface IX (r. 1389–1403) personally employed Jewish physicians and granted Jewish residents of Rome full citizenship. Pope Martin V (r. 1417–1431) issued bulls in 1419, 1422, and 1429 forbidding mistreatment of the Jews. Whereas Jews were expelled from England (1290), France (1306), Hungry (1349), Austria (1422), Spain (1492),585 and Portugal (1497), they continued to live peacefully in Rome and the Papal States.586

Indeed, wrote Cecil Roth, the Oxford University Chair of Jewish History from 1939–1964, “of all the dynasties in Europe, the papacy not only refused to persecute the Jews . . . but through the ages popes were protectors of Jews . . . The truth is that the popes and the Catholic Church from the earliest days of the Church were never responsible for physical persecution of Jews, and only Rome, among the capitals of the world, is free from having been a place of Jewish tragedy. For this we Jews must have gratitude.”587 The fact that popes had to issue documents forbidding violence against the Jewish people does prove that such violence occurred, but it also demonstrates that it did not reflect official Church teaching.588

The Crusades have sometimes been called the “first Holocaust,” for which Christians were to blame. In fact, the Crusades provide examples of the Church protecting the Jews. Bl. Pope Urban II (r. 1088–1099) called the First Crusade and set August 15, 1096, as the date for the army groups to begin the march to Constantinople. However, some groups of Crusaders ignored the pope’s stipulated departure date and left for their journey on their own timetable. The popular preacher Peter the Hermit motivated people to take the cross and make the journey to Jerusalem on their own and not part of the larger army groups. Some of these groups were distracted by the presence of the Jews in several cities along the Rhine. Count Emich of Flonheim was one Crusader who viewed the presence of the Jews and their money as a means to finance his expedition to Jerusalem. He questioned the need to travel thousands of miles to the east to fight the Muslims when the “enemies of Christ” were in the Christians’ backyard. 
Emich and his marauding band of followers marched down the Rhine in May 1096 and plundered large Jewish populations in Speyer, Worms, Mainz, Trier, and Cologne. But again and again Emich ran into opposition from the local bishops, who protected the Jews by giving them refuge in their personal residences. This forced Emich to change tactics: He decided to attack towns with a large Jewish population and no resident Catholic bishop! The truth again is clear: Emich’s pogroms against Jews did not reflect Church teaching, but rather contradicted it; and Church authorities did what they could to stop him. It is worth noting that Emich and his band of murderers and marauders never did make it to the Holy Land—clear evidence that his motives were anything Christian. It is further worth noting that contemporary Christian chronicles of the Crusades condemned him. These pogroms did not constitute a sustained campaign of Jewish harassment advocated by the Church.589

A half-century later, when Christendom mobilized for the Second Crusade to recover the Christian city of Edessa in the Latin East, pogroms again erupted in the Rhineland, as purported Crusaders used the movement as an excuse to attack Jews. In preaching the Crusade, St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) insisted, “The Jews are not to be persecuted, nor killed, nor even forced to flee.”590 Unfortunately, a fellow Cistercian monk named Radulf contradicted Bernard by preaching violence against the Jews, echoing Emich by questioning why it was necessary to travel thousands of miles from home to fight the Muslims when the “enemies of Christ” were near at hand. Inspired by Radulf, pogroms erupted in the Rhineland, but these were “isolated incidents [and] not systematic slaughter.”591 When Bernard received news of Radulf’s false preaching he traveled to Germany to meet with the wayward monk. Bernard silenced Radulf and ordered him back to the monastery. Once again, Church authorities proved to be the friends and protectors of Jews.
Fourteenth-century Europe was witness to a deadly pandemic that claimed a third of its population. Known then as “the pestilence,” what came to be called the Black Death not only took millions of lives but also traumatized the psyches of the survivors, who understandably looked for an explanation for the devastating scourge. Tragically, some blamed it on a Jewish conspiracy to kill Christians.592 This belief originated in southern France and Spain, which contained 30 percent of all European Jewry.593 Pogroms once more erupted in Europe; in Strasbourg, 900 Jews were burned alive by a mob.594 Once again the shepherds of the Church sought to protect the Jewish people: the Archbishop of Trier, for instance, undertook efforts to protect the Jews in his diocese, and in July 1348 Pope Clement VI (r. 1342–1352) issued a bull excommunicating any Christian who harassed Jews on account of the pestilence.
Recent history provides an abundance of examples of Christian efforts, especially by the popes, to protect the Jewish people from harm. Recognizing the dangers to the Jewish people in Europe at the time of the First World War, Pope Benedict XV (r. 1914–1922) issued a condemnation of anti-Semitism in 1916 and in 1917 endorsed the Balfour Declaration calling for a Jewish homeland in the Holy Land. The pope also met with the Zionist leader Nahum Sokolow to show his support for the Jewish people’s dream of a national home. Benedict’s successor, Pius XI (r. 1922–1939), continued his pro-Jewish policies. He demanded that the Church’s 1933 Concordat with Germany stipulate that the Nazi government must recognize baptized Jews as Christians. When Mussolini’s government adopted the anti-Jewish Italian Racial Laws in 1938, Pius told a group of visiting Belgians, “It is impossible for a Christian to take part in anti-Semitism. It is inadmissible. Spiritually we are all Semites.”595

The Real Story
Throughout the Church’s history, her leaders, especially the Roman pontiffs, have been protectors of the Jewish people. When misguided Christians sought, for their own selfish ends, to harm God’s chosen people, their bishops would rebuke them forcefully and, when necessary, even give the Jews refuge. It is simply not true that the Church has ever taught or tolerated hatred of Jews. In fact, the Church has always taught that salvation comes from the Jews, and that hatred for any race of people is utterly contrary to the gospel (CCC 839 and 597). It is the height of irony that the Church is accused of anti-Semitism, despite all the evidence to the contrary, when it was leaders of other religions who actually encouraged violence against the Jewish people. 
In 1543, for instance, Martin Luther published a tract titled On the Jews and their Lies in which he advocated an eight-point plan to eradicate the Jews from German society.596 Islam’s founder, Muhammad, at first tried to woo the Jews of Medina to his cause by adopting certain Jewish practices, traditions, and dietary restrictions, but when they did not embrace his new movement, he had several hundred Jewish men in Medina executed. That set the standard for Muslim behavior toward Jews for the centuries to come. In the 1920s, a Muslim leader named Amin al-Husseini (1893–1974), an opponent of Zionism, sponsored terrorist attacks against Jews in Palestine; he became the grand mufti of Jerusalem in 1922. During the Second World War, al-Husseini met with Hitler several times, and considered Adolf Eichmann, a prime organizer of the Holocaust, to be a personal friend. His instructions to his followers to “kill the Jews wherever you find them; this pleases God, history and religion” were broadcast over Nazi radio during the war.597 After the war, al-Husseini helped create the terrorist Palestinian Liberation Organization. The Catholic Church was not and is not the enemy of the Jewish people, nor does it preach violence against them.
585 The expulsion of Jews from Spain is sometimes attributed to the Church; however, sole responsibility for it lies with the monarchy. King Fernando and Queen Isabel believed the presence of the Jews had a negative effect on Spanish society. Their order of expulsion was aimed at conversion, the hope being that the Jews would choose to stay in Spain as newly baptized Christians.
586 See David G. Dalin, The Myth of Hitler’s Pope: How Pope Pius XII Rescued Jews from the Nazis (Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2005), 18.
587 David Goldstein, Jewish Panorama (Boston: Catholic Campaigners for Christ, 1940), 200. Quoted in Dalin, The Myth of Hitler’s Pope, 19.
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592 One reason for this absurd belief was that Jews seemed less susceptible to the plague, which may have been simply because most Jews lived farther away than most Christians from areas with high concentrations of rodents (wharves in port cities) and cattle (the English countryside). Certain Jewish laws and customs may have acted as an additional layer of protection. See Norman F. Cantor, In the Wake of the Plague: The Black Death and the World It Made (New York: Harper Perennial, 2002), 163.
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“The Church used to approve of or at least tolerate slavery.”
Commenting on Pope Leo XIII’s 1888 document on slavery, John Francis Maxwell opined, “Clearly, this was already about 100 years too late to be of any effective value in the antislavery campaigns and civil wars and revolutions of the nineteenth century; the lay reformers and abolitionists had won their campaigns without much effective help or moral leadership from the teaching authority of the Catholic Church.”598 Nearly twenty years after Maxwell’s very influential book, another commentator echoed his writing: “Only after the cultures of Europe and America changed through the abolitionists’ agency and only after the laws of every civilized land eliminated the practice, did Catholic moral doctrine decisively repudiate slavery as immoral.”599

The myth that the Catholic Church approved of or tolerated slavery, especially of Africans and the Indians of the New World, became the standard narrative in the twentieth century. Scholars argued that the Church was either late in condemning slavery or actively supported it.600 But like many other historical myths about the Catholic Church, this one does not withstand scrutiny of the historical record. The myth persists because there were individual Catholics who supported slavery or owned slaves. Scholars with an axe to grind use these examples as “proof” of the Church’s malfeasance without drawing the necessary distinction that what individual Catholics may do does not necessarily reflect the authoritative teaching of the Magisterium. 
Moreover, scholars have routinely failed to distinguish between different types of slavery. The Church has consistently and constantly condemned the practice of “unjust servitude,” which usually entailed the enslavement of a certain race or for economic gain. But Western society since ancient times permitted “just title servitude”; that is, the involuntary servitude imposed on criminals or prisoners of war.601 Just title servitude was considered permissible as recently as 1949, when the Geneva Convention allowed nations at war to conscript prisoners of war for labor.602 In the case of “just title servitude” the Church has always demanded humane treatment of slaves by their masters and even encouraged their emancipation. The failure to recognize these distinctions between types of servitude has led many scholars, some with a clear animus against the Church, to declare falsely that the Church failed to condemn slavery.
The Church was born into a world where slavery was the lynchpin of society. Imperial Rome was built and sustained on the backs of slaves; the complete abolition of slavery in Rome was unthinkable and impractical.603 Despite societal acceptance of slavery, the Church made no distinction between slaves and freedmen in its membership. The equality of believers in a highly class-stratified society was one of the attractions that the Church held for the people of Rome. Once Emperor Constantine legalized the Church in 313, its teachings influenced Roman laws and policies. Constantine passed a law in 321 that allowed for the manumission of slaves in churches in the presence of a priest.604 Although the Church was not powerful enough to force a change in Roman laws, its teachings did have an effect on individual Romans who converted.605 Moreover, Church funds were used by Christians to redeem slaves, especially prisoners of war.606 One former slave even rose to become pope!607 Still, slavery continued in Europe even after the collapse of imperial rule in the late fifth century, but as the Church’s influence increased the institution of slavery decreased, until it was completely eradicated in Christendom.608
Unfortunately, slavery returned to European society in the fifteenth century, with the conquest of the Canary Islands and the discovery of the New World. But from 1435 to 1890, a succession of popes condemned the slave trade and slavery in no uncertain terms. The first pope to do so was Eugenius IV (r. 1431–1447), who in his 1435 bull Sicut Dudum demanded that Christians free all enslaved natives of the Canary Islands within fifteen days; failure to do so would incur automatic excommunication.609 Thus, fifty-seven years before Columbus’s first voyage, the Roman pontiff unequivocally prohibited the enslavement of native peoples. In 1537, Pope Paul III (r. 1534–1549) issued a bull, Sublimus Dei, that taught that natives peoples “are not to be reduced to slavery and that whatever happens to the contrary is to be considered null and void.”610 In 1591, Gregory XIV (r. 1590–1591) promulgated Cum Sicuti, which was addressed to the bishop of Manila in the Philippines and reiterated his predecessors’ prohibitions against enslaving native peoples. In the seventeenth century, Urban VIII (r. 1623–1644) promulgated Commissum Nobis (1639) in support of King Philip IV’s edict prohibiting enslavement of the Indians in the New World. 
The need for cheap and abundant labor in the colonies is what led to the African slave trade. This new form of bondage was also condemned by the popes, beginning with Pope Innocent XI (r. 1676–1689), during whose pontificate the Holy Office ruled that the capture of Africans for the purposes of slavery was not permitted, and that any buyer of slaves was obligated to ensure that they were serving under the conditions of just title servitude.611 In 1741, Benedict XIV (r. 1740–1758) issued Immensa Pastorum, which reiterated that the penalty for enslaving Indians was excommunication.612 In 1839, Gregory XVI (r. 1831–1846) issued In Supremo to condemn the enslavement of Africans. Pope Leo XIII (r. 1878–1903) promulgated two bulls on the subject of slavery. The first, In Plurimis (1888), encouraged the bishops of Brazil to support the recent abolition of slavery in that country; and the second, Catholicae Ecclesiae (1890), urged the bishops of the world to support the end of the African slave trade, and to encourage the evangelization of Africa by financially supporting the African missions.
Yet despite the many papal condemnations of slavery, European colonists continued to enslave Africans and New World natives until the nineteenth century. Papal denunciations of slavery were so harsh and so frequent that the colonial Spanish instituted a law forbidding the publication of papal documents in the colonies without prior royal approval.613 Regrettably, Spanish colonists were not the only Catholics who ignored papal teachings against slavery. Catholic bishops in the nineteenth-century United States failed to support the abolition of slavery in part because anti-Catholic Protestant nativists dominated the abolitionist movement. Many of the American bishops regarded slavery as an evil, but regarded the societal upheaval they believed would accompany its eradication as an even greater evil.614
The Real Story
The canard that the Church accepted slavery is easily refuted by the many papal documents condemning slavery and the slave trade. Slavery was the very foundation of imperial Rome, and its eradication was not possible until the empire collapsed. Once that occurred and the Church became the dominant institution in Western life, slavery ceased to exist. But the discovery of the New World in the late fifteenth century was followed by the enslavement of the native peoples and later by the African slave trade. From 1435 to 1890 a series of popes issued vigorous condemnations of slavery, and refuted the arguments used to justify it morally. The popes also frequently attached the most severe ecclesial punishment—excommunication—to those who sold or purchased slaves. 
It is ironic that the Church is falsely accused of slavery when the wholesale enslavement of Christians by Muslims, especially the Ottoman Turks, from the sixteenth to the eighteen century is all but ignored.615 And it is disingenuous to equate the immoral behavior of individual Catholics with official Church teaching. The fact that some Catholics owned slaves or participated in the slave trade is not an indictment of the Church, but rather an illustration that Catholics will sometimes ignore the clear teachings of the Church.
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“The Church’s teaching on homosexuality has changed, since there used to be a Catholic marriage rite for same-sex couples.”
John Boswell’s books caused quite a stir in the late twentieth century.616 A professor of history at Yale University, Boswell (1947–1994) considered himself Catholic but disagreed with Church teaching in the area of human sexuality. His particular aim was to prove that the early Church embraced permissive Roman attitudes toward homosexuality, and did not condemn sodomy until the fourteenth century.617 In his book Same-Sex Unions in Pre-modern Europe (1994), Boswell argued that the Eastern Church ritual known as “brother-making” (Greek, adelphopoiesis) was actually a homosexual marriage ceremony. Boswell included a “restored” homosexual marriage rite in his book in the hopes it could be used once the Church changed its teaching on marriage. 
Scholars were quick to criticize Boswell’s methods, translations, and interpretations of the texts used to prove his theories.618 One professor at Catholic University of America wrote about Same-Sex Unions in Pre-modern Europe, “Despite its façade of scholarship, the book is studded with unwarranted a priori assumptions, with arguments from silence and with dubious, or in some cases outrageously false, translations of critical terms.”619 After Boswell died from AIDS-related complications, it was discovered that his 1980 book, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, was largely the work of his graduate students.620
Our knowledge of adelphopoiesis, or the brother-making ceremony, comes from Byzantine sources of the seventh to the fifteenth centuries.621 It was an ecclesiastical ritual whereby a priest’s prayers and blessing made “brothers” of two adult men.622 Contrary to Boswell, however, it was not a homosexual marriage rite;623 after all, there are even rare instances of adelphopoiesis between a man and a woman.624 And although these relationships were in some sense recognized in the Eastern Church’s liturgy, they were not recognized in either secular or ecclesiastical courts.625 There were many motives for taking part in a brother-making ceremony, including political networking and the gaining of social support (the ceremony was popular in the imperial court at Constantinople). The most prominent example of adelphopoiesis is that of the Eastern emperor Basil I (r. 867–886), who rose from a simple peasant to the rank of emperor primarily though the five brother-making relationships he entered into.626

Although popular in the East, brother-making ceremonies were never part of the Western Church’s liturgy. Something similar may have taken place among the Gauls and Germanic tribes of the northern Roman imperial frontier, where political instability and the constant threat of war necessitated strong friendship bonds for mutual protection. These relationships were not recognized in Roman law; nor were they considered a legitimate form of adoption, since the Romans recognized only natural forms of adoption.627
Homosexual activity was clearly condemned in both the Old and New Testaments, and consistently by the Church ever since.628 The Didache, an early Church manual on Christian living and worship, outlined what it called the way of life and the way of death. The way of life consists in following the Ten Commandments and the teachings of Christ and his Church. The way of death embraces sins such as lying, stealing, murder, lust, adultery, and sodomy.629 Unfortunately, the teachings of the early Church were not always followed (as in the modern world). By the eleventh century, the discipline of celibacy was openly flouted among much of the clergy; in many cases this involved priests living with concubines, but homosexuality was also a considerable problem. 
One reform-minded monk decided to do something about the immorality rampant among his brother priests. After his parents died when he was just a boy, St. Peter Damian (1007–1072) was forced to live with a brother who treated him harshly. Eventually, another brother rescued Peter from his cruel sibling and provided for his education.630 Peter became a monk in 1035, and became a zealous reformer first of his monastery and later of society and the Church as a whole. In a book he wrote to Pope St. Leo IX (r. 1049–1054) and which came to be known as The Book of Gomorrah, Peter condemned the “cancer of sodomitic impurity” that was “creeping through the clerical order.”631 He expressed horror that priests would engage in activity not seen even in the animal world: “degenerate men do not fear to perpetuate an act that even brute animals abhor. That which done by the temerity of human depravity is condemned by the judgment of irrational cattle.”632 In his book Peter also declared homosexuals unfit for holy orders; denounced the scandal of homosexual priests confessing their sins and granting absolution to each other; implored his brother priests and religious who have committed fornication or sodomy to repent and return to the Lord, advising them further that if Satan tempts them to such behavior they should “immediately turn [their] eyes to the graves of the dead.”633 Leo IX responded favorably to Peter’s book, adopted many of its recommendations, and decreed that priests who engaged in sodomy incurred immediate excommunication.634 Sodomy was a crime in sixteenth-century Spain, and the punishments for it included confiscation of property, castration, stoning, and sometimes death.635 Contrary to myth, the Spanish Inquisition did not occupy itself with rooting out homosexuals from Spanish society unless heresy was involved.636
The Real Story
The Church has consistently taught that marriage is between a man and a woman, and is divinely ordained. In the words of the Second Vatican Council, “God is the author of marriage”;637 so it follows that men have no authority to modify marriage to suit the predilections of a vocal minority who wish to legitimize the sin of sodomy.638 The Church teaches that homosexual acts are “intrinsically disordered,” contrary to the natural law, and under no circumstances to be approved (Persona Humana, 8; CCC 2357). Yet the Church also reminds the faithful that persons who suffer homosexual temptations should not be discriminated against, but treated with the respect all men and women deserve. And it is not just homosexuals but all Christians who are called to live chastely in accordance with their state in life (CCC 2359). Although some scholars have twisted the facts of history to force a change in the Church’s teaching, it is unquestionable that the Church never approved of same-sex unions, and that the Eastern Church’s “brother-making” rite was not a form of same-sex marriage and was never used by the Church in the West.
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“Marie Antoinette was a selfish and decadent Catholic queen who callously told her starving subjects to ‘eat cake.’”
In the late eighteenth century the Catholic Church in France appeared on solid ground. The country was 98 percent Catholic. The Church was organized into 139 dioceses, with 40,000 parishes staffed by 128,000 priests and women religious. It owned 10 percent of the land in France.639 As for France itself, it was one of the most powerful nations in the world. Its longtime rival, England, had a formidable navy but had just suffered a devastating loss in the American War of Independence, thanks in part to French military assistance to the colonies. For the most part, the nation and the Church appeared stable; few would have predicted the end of both the monarchy and the Church in France by the end of the century. 
But the long and costly war had run the nation into debt from which it could not recover. Enemies of the Church believed the financial crisis could be solved by appropriating the wealth and property of the Church, as had been done in the Protestant nations of Europe. King Louis XVI (r. 1774–1792) did not view that suggestion favorably, but he knew something radical had to be done for the nation to recover. Uncertain what policy to pursue, the king abolished the Parlement and convened the Estates-General, a representative advisory body that had not met in 175 years.640 Discord among the members of the Third Estate eventually led to the creation of a National Assembly tasked with crafting a national constitution. In the summer of 1789, revolutionary elements in Paris stormed the Bastille, a medieval fortress turned royal prison that had become a symbol of the supposed tyranny of the monarchy.641 Thus began one of the most catastrophic political and religious revolutions in history, whose proponents saw two main obstacles to victory: the monarchy and the Church. Over the next four years they would abolish one, and do grievous harm to the other.
King Louis XVI was a devout Catholic who cared deeply for the welfare of his people. He lowered taxes, reduced royal expenditures at Versailles, ended government control of the grain trade (which helped lower the price of bread), abolished torture, and ended the annual custom whereby peasants were required to work two weeks without pay maintaining the public roads. Unfortunately, Louis exemplified the maxim that a bad leader is one who makes, not bad decisions, but no decisions. His chronic ambivalence in the face of political, financial, and social crises contributed greatly to his downfall. He also clashed with the increasingly powerful and wealthy nobility. In the midst of the financial crisis, Louis turned for strength and support to his wife of almost twenty years, Marie Antoinette (1755–1793).
The queen was a very independent woman who did not like the subordinate role usually reserved for the wives of French kings. Her mother, Maria Theresa, reigned for forty years as the Holy Roman Empress. Marie was one of sixteen children and was raised a devout Catholic. At the age of sixteen she married the future Louis XVI, which required her to move from Austria to France. The marriage produced three children: Marie-Thérèse Charlotte, Louis Joseph (the Dauphin), and Louis Charles. Despite her love for her adopted country, some elements of French society continued to regard her as a foreigner (she was pejoratively called “The Austrian”). Journalists depicted her as “a murderous, hedonistic, sexually insatiable lesbian plotting to betray the country to . . . her native Austria.”642 She was dubbed “Madame Deficit” for her allegedly extravagant lifestyle.643 Although she had been known to throw elaborate parties and live ostentatiously at first, her lifestyle changed as she matured and her concern for the common people increased.644

In 1785, enemies of the queen (and of the monarchy in general) used the episode known as “The Affair of the Diamond Necklace” to stoke negative sentiment against her. Before he died, the aged Louis XV had commissioned a Swiss jeweler to make a necklace consisting of 647 diamonds of 2,800 carats and worth 1.6 million livres.645 The king died before the necklace was completed, which left the jeweler distraught (and in debt). Louis XVI offered to purchase the necklace as a future wedding gift for their daughter, but Queen Marie refused to go along with it, commenting the money would be better spent on constructing a warship. The jeweler threatened that if they did not buy the piece he would commit suicide. Marie was unmoved, and suggested he break the necklace into smaller pieces that would be easier to sell. 
At this point, the story turned to the bizarre. A gullible cardinal named de Rohan entered the scene by offering to buy the necklace in order to curry favor with the queen (despite the fact Marie had no interest whatsoever in the necklace). De Rohan told the jeweler the queen now wanted the piece and he was sent to negotiate a price for it. The cardinal’s involvement was based on a scam. He had been convinced by his mistress, a charlatan named Jeanne de La Motte, that the queen really wanted the necklace but did not want to buy it publicly during the financial crisis. De Rohan was eager to curry favor with the queen so he engaged in negotiations with the jeweler. Once a price was agreed upon, de La Motte scammed the jeweler to give her the necklace under the guise she was sent by the cardinal to retrieve it. Once in possession of the expensive piece, she gave it to her secret lover, who fled to England and sold it for a handsome sum. When the jeweler came to Versailles to demand payment, the plot was discovered and de Rohan was arrested and tried but eventually acquitted. The public, kept abreast of the affair by reports from de Rohan’s trial, blamed the queen for the entire episode. Now she was viewed as the “Austrian whore” who cared only for riches and ostentatious jewelry. The whole sordid affair seriously damaged not only her reputation, but also that of the monarchy itself.646
Episodes like these became the stuff of later myths about Queen Marie, such as her alleged indifference to the suffering of her subjects during the financial crisis of the 1780s. Anti-Catholic historians invented the story of how, when told that the starving people of Paris had no bread to eat, she replied, “Let them eat cake.” There is no basis for believing she ever said it, and it was never attributed to her during the Revolution. It first appears in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions, which he finished writing in 1769, a year before Marie married Louis and moved to France.647 Historians now believe that the infamous quote was spoken by Maria Theresa of Spain, the first wife of Louis XIV, who died seventy-two years before Marie Antoinette was born!648 Not only is the quotation a fabrication, but it is also completely contrary to what is actually known about Marie, who cared very deeply for the sufferings of the French people, as illustrated by her establishment of soup kitchens in Paris to feed the hungry. 
 After the revolutionaries seized control of France in 1789, they imprisoned the royal family in the Tuileries Palace. Less than two years later, Louis, Marie, and their children attempted to escape to the frontier, but were arrested and brought back to Paris. In the summer of 1792, an armed mob descended on the Tuileries, and took Louis and Marie into custody. A month later the monarchy was officially abolished, and in January 1793 King Louis was executed. Nine months later, Marie was tried on preposterously false charges of holding orgies at Versailles, sending money from the national treasury to Austria, and sexually abusing her son. Convicted on all accounts, she was sentenced to death, paraded through the streets of Paris in front of 30,000 people, and then beheaded by the guillotine.649
The Real Story
Marie Antoinette loved the people of France and cared deeply for them in their time of difficulty. She never said, “Let them eat cake,” as alleged by anti-Catholic and anti-monarchy propagandists. The calumnies against this devoted Catholic, wife, mother, and queen, continue to this very day, and constitute a travesty of justice. The truth about this great queen must be restored, and the outrageous lies about her erased from memory.
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“The alleged ‘Miracle of the Sun’ at Fátima, Portugal, in 1917, was actually a mass delusion.” 
Doubting miracles is nothing new. For more than 2,000 years, skeptics have tried to explain away the supernatural elements of the Christian faith, preeminently the resurrection of the Lord Jesus from the dead on that first Easter morning.650 With the rise of Modernism—the “synthesis of all heresies,” according to Pope St. Pius X (r. 1903–1914)—the Church’s critics have sought “natural” explanations for miraculous events, especially apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary. It may surprise some of these detractors to know that the Church itself takes claims of miraculous events skeptically, which is why it thoroughly investigates all such claims, making use of scientific methods and independent researchers. Only in rare cases will the Church eventually declare a supernatural event “worthy of belief.”651 Among these cases are some of the reported apparitions of Mary over the hundred years from 1830 to 1930, or what has been called the Marian Century.652

Although the Church has approved some of these apparitions and the messages that sometimes accompany them, it always makes clear that believing in them is not necessary for salvation, since they are not part of the deposit of faith.653

Devotion to the Mother of God occupies a special place in the Church, since Mary is God’s most exalted creation. She was, after all, the chosen vessel by which the God-man (Christ) came into the world to free it from sin and death. Her special role in the economy of salvation, then, merits her special veneration and honor—though not worship, which is reserved for God alone (Lumen Gentium, 66–69). In Mary’s authentic appearances to the faithful, she always points to her Son, not herself; they are meant to bring about a deeper relationship with Jesus through repentance and a deepening of faith. This was especially true in her appearances to three Portuguese shepherd children in the early twentieth century. At first, in 1916, the three children—Lucia dos Santos (age ten), Francisco Martos (nine), and his sister Jacinta Martos (seven)—were visited by an angel who referred to himself as the Angel of Peace and the Angel of Portugal.654 He taught the children prayers of reparation, and asked them to make sacrifices for the conversion of sinners.655

Then, on May 13, 1917, the Blessed Mother appeared to the children in a place in the hills of central Portugal known as the Cova de Iria. She was bathed in a white light, wore a white mantle, and held a rosary in her hand. She taught the children a prayer, and told them she would appear to them on the thirteenth day of every month for the next five months. She instructed the children to “say the rosary every day, to obtain peace for the world and an end to the war.”656 The next month Mary appeared again as promised, and told the shepherd children that God wanted to establish a devotion to her Immaculate Heart. The following month, July 1917, she made her only specifically political request: asking for “the consecration of Russia to my Immaculate Heart. If they listen to my requests, Russia will be converted and there will be peace. If not, she will scatter her errors through the world, provoking wars and persecutions of the Church.”657

To the simple shepherd children this request must have seemed odd. They had probably never even heard of Russia; nor could they have intuited on their own the great danger that nation would pose to the world. Yet later that same year the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia. As atheists inspired by the writings of Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx, they attacked religion with the goal of creating a proletarian state. Before the revolution the Catholic Church had a sizable presence in Russia, but within twenty years of the rise of the Bolsheviks that presence was substantially reduced, from 5,300 Catholic churches and chapels to only two!658 By 1925, 200,000 Catholics and every Catholic bishop in Russia had been imprisoned or murdered.659 In the 1940s the Soviet government systematically persecuted Catholics in Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia, and attempted to force them to join the state-recognized Orthodox Church. Clearly, when our Lady spoke of Russia to the shepherd children, she knew exactly what sort of evil that was brewing there and offered a spiritual remedy. 
Mary also gave the children “three secrets,” which included a terrifying vision of hell and a vision of a bishop dressed in white who is struck down.660 Finally, our Lady promised that in October she would tell the children her name and perform a miracle visible to all.
October 13, 1917, was a dark, damp, rainy, and cold day in Fátima, Portugal. Tens of thousands of people gathered to witness the promised miracle.661 The children saw a vision of St. Joseph with the Child Jesus, and then our Lady told them: “Have them build a chapel here in my honor. I am the Lady of the Rosary. Let them continue to say the Rosary every day. The war is going to end.”662 While Lucia dos Santos, Francisco, and Jacinta Martos were focused on the vision of the Holy Family, the spectators saw something quite extraordinary, supernatural, and terrifying. It has been described as the “dance of the sun.” Multiple eyewitnesses described it as something like a “fireworks display,” and told how their clothes and the ground, previously soaked from the rain, miraculously became completely dry.663 A physician named Jose Maria de Almedia Garrett was one of the many spectators who witnessed the sun “dance.” He described his experience on that October day: 
Then, suddenly, one heard a clamor, a cry of anguish breaking from all the people. The sun, whirling wildly, seemed all at once to loosen itself from the firmament and, blood red, advance threateningly upon the earth as if to crush us with its huge and fiery weight. The sensation during those moments was truly terrible. . . . All the phenomena which I have described were observed by me in a calm and serene state of mind without any emotional disturbance. It is for others to interpret and explain them. Finally, I must declare that never, before or after October 13 [1917], have I observed similar atmospheric or solar phenomena.664
Over the past hundred years, skeptics have offered various natural “explanations” of the apparently miraculous “dance of the sun.” One explanation is that it was a mass hallucination. But that explanation fails to account for witnesses who were not physically present at Cova de Iria but also saw the sun dance. As a boy, Rev. Joaquim Lourenço witnessed the miracle from his home village of Alburitel, eleven miles from the apparition site. He wrote later that he “felt incapable of describing what I saw. I looked fixedly at the sun, which seemed pale and did not hurt my eyes. Looking like a ball of snow, revolving around itself, it suddenly seemed to come down in a zig-zag, menacing the earth.”665 There are simply too many eyewitness accounts of October 13, 1917 in Fátima to discount the event as an episode of mass delusion.666

Some skeptics maintain that since the witnesses were Catholic they were predisposed to “see” a miracle. But secular reporters and Freemasons hostile to the Church who were also present that day, hoping to discredit the promised miracle, came away believing that something supernatural indeed had occurred.667
Two of the three shepherd children to whom the Blessed Mother appeared lived for only a few years after that miraculous October day. Francisco and Jacinta Martos died from influenza, in the pandemic that swept the world after World War I. The other child, Lucia dos Santos, became a religious, first as a member of the Institute of the Sisters of St. Dorothy in 1925 and later as a Discalced Carmelite. She survived to hear of the shooting of Pope St. John Paul II in 1981, and was present for the beatification of Francisco and Jacinta on May 13, 2000.668 She died on February 13, 2005, at the age of 98.
The Real Story
Attempts to debunk the supernatural claims of the Faith are not unique to the modern world. People have doubted God’s miracles throughout salvation history. It is no surprise, then, that the apparitions of our Lady through the “Marian Century” receive the same treatment. And in fact, the Church itself treats any alleged apparition of the Blessed Mother with skepticism, withholding judgment until a thorough theological and scientific investigation has taken place. It is only in rare cases that the Church deems a particular apparition worthy of devotion.669 Among those are the appearances of our Lady to three shepherd children at Fátima, Portugal, over the course of six months in 1917. 
Her final appearance on October 13 of that year was accompanied by what tens of thousands of witnesses—including skeptics and people miles from the apparition site—described as the sun’s miraculous ten-minute “dance” across the sky. Indeed, “it was the most spectacular, abundantly recorded miracle in history since Jesus Christ walked the earth.”670
650 Indeed, it is almost a tradition that every year around Easter certain magazines and television programs will interview “experts” claiming to have found proof that Jesus did not rise from the dead.
651 Warren H. Carroll and Anne W. Carroll, The Crisis of Christendom: A History of Christendom, vol. 6,
(Front Royal, VA: Christendom Press, 2013), 814.
652 Mary’s appearances that occurred during that hundred-year span and that the Church has deemed worthy of belief include her appearance to St. Catherine Labouré in 1830, in which she gave Catherine the Miraculous Medal; her appearance at La Salette, France in 1846; at Lourdes in 1858; and in Pontmain in 1871. Other Marian apparitions occurred at Knock, Ireland in 1879; in Portugal in 1917; and at Beauraing and Banneux, Belgium in 1932 and 1933.
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658 Royal, The Catholic Martyrs of the Twentieth Century, 44.
659 Ibid., 51.
660 The vision of the bishop in white who is struck down is said to have come to pass on May 13, 1981, when Pope St. John Paul II was shot by Mehmet Ali Agca in St. Peter’s Square. 
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665 Ibid.
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667 The testimony of Avelino da Almeida, the managing editor of O Seculo, the largest newspaper in Lisbon was present that day. He was a member of the Freemasons and hostile to the Church and the Faith but wrote an account verifying the miraculous event. See Walsh, Our Lady of Fatima, 147.
668 Francisco and Jacinta Martos were canonized saints on May 13, 2017, the centennial of our Lady’s appearance at Fátima.
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55
“Catholic historians cannot be trusted because their faith compromises their objectivity.” 
Modern civilization suffers from a “crisis of truth [which] has one of its roots in a crisis of memory.”671 Among its manifestations are a number of myths and lies about the Catholic Church, such as those covered in this book. Catholic historians work diligently to refute these falsehoods with authentic history rooted in exceptional scholarship, but all too often their work is discounted as pro-Church propaganda. Unfortunately, even some Catholic scholars subscribe to this secularist bias and, as a result, fall prey to some of the false narratives about Catholic history.672

It is amusing that Catholic historians are treated as biased amateurs by many of their peers, since “Catholics have been writing history . . . as long as there have been Catholics.”673 The Catholic approach to history derives primarily from the method of St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) who, in such works as The City of God, presented history as linear and punctuated by climaxes, rather than as a series of repetitive cycles with no ultimate meaning, as history was viewed by ancient Greek and Roman historians. Augustine asserted that God oversees and is involved in human history, and that his love for humanity is history’s major impetus. History has a beginning (creation) and an end (Final Judgment) and centers on a single miraculous event—the Incarnation. Christ is the Lord of history, and the key to understanding it. Human history is a “remembered past” reconstructed from its narratives and written records, but has no meaning apart from Christ and his Church.674
Many secular historians fail to realize that history as an “objective, scientific” discipline is relatively new; roughly until the nineteenth century it was seen as a form of literature in which “the historian, like the novelist, tells a story: a story of some portion of the past; he describes (rather than defines).”675 History came to be viewed as a science largely through the efforts of Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886), a German nationalist and Lutheran most famous for his work History of the Popes.676 Ranke taught at the University of Berlin, which was founded in 1810, several years after Napoleon’s defeat of the Prussian army. The university was designed to train and educate civil servants for the Prussian state bureaucracy.677

This was a departure from the original mission of universities, which was to hand down from generation to generation a common store of knowledge, to serve the common good of society. The new German university served a different purpose: the acquisition of new knowledge through innovative scientific research.678 As part of this transformation, history was changed from an essentially literary, storytelling pursuit to a “science” focused on critically examining sources, differentiating them as primary or secondary, and adjudicating any “conflicting accounts based on the evidence alone, free from the biases of received traditions.”679

In the twentieth century, the view of history, especially in the United States, changed once more to that of a “social science.” The American historical profession, in particular, viewed history as “part of a larger social-scientific revolt against religious authority and asserted the autonomy of science,”680 which reduced history to “the pursuit of empirically verifiable facts about the past and the establishment of verifiable relations of cause and effect among these facts.”681 Thus any history written by a religious person is unscientific, not “objective,” and therefore untrustworthy. The fundamental error here is in thinking that secular historians are somehow more able than religious ones to transcend their personal perspective. The fact is, “the rejection of some or all religious truth is every bit as much an intellectual position as is the acceptance of religious truth. Both the believer and non-believer have a point of view. Objectivity does not derive from having no point of view.”682
The Real Story
Every historian brings to his subject a worldview. The honest historian admits this, but does not allow his beliefs to warp his view of past events. Any historian who purposely whitewashes or ignores historical evidence unflattering to his religion (or irreligion) does not deserve our trust. Catholic historians must not merely defend the Church against its enemies and critics, but bring to the study of historical events the knowledge that our world is fallen yet redeemed, and that the central and crucial role in history is played by Jesus Christ.683 This enhances rather than detracts from the study of history. “People recount their history through narratives,” wrote St. John Paul II, and the authentic historian acknowledges this by placing his skills at the service of his culture and society, rather than contributing to the crisis of memory and identity.684
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AFTERWORD
We must remember that this hatred [of the Church] has always been present. Such hatred is natural and inevitable. All energy polarizes, and the Catholic Church is the most powerful source of energy on earth. It provokes an opposite pole.
Hilaire Belloc685
Reviewing the long litany of anti-Catholic historical myths can leave the faithful Catholic dismayed and despondent, wondering why the Church always seems to be under attack and how we can dispel these myths once and for all. The explanation for the constant attacks against the Church is twofold: First, the gospel will always meet with opposition. God, in his love, has given mankind free will; and unfortunately many people abuse that freedom by rejecting the Truth. It should come as no surprise, then, that they will also reject the institution whose mission it is to proclaim that Truth “in season and out.” 
Second, because the Church is the Mystical Body of Christ, it follows it will always be mocked, attacked, and persecuted as he was. But that does not mean we should remain passive in the face of lies. On the contrary, we are called to defend the Church against the falsehoods that besmirch or distort its history. Sometimes those lies are deliberate, other times they result from ignorance. Either way, responding to them requires not only charity, but also a confidence born of the knowledge that Christ is “the key, the center, and the purpose of the whole of man’s history” (CCC 450).
685 Hilaire Belloc, How the Reformation Happened (1928, repr., Rockford, IL: TAN Books and Publishers, Inc., 1992), 36.
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