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A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION



I FIRST BECAME intrigued with the way the papacy uses power back in the mid-1990s when I was preparing two books, one on the history of the papacy and another on the way authority has been understood in the church. One of these books, Papal Power: A Proposal for Change in Catholicism’s Third Millennium (1997), was “delated” (reported) to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the former Holy Office of the Roman Inquisition, the Vatican department that guards orthodox doctrine.1 This led to an “investigation” of Papal Power by the CDF that dragged on for more than three years that led in the end to my resigning from the active priestly ministry. Interestingly, the CDF was no longer interested in the book once I rejoined the Catholic laity, and I heard nothing more of the investigation. As a result, I now apply the legal dictum qui tacet consentit, literally “who keeps silence consents” or “silence denotes consent,” and assume that the book is perfectly orthodox.


The subtitle of the book, A Proposal for Change in Catholicism’s Third Millennium, explained my real intention in writing the book: I wanted to suggest ways in which Catholicism might continue to realize in church life something of the renewal proposed by the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965). You need to remember that the mid-1990s was a difficult period for progressive Catholics, as the Vatican II vision of a renewed church was being slowly whittled away. John Paul II had been pope since 1978, and it was abundantly clear that he, supported by traditionalist Catholics, was aiming at a kind of “restoration” that had little to do with Vatican II and, as we shall see later in this book, a lot to do with his own idiosyncratic vision of Catholicism.


Papal Power was admittedly critically blunt about the Roman Curia, the bureaucracy that supports—and sometimes controls—the pope. I described it as an “incubus” that smothers creativity in the church and said that the CDF employed incompetent theologians, was “irreformable,” and had “no place in the contemporary church and should be abolished.” Clearly, this was not going to win friends and influence people in Rome, but I was not really talking to those people. The book was addressed to English speakers, and as an Australian I tend to call a spade a spade. The book was a piece of popular theology written to suggest ideas to keep the renewal movement going. I was convinced that the time had come for clarity and directness because of the serious nature of the crisis that Catholics in the Western world were experiencing as people abandoned the church in droves. Clearly, Catholicism was not addressing their needs.


It is twenty years now since the publication of Papal Power, and, except for the election of Pope Francis, little has changed in Catholicism. For instance, the Pew Research Center found that the Catholic population of the United States dropped by 3.1 million between 2007 and 2015, with 13 percent of all Americans calling themselves “former Catholics.” It is Latino immigration that helps keep US Catholic numbers stable.2 The situation is the same in Australia, where the recent 2016 national census shows that between 2011 and 2016, the Catholic proportion of the population has dropped from 25.3 percent to 22.6 percent, a drop of 2.7 percent. While Catholics are still the largest religious group in the country, again it is immigration that has to a considerable extent maintained the Australian Catholic population.


There are many reasons people abandon Catholicism, but they are often scandalized by the imagined wealth of the papacy and the way in which power is used in the church. So I decided it was time to look again at the question of authority in Catholicism, specifically papal power and how it distorts the message of the Gospel. Christ is the litmus test for any institution that claims to be Christian because, as the Letter to the Philippians says, Christ “emptied himself taking the form of a slave… and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross” (2:7–8). The term emptied himself is a translation of the Greek word κενόω, the verb meaning “to empty.” The text is trying to say that Christ absolutely abandoned all the power and authority that accompanied his intimacy and equality with God and assumed not just the weakness of the human condition, but the utter powerlessness of a slave who, in the Roman world, had no legal rights and no ability to use the system; slaves were utterly powerless. The powerlessness of Jesus was reinforced by his death on the cross. Here he is stripped of everything, even of hope. The Gospel of Mark says that as he died, he “shrieked out” (this is what the Greek word really means), “My God, my God why have you abandoned me?” (15:34). Thus, he dies as a common criminal on a cross, bereft of everything.


It is hard to reconcile this with the popes who from the early twelfth century until 1978 were crowned with a tiara of three crowns and addressed as “the father of princes and kings, [and] ruler of the world.” This ridiculous nonsense has, thankfully, now been swept away, but the fact that it was in use for almost eight centuries tells you that the papacy has forgotten Christ on the cross and become besotted with power. What I want to show in this book is that the modern papacy has risen from a near-death experience in 1799 at the end of the French Revolution to become more centralized and more powerful than even before in its entire history. Nowadays the papacy is one of the most influential institutions in the world and uses both “soft” and “hard” power with skill and ability.


That forces you to ask the question: What would Christ, the man who emptied himself to die on the cross and the final norm of everything Christian, really think?
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EXTINCTION?
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A DEATH IN VALENCE


AT DAYBREAK ON August 29, 1799, an eighty-one-year-old Italian, known to the French authorities as Citoyen Giovanni Angelo Braschi, died in the citadel of the city of Valence in southeastern France. His body lay unburied until late January 1800, when it was laid in unconsecrated ground in a local cemetery. Citizen Braschi was, in fact, Pope Pius VI (1775–1799), the man the French also called “the former so-called pope.” As the news of his death spread, the philosophes, the public intellectuals of Europe, rejoiced because they were sure the papacy was at last extinct. “The death of Pius VI has… placed a seal on the glory of philosophy in modern times,” boasted the Courrier Universel on September 8, 1799. The church and the papacy would be swept away with the rest of the detritus of the ancien régime by the progressive bourgeoisie of the French Revolution. When he died Pius VI had been the longest-serving pope in church history—twenty-four years. Even the most optimistic Catholic in 1799 must have felt that the papacy was finished.


The death of Pius VI as a prisoner was a fitting end to a century of ineffectual papal nonentities. No longer influential in European politics, the popes had retired to the Papal States, that odd principality straddling central and northeastern Italy, where they played the role of “enlightened” monarchs and covered up their weakness by pretending to be neutral in international affairs. Their influence in the wider church was also diminished. It reached its lowest ebb when the vacillating, weak, and depressed Clement XIV (1769–1774) capitulated to the European powers in August 1773 and suppressed the Jesuits, the order that had been the mainstay of the papacy for two centuries. The papacy had been in a slow decline since the late seventeenth century, and its ecclesiastical power had been weakened by theological theories that emphasized the dominance of the local ruler in the local church. The church in most of Catholic Europe was largely controlled by eighteenth-century enlightened despots like Emperor Joseph II who didn’t hesitate to use the church for their own ends. This is generically called “caesaro-papism,” when kings and rulers appoint bishops and restrict church government to the sacristy.


The eighteenth century was an age of strong, absolutist regimes in France, Prussia, Russia, and the Hapsburg Empire. Monarchical absolutism embraced the theory of the divine right of kings, which was characterized by the notion that not only was the king the source of law, but he also controlled the administrative machinery of the state and its judicial functions. The monarch also controlled the local church. There were three Catholic caesaro-papist theological theories that handed the church over to the control of the state: Gallicanism, Febronianism, and Josephism. Gallicanism, the most theologically sophisticated of these theories, was also the most ancient, with roots in the thirteenth century. It claimed for the French monarch authority to control the French church by appointing all bishops and restricting all papal interventions in France. While it theoretically accepted papal authority, it claimed that the pope was always limited by the absolute supremacy of a general council of the church. It accepted papal authority in matters of faith, while holding that papal teaching was binding only when the faithful accepted it. Febronianism and Josephism were really just variations on Gallicanism.


The eighteenth century was the age of the Enlightenment, which itself was characterized by a deep distrust of religious authority and tradition. The key characteristics of the Enlightenment were the development of science, empirical experimentation, skepticism, the emergence of theories of natural religion like those of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, John Locke’s democratic theory of the people as the source of authority in society, Voltaire’s attacks on superstition and organized religion (particularly Catholicism), and Denis Diderot’s Encyclopédie. This was a cultural milieu that was deeply distrustful of the authority of the church. Thinkers tried to find a “natural” basis for ethics rather than a morality based on dogmatic principles. The Enlightenment is especially important for its political and social theory. English thinker John Locke (1632–1704) held that the monarch rules not by a God-given divine right, but on the condition that the people consent to the authority of the ruler, and he or she governs in the interests of the people. If power is abused, the people have the right to resist. Locke argued that the people enter into a contract with the government. He supported religious freedom, toleration, limited government, and separation of powers. This idea was picked up by Montesquieu in his vast outline of political science in L’ésprit des lois (The spirit of laws).


How did the church respond to the ferment of ideas that was the Enlightenment? Not very creatively, truth be told, but this must be seen against the fact that the rural population remained untouched by the influence of the philosophes, whose inroads were predominantly among the urban middle class, some of the nobility, and a minority of clergy. The vast majority of the rural population remained loyal to Catholicism. Pious religious literature still topped the best-seller lists. However, no significant theologian emerged from within Catholicism in this period to tackle the new culture creatively. The church had had an easy run for 150 years as part of the establishment, and it had become lazy and self-satisfied.


The final papal conclave of the eighteenth century elected Giovanni Angelo Braschi, who took the style Pius VI. Handsome, lordly, worldly, and strong, he was very vain. He faced a culture bristling with Enlightenment skepticism, atheism, and caesaro-papist theories of state control over the church. The Papal States were desperately poor and deeply in debt, one of the most backward regions of Europe. Trade and economic reform were constantly stymied by the corrupt and chaotic clerical administration. Most of the population of perhaps 3 million worked the land and were largely uneducated.


But what really mattered in the Europe of the last decades of the eighteenth century was what began in France between May and July 1789.








[image: ]











AT THE BEGINNING of 1789, France was on the edge of bankruptcy. King Louis XVI had run out of options, so he convened the Estates General, a kind of parliament representing the three major divisions of society, nobles, clergy, and commons—in English estates refers to classes or orders in society—for May 5, 1789. It had not met for 175 years. The financial crisis was symptomatic of a deeper malaise. From around 1770 economic growth stagnated, and crop failures in 1788 compounded restlessness, especially among the peasantry. The bourgeoisie resented their exclusion from positions of power, and many were influenced by Enlightenment ideas and the example of the American Revolution. They questioned the divine-right monarchy and noble privileges. The church was resented because it was perceived to be very wealthy. There was growing anticlericalism that focused on church tithes and the fact that religious orders and dioceses owned 6 percent of the land surface of France. These complaints featured regularly in the cahiers de doléances (complaint books) submitted to the Estates General.


When the Estates General met at Versailles, Louis XVI and his ministers hoped that the assembly would persuade the nobles and clergy to accept reforms and new taxes. Of the 296 clergy elected, 208 were curés, or parish priests, who usually came from the lower orders; only 47 were bishops. With almost 300 clergy out of a total representation of 1,200 (including 300 nobles and 600 commoners), the Estates General was far from anticlerical. The different estates met separately, but a group of curés “went over” to the commoners. Seizing the initiative, they declared themselves a “Constituent National Assembly.” The assembly decided to break with the nobles and the more traditional clergy, and they retreated to a royal tennis court and took the Oath of the Tennis Court (June 20, 1789), swearing to maintain their unity and independence as an assembly until a constitution was approved. By late June there was pressure on the assembly to disperse, and, as a warning, Swiss and German mercenaries were deployed in Paris. Fearing a royal counterattack and the danger posed by the proletarian mob, on July 14, 1789, a group of Paris tradesmen and businessmen formed a national guard to defend themselves and seized guns from the royal armory. Seeking gunpowder, they stormed the Bastille fortress, killing the guards and freeing seven prisoners. Riots began in the provinces, and manor houses were burned. Some of the aristocracy began to flee France entirely.


At Versailles the National Assembly had now taken over the Estates General. On one emotional night (August 4–5, 1789), feudalism and the tithe were abolished, and the last remnants of serfdom and class privilege were swept away, again with the support of many lower clergy. Then, on August 26, the assembly issued the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The declaration balances universal principles with a concern for the interests of the bourgeoisie. Property was “sacred,” but there was no mention of the poor. On October 6 the palace of Versailles was stormed, and, under pressure, an unwilling king ratified the abolition of feudalism.


But France was still hopelessly in debt. It was an opportunist bishop who suggested the best source of revenue: the church. Charles Maurice de Talleyrand, bishop of Autun, proposed that the resources of the church be placed “at the disposal of the nation” and that, in return, the nation provide for the upkeep of the church and the clergy. Adrien Dansette describes Talleyrand as “the most irreligious, corrupt and cynical of all the prelates of the old régime”; he was also the great survivor of the Revolution.1


To seize ecclesiastical revenue, the assembly proceeded to nationalize the church and radically redraw the relationship between church and state. Between October 1789 and February 1790, the religious orders were abolished and their property confiscated. Some seventy thousand priests and nuns were expelled from religious life. Over the next three years, ecclesiastical and religious-order property and lands came on the market, usually at cut-rate prices, and a whole group of middle-class men on the make gained a vested interest in maintaining the Revolution by buying up church assets at bargain-basement prices. A scandalous example of this is the destruction of the magnificent late-medieval buildings of Cluny Abbey, which were bought up by a developer from nearby Mâcon who then used the abbey as a quarry for building materials.


The state now controlled ecclesiastical finances, and the assembly realized that this was a golden opportunity to regularize church-state relationships in its favor. On July 12, 1790, the National Assembly passed the Civil Constitution of the Clergy. It claimed that it affected only the civil aspects of the church, but these were inseparable from its spiritual side. Most of the bishops refused to accept the Civil Constitution and, despite their Gallican leanings, appealed to Pope Pius VI. Their appeal gained further traction with the imposition of an oath of loyalty on the clergy to the Civil Constitution in November 1790; if a bishop or priest refused, he forfeited his salary and position. The clergy were now divided into “jurors” and “nonjurors,” those who took the oath and those who didn’t. About 50 percent of priests swore the oath, but then many rejected it when Pius VI eventually condemned the Civil Constitution in early 1791. Because a large majority of bishops refused it, Talleyrand had to consecrate a whole new bench of bishops. Priests began joining the émigrés abroad. Clergy were now forced to marry, affecting many people: there were about ninety thousand diocesan clergy and about eighty thousand members of religious orders, including fifty-five thousand nuns. Celibacy was deemed “unnatural” because it prevented men (women were not considered) from fulfilling their natural role: having children to populate the state. The Civil Constitution redrew diocesan boundaries to conform to the borders of the new départments, and bishops were to be elected by citoyens actifs (active citizens). The pope was merely “notified” of their election. Curés were to be elected by the parish. The church was now an arm of the state, which was not all that different from the Gallicanism of the old regime.


Overwhelmed by the sheer speed of the Revolution, especially in Paris, the indecisive Pius VI remained cautious, waiting to see the reaction of the French church. Louis XVI, a genuinely devout man, hesitated, awaiting the pope’s decision. Eventually, on March 10, 1791, Pius VI condemned the Civil Constitution as schismatic, suspended priests and bishops who had taken the oath, and denounced the Declaration of the Rights of Man.


By early 1791 the Revolution in France became increasingly radical, anticlerical, and antireligious. The choice was clear: Catholics split between those who supported the Revolution and those who didn’t. Religion was declared a private affair, and nonjuring clergy were increasingly identified with émigrés and enemies abroad and threatened with arrest and banishment. Then on the night of June 20, 1791, the king and royal family fled Paris in disguise, heading for the fortress of Montmédy, near the German border, which was controlled by loyal troops. The royal party got to Varennes, within thirty kilometers (eighteen miles) of Montmédy, but were recognized and returned to Paris as prisoners. Radicals called for the abolition of the monarchy, for the establishment of a republic, and for the king to be put on trial.


On September 30, 1791, the National Assembly was dissolved and elections held for a new legislative assembly. This was dominated by the “Left,” the Jacobins. In August 1792 the king, who had resisted all legal attacks on the church, was arrested with the royal family and the monarchy abolished. In response, proroyalist insurrections broke out in the Vendée, Brittany, and Dauphiné. The country descended into chaos, with no effective government. By mid-August Paris was in the hands of the local Commune, which was dominated by the Jacobins, led by extremists like Georges-Jacques Danton and Maximilien Robespierre, a lethal fanatic and idealist who could justify the execution of anyone who opposed his vision.


Austria and Prussia had already formed an alliance against France, and in response in April 1792 the French declared war on Austria and invaded the Austrian Netherlands. In turn, Prussia invaded France, and a ragtag French army surrendered at Verdun on September 2, 1792. Panic spread in Paris, which was already suffering serious food shortages. Inflamed by radicals who claimed that the prisons were full of counterrevolutionary priests and nobility, the September Massacres began on September 3, 1792, when 24 priest prisoners were killed by a frenzied mob. A kind of collective insanity spread as fear seized the population. Prisons were invaded. Feelings were so intense that the mob, many of them drunk, massacred defenseless people. Two-thirds of the 1,100 to 1,400 people killed that September were innocent civilians, common criminals, and prostitutes. All told, some 225 priests were killed in this week of madness.


On September 20, 1792, the extremist Jacobins assumed power, and the monarchy and the Christian calendar were abolished and Year I of the Republic proclaimed. Civil divorce was introduced. By November the French armies were successful on the northern front, and on January 21, 1793, Louis XVI was executed. Present in Paris throughout this period was a young, ambitious army officer, Napoleon Bonaparte.


By early 1793 discontent was seething in France, especially in Paris. The extremist Jacobins and the sans-culottes (a mixture of urban poor and lower-middle class) were making common cause. By early April they gained control of the Committee of Public Safety (effectively the acting executive government), and the Reign of Terror began. The most intense period of the terror was in June–July 1794. Some 18,000 people were executed. An anticlerical, anti-Christian campaign began. A revolutionary “cult of reason” was introduced, later modified into the “cult of the supreme being” when Robespierre was dominant. On June 8, 1794, the first “Feast of the Supreme Being” was celebrated. One who witnessed this was Englishwoman Helen Maria Williams, a radical writer who was in Paris until mid-1794. She had little patience for it all. “On the principal church of every town was inscribed ‘the temple of reason’; and a tutelary goddess was installed with a ceremony equally pedantic, ridiculous and profane.” Describing the installation of the cult in Notre Dame in Paris, she says, “The Goddess of Reason was a fine, blooming damsel of the opera house, and she acted her part in this comedy… to the entire satisfaction of her new votaries.… Only one universal cry was heard ‘no more priests, and no other gods.’”2


The Jacobins were overthrown in the Thermidorian Reaction of late July 1794, bringing the terror to an end. Freedom of worship was decreed in February 1795, but persecution of Catholics, especially nonjuring clergy, continued. On November 10, 1799, the now general Napoleon Bonaparte pulled off the coup d’état of Brumaire, after which a three-man consulate was set up, with Napoleon himself as first consul and, given his military power, the dominant partner. According to the consulate’s “Constitution of the Year VIII,” the Revolution was officially over: “The Revolution is established upon the principles which began it; it is ended.”
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BONAPARTE FIRST BECAME prominent in May 1796 when he took Milan from the Austrians and seized the Legations (the northern part of the Papal States, including Ravenna, Ferrara, and Bologna), the most prosperous part of the papal principality, from the pope. He demanded 21 million crowns in cash, one hundred works of art, and five hundred manuscripts as booty. This was the beginning of his cultural larceny that lasted until his fall. By February 1797 Bonaparte controlled northern Italy, and he forced the pope to sign the Treaty of Tolentino, imposing a further indemnity of 15 million crowns and more artworks. But Bonaparte didn’t occupy Rome; he recognized the obstinate soft power of the papacy. After his success in Italy, Bonaparte set off to campaign in Egypt.


By now Pius VI was old and sick. Except for Rome, he had lost the Papal States, and the papal government was fatally weakened. The French stirred up civil strife in Rome, and on February 9, 1798, the pope was deposed and a French-sponsored nonpapal régime established. The half-paralyzed pope was bundled out of Rome and across the Alps, eventually dying in Valence. The French government believed that the papacy was finished, and all contemporary evidence certainly pointed in that direction. The year 1799 was probably the lowest point in the history of the papacy. It had faced many difficulties in its long history, not least the corrupt popes and the dominance of the Mafia-like Roman clans in the tenth century and the Great Western Schism of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries when there were two, then three, claimants to the papal office. But in 1799 it looked as though the philosophes were right and the papacy was finally finished.


Despite Catholic belief in Jesus’s words that “the gates of hell will not prevail” against Peter and his successors (Matt. 16:18), the situation in September 1799 was dire for the papacy. Two things saved it: First, Pius VI had issued a bull in 1798 giving the cardinal dean, Gian Francesco Albani, the authority to hold the conclave anywhere there was a Catholic ruler and whenever he could get most of the cardinals together. After Pius’s death, Albani and the secretary of the conclave, Monsignor Ercole Consalvi, worked hard to get the cardinals together. But the thing that really saved the papacy was an unexpected shift in the strategic situation. In September 1799 the Neapolitans, assisted by the British navy, expelled the French from Rome. Meanwhile, in northern Italy, the Austrians had regained control of Venice. Although Rome was no longer under French control, several of the cardinals, including Albani, had already found their way to Austrian-controlled Venice. Many of them were penniless refugees, like the Cardinal Duke of York, brother of Bonnie Prince Charlie and sometimes known as King Henry IX, the final Stuart pretender to the British and Scottish thrones. To help him the British government generously granted him a pension. After the death of Pius VI on August 29, 1799, the challenge for Albani and Consalvi and what was left of the papal government was to get as many cardinals as they could to Venice to elect a new pope. Consalvi was very able, and he wrote to all forty-six cardinals and to the Catholic monarchs to inform them that Albani had called for a conclave to be held in Venice. It began on December 1, 1799, and dragged on for more than three months. The cardinals finally elected the Benedictine monk Luigi Barnabà Chiaramonti, who took the style Pius VII (1800–1823). He was a good choice—fifty-eight years old, a gentle, courageous man, neither reactionary nor opposed to democracy. He decided to return to Rome, no matter how dangerous the city might be, eventually arriving there on July 3, 1800.


He was wise to have left Venice because Bonaparte, back in northern Italy, defeated the Austrians at Marengo on June 14, 1800. A realist, Bonaparte knew he had to make peace with the church. He looked at Catholicism “dispassionately and came to the conclusion that it was a force not to be destroyed, but to be enlisted in his support.”3 He later advised his ambassador in Rome in 1801, François Cacault, to “treat the pope as though he had an army of 200,000 men.” Even though negotiating from a very weak stance, Pius VII used whatever influence the papacy had left to deal with Bonaparte. He sent Consalvi to Paris as his chief negotiator. It was a good choice.


There were two obstacles to doing a deal. The first issue was the émigré French bishops who wanted their dioceses back. The second was the anti-Catholic revolutionaries who were now courting Bonaparte. In the end, Consalvi and the pope refused to reappoint the émigré bishops, and Bonaparte ignored the revolutionaries. The Revolution was, after all, “over.” The negotiations leading to the Concordat (a diplomatically binding agreement between the Holy See and a government) were complex, with Consalvi and the former bishop Talleyrand as chief negotiators and Bonaparte regularly throwing temper tantrums in the background. After a last-minute crisis engineered by Talleyrand, who tried to slip past Consalvi a different text from the one he had agreed to, the Concordat was signed in Paris on September 10, 1801.4 Catholicism was recognized as “the religion of the great majority of Frenchmen,” but it was no longer the state religion. Freedom of religion was guaranteed, and Catholic worship “shall be public while conforming to such police regulation as the government shall consider necessary to public tranquillity.”5 The number of dioceses was reduced from 136 to 60. The government nominated new bishops, with the pope granting their canonical institution. Only government-approved curés were to be appointed to parishes by bishops. Bishops and priests were to be paid by the government, but the pittance of five hundred francs per annum paid to priests was well below the poverty line. Church property required for worship was restored to the church.


Consalvi had gained many concessions but was furious when he discovered that Bonaparte had attached a set of “Organic Articles” to the Concordat. These were police powers that regulated the publication of papal documents in France, required state permission for the establishment of seminaries, forbade public processions in towns where there were “adherents of different creeds,” and regulated the boundaries of dioceses, priests’ salaries, and clerical dress. The aim was to make the church a department of state. What, in fact, the articles did was to turn the Catholic community away from Gallicanism as they began to resist state interference in church affairs. The articles pointed the French church in the direction of what was later called “ultramontanism.” The word comes from the Latin ultra montes, “beyond the mountains” (that is, the Alps). This propapalist ideology (it was never a coherent theology) divorced the church from state control and turned it toward the papacy as the central focus of Catholicism. It became the underlying theory for the enhancement of papal power in the church and, as we shall see, is still a basic issue for Catholicism.


While the Concordat and articles may have made the church effectively a department of state, it did nothing for the actual practice of religion. No priests had been ordained since 1790. Thousands of priests had left France; seven thousand of them lived in England between 1792 and 1801, existing on British government pensions. There were many parishes without priests, and the average age of the clergy was high. In Rome opposition to the conciliatory policies of Pius VII and Consalvi, now cardinal secretary of state, was growing among the zelanti (Italian for “zealots” or “fanatics”) cardinals and officials; they were concerned that the French legal code, the Code Napoleon, which allowed divorce, already operative in the Legations, would be imposed on the rest of the Papal States.


Bonaparte was immensely popular in France and northern Italy, and the upstart Corsican began to think of himself as the “new Charlemagne.” He was God’s “elect” and felt the time had come for him to join the anointed crowned heads of Europe. His nomination by the Senate as emperor “by the grace of God and the will of the people” was supported by a large majority vote in France. His position strengthened, he wanted a papal coronation in Paris, a backhanded acknowledgment of the pope’s traditional influence, even as he demanded the papacy’s submission to him. There were serious reservations about this in Rome, but Pius VII decided to attend Bonaparte’s coronation on December 2, 1804. One of the conditions of papal attendance was that Joséphine de Beauharnais (the abandoned wife of an aristocrat) and Bonaparte, who were civilly married, be married in the church, which they secretly did before the coronation. The coronation was immortalized by Jacques-Louis David’s propaganda masterpiece painting. He shows Bonaparte crowning Joséphine. The eyes of everyone in the scene are on the crown that Bonaparte holds aloft. Napoleon had already crowned himself to avoid acknowledging any form of papal superiority over him. The pope in the painting looks glum, but he enjoyed his time in Paris; he had an easy way with people, and on the journey homeward people came out to cheer him. A modern, populist papacy was being born.


Relations between Bonaparte and Pius VII degenerated between 1805 and 1808. There were constant French incursions into papal territory, and the pope refused to support Bonaparte’s plan to invade Britain. The divorce legislation in the Napoleonic Code transferring marriage into the civil sphere caused further tension. When the pope refused to deport foreign agents from the Papal States, Bonaparte instructed his ambassador (and uncle) Cardinal Joseph Fesch: “Tell them… I am Charlemagne, the sword of the church and their emperor. And that I should be treated as such.”6 On February 2, 1808, the French again occupied Rome and the Papal States. Bonaparte declared Rome a “free imperial city” and abolished the papal government. Pius VII responded by excommunicating him. Bonaparte was furious. He wrote, “If the pope preaches revolt… he ought to be arrested.”7 The French authorities in Rome took the order literally, and the pope was kidnapped and taken to Grenoble and then to Savona, on the Italian Mediterranean coast. The papal government was dissolved and the papal archives taken to France. The Papal States were integrated into the French Empire, and the Napoleonic Code was applied, with its marriage regulations and divorce.


In retaliation Pius VII dug in, refusing from 1809 to 1811 to cooperate with Bonaparte. Around mid-1811 Pius’s health began to deteriorate. “He had sharp headaches and a rapid pulse, and between his bouts of excitability, he would stare ahead of him with a vacant, glassy eye.”8 This might have resulted from infection or chronic fatigue, or he might even have been drugged by Napoleon’s spies. He gradually recovered, and just after the ill-fated French invasion of Russia began in June 1812, the pope was moved from Savona over the Alps to Fontainebleau, near Paris. It was a dreadful journey in a heavy Berlin carriage; Pius was suffering from a urinary tract infection. At Fontainebleau the pope recommenced his resistance, and he began to be seen as a “martyr” for his opposition to Bonaparte, especially in Protestant England. After the Russian disaster in December 1812, Bonaparte was no longer seen as invincible. In January 1814 coalition armies entered France, and Paris fell on March 31, 1814. The empire was dissolved, and Bonaparte abdicated on April 4, 1814, and was exiled to the Mediterranean island of Elba. The pope had returned to Rome, entering in triumph on March 24, 1814. The papacy, at one of its lowest ebbs in church history, had survived by managing Napoleon and through support from Protestant Britain.


Bonaparte escaped Elba in March 1815, returned to France, and rallied his army, only to be finally defeated on June 18, 1815, just north of the French-Belgian border at Waterloo by the British, commanded by the Duke of Wellington and the Prussians under Gebhard von Blücher. The always terse Wellington commented that the battle was “the nearest thing you ever saw in your life.” Bonaparte was exiled to the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic, where he died in 1821.


The astonishing thing is that the papacy survived the death of Pius VI. It is a testimony to its profound roots in European history and tradition and, many Catholics would argue, in Christ’s promise to Saint Peter that “the gates of hell would not prevail” against the church (Matt. 16:18). Pius VII was also extraordinarily lucky to have had Napoleon as his interlocutor: the emperor recognized the influence of Catholicism and saw it as the basis of civilization, social and moral order, and good government. While his personal religious sentiments and commitment to Catholicism are difficult to discern, Napoleon’s approach to the church was largely utilitarian. He knew he had to negotiate with the pope and keep the church on his side and in that very process enhanced and reinforced the symbolic power of the papacy. Advised and supported by Consalvi (perhaps the greatest of the secretaries of state), Pius VII shrewdly used his position to enhance papal influence.


One of the key foundations upon which the modern papacy is built is ultramontanism, the antithesis of the old Gallican theory of the union of throne and altar. The collapse of the French monarchy opened the way for this papal ideology to emerge. So while the revolutionary and Napoleonic period may have seen the papacy at its weakest, the early nineteenth century laid the seedbed from which modern papal centralism emerged.
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THE DEFEAT OF Bonaparte brought the kings back to power, including France’s Louis XVIII. By his side was the ever-opportunistic Talleyrand. The “principle of legitimacy,” the notion that kings should be restored to their rightful thrones, appealed to the victors, and after twenty-two years of war, everyone was ready for peace. The Catholic powers, particularly Austria, tried to exclude the pope from the peace negotiations at the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815). The Austrians wanted to grab northern Italy, particularly the most prosperous part of the Papal States, the northeastern Legations. But with the support of the British foreign secretary, Viscount Castlereagh, Consalvi secured a place at the table. Consalvi had visited London in June–July 1814, and it was here that he was welcomed and became friendly with Foreign Secretary Castlereagh and was received at court by the prince regent, later George IV, who, to Consalvi’s disappointment, insisted on speaking in French rather than English. Given the popularity of Pius VII in England, the English-speaking Anglophile Consalvi secured British support for the restoration of the Papal States. Consalvi, whom Bonaparte called “a lion in sheep’s clothing,” loved everything English because his patron had been Henry the Cardinal Duke of York, bishop of Frascati and Stuart pretender to the English Crown.9


The principle of legitimacy was applied inconsistently at Vienna, and it was a struggle for Consalvi to get the Papal States reinstated against Austrian and French opposition. The sticking point was, as Austrian chancellor Klemens von Metternich reminded Consalvi, that the Papal States had been signed away by Pius VI at the Treaty of Tolentino in 1797. It was only Pius VII’s prestige in Europe and the influence of Castlereagh that got the Papal States restored. Consalvi’s aim in the restoration was to protect the neutrality of the papacy, and he insisted on retaining the Legations; they were the most economically viable part of the principality. But the problem was that notions of liberalism, democracy, and freedom of the press had already spread through north-central Italy, and under Bonaparte the Legations had been united with Lombardy and the Po plain, which was their natural geographic and economic locus.


The Congress of Vienna eventually restored the “legitimate” ruler of the Papal States to his principality. Consalvi immediately set about reorganizing the papal dominions, restoring the educational system, reforming the finances, setting up a new civil and criminal code, and improving public safety. He also began a major program of public works. Rome, however, remained economically stagnant. Pilgrims began flocking there only after 1850. The papal government was forced to resort to loans, frequently from the Rothschilds, to balance the books.10 Another problem was the secret societies. As early as 1817, the Carbonari (Charcoal Burners), an anticlerical revolutionary secret society possibly of Masonic origin that favored liberal ideals and Italian unification, unsuccessfully revolted against the papacy, and some of their leaders were imprisoned or banished.


Neither Pius VII nor Consalvi wanted to return to the ancien régime; their problems were practical, not least the restoration of the papal government. But the reestablishment of the Papal States became a calamity for the church. The principality became a noose around the papal neck. It tied the popes politically and psychologically to a legitimist ideology. They were left running a theocratic principality in which spiritual and temporal were constantly conflated. There was an insistence on traditional ways of doing things and a lack of political common sense. Lay citizens of the Papal States, who had already enjoyed a measure of democracy and responsibility under Bonaparte, certainly didn’t want to return to the corrupt and inefficient clericalist regime. Even modest reforms were opposed by intransigent zelanti cardinals like Bartolomeo Pacca, and they soon controlled the agenda. Thus, the ministerial interests of the church were sacrificed to the maintenance of a principality that was already moribund, with the popes projecting their problems with democracy, pluralism, freedom of religion, separation of church and state, and free speech in the Papal States onto the universal church. It was a recipe for disaster.


Pius VII and Consalvi also faced a church in chaos across Europe, resulting from war, the abolition of the Holy Roman Empire, and a papal government that had been exiled for sixteen years. To restore order to church-state relationships, Consalvi negotiated concordats with Bavaria (1817), Sardinia (1817), Russia (1818), the Two Sicilies (1818), and Prussia and the Rhineland princes (1821); the French concordat was renewed in 1817 without the Organic Articles. The papacy also recognized the newly independent Latin American republics after 1820 when it broke with Spanish claims to legitimacy and dominance.


One of the first things Pius VII did on return to Rome was to restore the Jesuits on August 7, 1814, after a forty-one-year suppression. They quickly became the foremost defenders of the papacy. Consalvi, whose portrait by Sir Thomas Lawrence is in Windsor Castle, also played a major role in restoring Rome as an archaeological, artistic, and cultural capital. Lawrence, who was in Rome in 1819, commented, “There is now here a general spirit of exertion, both in judicious repairs in preserving the great monuments of antiquity, and by excavations in discovering their foundations and parts… that were before hidden from the eye.”11


However, Pius VII’s death on July 20, 1823, marked the end of Consalvi’s career as secretary of state. Elected on September 28, 1823, the pious, austere Annibale della Genga took the style Leo XII (1823–1829). The zelanti were now in charge. Consalvi’s legal reforms were rolled back with the reintroduction of the pre-1800 ecclesiastical courts, laymen were no longer hired by the papal government, the Jews were forced back into the ghetto, criminals and brigands were summarily executed, the Index of Forbidden Books and the Roman Inquisition were restored, and Freemasonry and secret societies were forbidden. Petty regulations made the papal régime even more resented: low-cut dresses, the public sale of alcohol, and gambling and recreation on Sundays and holy days were all forbidden. The Sanfidesti, the Army of the Holy Faith, a kind of papal guerrilla movement begun in 1799, was reactivated to attack the secret societies. Anticlericalism was understandable, and there was resentment against priestly control, especially in the Legations. The result was predictable: economic stagnation and the alienation of the aristocracy, educated people, and the middle class from the papal government. The modernization that Consalvi encouraged was swept aside, and a police state overrun with scandalmongers, spies, and slackers and dominated by inefficient, incompetent clerics determined to control everyone’s lives reemerged, setting up precisely the conditions that encouraged revolution.
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Map of Italy in the 1820s, showing the Papal States lying right across the peninsula


Credit: Methuen and Company, Ltd.
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THE “NEW CONSCIOUSNESS” AND “NEO-ULTRAMONTANISM”


FRANCESCO SAVERIO CASTIGLIONE, the man who was elected pope after the death of Leo XII in March 1829, was a moderate who was sympathetic to the policies of Pius VII and Consalvi. He had just missed out on election in 1823 when he was outmaneuvered by the zelanti cardinals. He took the style Pius VIII (1829–1830). He ran a more open regime in the Papal States and retreated somewhat from police-state methods. But he was still very much the product of the narrow parochialism of the Papal States, and his major focus was on pastoral and doctrinal issues. In a grab-bag encyclical letter, he blamed the decline in religious practice on indifference to church doctrine, Protestant Bible societies, and the failure to recognize the sacredness of marriage. His secretary of state, Giuseppe Albani, was a hard-nosed reactionary, totally unsympathetic to the nationalist aspirations of the Catholic Irish, Poles, and Belgians who were oppressed by Protestant and Orthodox regimes. However, the Roman Catholic Relief Act, popularly known as Catholic emancipation, was passed by the British Parliament in April 1829. It repealed the remaining penal laws against Catholics and allowed them to sit in Parliament and join the armed forces. One of the prime movers in this had been Irish leader Daniel O’Connell, who had often been very critical of the papacy because it had done absolutely nothing to support Catholic Ireland against the British. Pius VIII also approved the decrees of the First Provincial Council, held by the US bishops in Baltimore in October 1829.


Never physically strong, Pius VIII died after only twenty months in office. The conclave to elect his successor was a drawn-out affair that was under enormous pressure from Austrian chancellor Klemens von Metternich, who wanted a pope who would favor Austrian interests in northern Italy and not compromise with “the political madness of the age,” that is, with liberal trends. Sponsored by Albani and supported by the zelanti in the conclave, Camaldolese monk Bartolomeo Cappellari, who took the style Gregory XVI, was finally elected. An austere reactionary, he tried to take the papacy back to the eighteenth century. He was totally out of tune with the postrevolutionary age.
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AFTER 1815 EUROPEAN culture faced an entirely new situation. First, a whole new way of working and living emerged for Europe’s growing population based on industrialization. Between 1815 and 1914, Europe changed from being a predominantly rural society to a largely urban one, except in Russia. Mechanized industry demanded an around-the-clock workforce that was provided by population increase and growing urbanization. Between 1800 and 1900, the European population more than doubled, from 180 million to 390 million, and this occurred despite the fact that some 40 million Europeans emigrated to the New World. This vast increase in the industrial proletariat, bad working conditions, and the exploitative employment of women and children led to acute social problems and ultimately to a series of revolutions in 1848. This meant that after 1815, the papacy faced an entirely new situation.


At the same time, a new political phenomenon emerged—liberalism. Derived from the thought of John Locke, liberalism says that the source of sovereignty is neither God nor kings, but the people. Liberals embraced democracy, freedom of expression and the press, separation of church and state, and a belief in progress. They saw human history as a constant ascent to a better life based on science and viewed the technical control of nature as a sign of progress. Liberalism believed that the state must be governed by constitutional principles that ensure the freedom of every individual. This appealed strongly to the bourgeoisie. A clash between liberalism and an absolutist church was inevitable.


Linked to industrialization and liberalism was a whole new form of consciousness that was emerging in Europe. The principles of the Revolution—liberty, equality, fraternity, freedom of expression, and democracy—were spread by French military victories. Central to this new consciousness was romanticism. Finding it almost impossible to define, Kenneth Clark comes closest to an explanation when he says, “I feel. Therefore I am.”1 He says that romanticism is a revolt against the symmetry and logic of eighteenth-century classicism with the emergence of an art based on movement and energy and an emphasis on freedom. Beethoven’s Third Symphony in E-flat major, Eroica, composed in 1803–1804, gives expression to the restless energy and struggle that underpinned romanticism and his opera Fidelio to the desire for liberty from political repression. Romanticism’s love of nature emerges in English poets William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who began writing just prior to the French Revolution.


However, there was a reactionary side to romanticism that particularly influenced Catholicism. Ultramontanism was derived from the antirevolutionary aspects of romanticism and is usually labeled “neo-ultramontanism.” While the term was coined by English writer Wilfred Ward, the pioneer of neo-ultramontanism was Viscount François-René Chateaubriand. Chateaubriand, for whom the beef dish is named, was an antirevolutionary whose 1802 book, Le génie du Christianisme (The Genius of Christianity), argued that Christianity is true because it is beautiful. An elegant if superficial writer, he claimed that Christianity was the most humane, poetical, artistic, and intellectual of all faiths. His aim was to rehabilitate Christianity after the destructive cynicism of the eighteenth-century philosophes. He shifted debate from an Enlightenment emphasis on reason to a romantic focus on feeling. Catholicism, he claimed, was guaranteed by the papacy and popes, like kings, are sovereigns, but papal sovereignty is superior to all others. Popes are infallible and have never made a doctrinal error.


Another reactionary group were the traditionalists, antirevolutionary conservatives who claimed that it was only through a “perennial tradition” that truth and social stability could be maintained. They held that there was an indissoluble union between church and monarchy and that revolutions were wrong because they interfered with the transmission of truth. The key traditionalist writer in the neo-ultramontanist context is Joseph de Maistre. Maistre was a political theorist and publicist, not a theologian. His elegant, comic, and mocking style made his two-volume 1819 book, Du pape (Concerning the Pope), very influential. He saw European history as a vast process that is interrupted at various times by disordered forces that are ultimately destructive of civilization. The eighteenth century was one of those interruptions when the philosophes and revolutionaries denied God and attempted to destroy the foundations of Christian civilization. All they offered was a return to the state of nature à la mode de Rousseau. Maistre saw the papacy as the major point of cohesion in Western civilization. Without the papacy, there would be no Christianity and therefore no civilization. His focus on the papacy was essentially political. He claimed that subjects are bound to obey sovereign governments, for they must be assumed to be right; they are, in that sense, “infallible.” The “practical” infallibility of government transmutes into the “absolute” infallibility of the papacy. Thus, the Catholic Church was the key safeguard of political stability.


While Chateaubriand assimilates the prevailing romantic feelings of his time, Maistre’s thought was eccentric and incoherent. It had no theological foundation whatsoever, yet it is the primary source of the neo-ultramontanism that fed straight into the First Vatican Council (1870), which itself is the basis of modern papal power. What is significant is that these distorted pseudotheologies were developed by political thinkers with no theological competence. Their ideas were popularized by journalist Louis-François Veuillot and his daily newspaper L’Univers, and Veuillot became the leader of nineteenth-century French neo-ultramontanism.


Not that the reactionaries had the field all to themselves. There were also liberal Catholics who were more in tune with the times, including one of the great figures of nineteenth-century Catholicism, Hugues-Félicité Robert de Lamennais. Born in Saint-Malo in 1782, he was intelligent and precocious. He was ordained a priest in 1816. An unstable man, his life was characterized by sudden changes of direction, as well as illness and depression. He began as a traditionalist and in the first (1817) of his four-volume Essai sur l’indifference en matière de religion (Essay on Indifference in Matters of Religion), he argued that the moral health of a society depends on the doctrine or faith it holds, and he called for the restoration of Catholicism as the religion of the French state.2 Ecclesiastical authority was essential for right order in society. Like Chateaubriand and Maistre, Lamennais seemed to hanker for an authoritarian order in society, perhaps understandable after the insecurities of the Reign of Terror and two decades of war.


In the mid-1820s, Lamennais’s approach began to change. Disillusioned with the monarchical patronage of Catholicism, he argued that for the church to attract unbelievers and skeptics, it had to be separated from the state. The pope alone, he believed, could give leadership in this. Influenced by Maistre, Lamennais became a strong ultramontanist. His argument was as follows: no pope, no church; no church, no Christianity; no Christianity, no religion; no religion, no society. The church and ecclesiastical authority, by creating common moral standards and beliefs, provided unity to humanity, and the pope brought unity to church and society, thus creating a kind of ultramontanist democratic papal theocracy—a contradiction in terms! Leo XII invited him to Rome and wanted to make him a cardinal; Lamennais refused. Young lay disciples began to gather around him, including Count Charles Forbes de Montalembert; Henri Lacordaire, later to become a great Dominican preacher; Prosper Guéranger, later a reformer of the Benedictines in France; economist Charles de Coux; and Frédéric Ozanam, founder of the Saint Vincent de Paul Society. By 1829 Lamennais was calling for the church to free itself from the monarchy and to abandon privilege and its bondage to the state. He also demanded a renewal of theology, particularly seminary theology, which he saw as degenerate scholasticism. These views caused a tremendous stir in France: bishops attacked him in their pastoral letters.


The year 1830 was a time of revolutions in France, Belgium, and Poland. The French revolt was an essentially bourgeois affair in which the Bourbon king, Charles X, was overthrown by his cousin Louis-Philippe, Duke of Orléans. It ushered in a skeptical regime in which religion was scorned by the establishment. Lamennais was unenthusiastic about Louis-Philippe, and in October 1830 he founded the daily newspaper L’Avenir (The Future) with his colleagues in which they defended Catholicism against the hostility of the government. They promoted ultramontanism against the remnant Gallicanism of some bishops and clergy. By late 1830 L’Avenir was calling for complete religious freedom, separation of church and state, freedom of the press, liberty of association, universal suffrage, and the rights of parents to have their children educated as they wished. The paper strongly supported Belgian, Polish, and Irish Catholics in their struggles for liberation. Perhaps the most radical aspect of Lamennais’s program was that he began to gather local groups “for the defence of religious liberty.” Here were laypeople organizing themselves in a country in which religious affairs had been dominated by clerics and the state for centuries.


Lamennais and friends were the first truly modern Catholics. L’Avenir was now a serious challenge to the establishment, both clerical and lay. The French bishops believed that its ideas of democracy and separation of church and state were undermining their authority, and they were prepared to fight tooth and nail. The irony is that L’Avenir was repulsive to the French hierarchy as much for its ultramontanism as for its liberalism. Nevertheless, that didn’t stop these same French bishops from putting pressure on Rome to silence the troublesome abbé. The newly elected Gregory XVI was ready to oblige.


In November 1831 the somewhat naive Lamennais, Lacordaire, and Montalembert went to Rome, calling themselves “pilgrims of liberty”; they received a cool reception. They can’t have been unaware of the ecclesiastical machinations going on around them. They also had to know that the intransigent archreactionary Pope Gregory XVI (1831–1846) had written The Triumph of the Holy See and the Church Against the Attacks of the Innovators (1799), advocating papal infallibility and the maintenance of the Papal States. He had condemned the Catholic Belgians in their revolt against the Protestant king of the Netherlands, and while the “pilgrims” were in Rome he attacked the Catholic Poles for their revolt against the Orthodox czar. Lamennais, Lacordaire, and Montalembert submitted a résumé of their views and waited for seven months. Disillusioned, they left Rome in early July 1832 without any response. It was only when they got to Munich in late August that a rejoinder reached them in the form of an encyclical letter, Mirari vos (August 15, 1832). It was directed specifically against Lamennais and L’Avenir.


Pope Gregory condemned all forms of Catholic liberalism, especially “the evil smelling spring of indifferentism… [from which flows] the erroneous and absurd opinion—or rather derangement—that freedom of conscience must be asserted for everybody.” This “most pestilential error,” Gregory says, “opens the door to complete and immoderate liberty of opinions” that causes “widespread harm in both church and state.”3 Gregory condemned Lamennais because he couldn’t tolerate liberal opinions in the Papal States that in his mind had now become the norm for the whole church. The pope believed that liberalism was rooted in indifference and that God, not the people, was the source of authority and sovereignty.


After the body blow of Mirari vos, Lamennais drifted away from the church. In May 1834 he published Paroles d’un croyant (Words of a Believer), which was written in simple, straightforward language that any literate person could read. It was a kind of paean of praise for “the people,” who he said were close to God and Christ; the law of God is a law of equality. Pope Gregory responded with another encyclical, Singulari nos (July 15, 1834), in which he describes the Paroles as a book “small in size, but immense in perversity.” Lamennais drifted further from the church, and the full tragedy was played out when he died unreconciled in 1854.


Back in the Papal States, Gregory XVI maintained a resolutely antimodern stance: he condemned gas street lighting and railways, opposed Italian nationalism, and maintained a papal army made up of mercenaries who were a drain on the already strained papal treasury. The Papal States were seen by liberals as “the sick man” of Europe. Meanwhile, outside the Papal States, the church was growing apace in free societies like the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. Gregory encouraged what became the greatest missionary expansion in the history of Catholicism. This was strengthened by the foundation of new missionary orders of men and women, reform of older orders, and the establishment of new missions, vicariates, and dioceses. He also encouraged the training of indigenous clergy. He condemned the slave trade, encouraged art and scholarship, and in Rome supported archaeological research.


Despite these positive notes, when Gregory XVI died on June 1, 1846, the Papal States were in a state of near-constant rebellion. He had shown no comprehension whatsoever of the historical forces at play in the nineteenth century. Gregory reinforced the pattern of alienation of the church from modern culture. This deepened in the next papacy that was to be the longest in history.
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THE CONCLAVE GATHERED in the Quirinal Palace on June 15, 1846. The cardinals used the Quirinal because the Vatican was in disrepair, and in midsummer it was stiflingly hot. A short two-day conclave elected Giovanni Mastai-Ferretti, bishop of Imola; he was fifty-four. He took the style Pius IX, and Pio Nono, the Italian version of Pius IX, became a kind of nickname. When he died on February 7, 1878, Pius IX had been pope for thirty-one years and five months. Twenty years into Pius IX’s papacy, English theologian and later cardinal John Henry Newman called his papacy “a climax of tyranny.… It is not good for a pope to live 20 years. It is an anomaly and bears no good fruit.”4


The election of Pius IX was a turning point in the evolution of papal power. It was not only the longevity of the pope but also the fact that he was a man intuitively sympathetic to the most reactionary elements of nineteenth-century culture. He seized on the emerging conservative shift among the bourgeoisie and was in tune with the romantic emphasis on religious feeling. He also exploited the growing empathy among many non-Italian Catholics for the pope’s “plight” as the Papal States were increasingly seized by the forces of Italian nationalism. He played the “martyr” to great effect. The level of focused centralization on the papacy that Pius IX achieved was an anticipation of the fascist and communist dictatorships that were to emerge in the twentieth century. In that sense, his papacy was a tyranny because he rejected modern culture, refusing to use his authority to influence modernity and to articulate Christ’s message within its context. This is not to suggest that he had a thought-out policy; rather, he simply followed his instincts and tried to dominate the internal life of the church, in the process creating the modern papacy. Catholicism has yet to retreat from the papocentric church that Pius IX largely created.


Pius IX had been popular as bishop in Imola and before that had spent eighteen months in Chile with a papal mission. At first, he was thought to be sympathetic to Italian national aspirations for unification, and enormous expectations built up in Italy that he was a “liberal.” On election, he seemed to confirm these hopes when he proclaimed an amnesty for prisoners, allowed limited freedom of the press and assembly, planned for street lighting and railways, and set up a Consultà (a consultative assembly) in October 1847. But he was being swept along by his popularity, and his commitment to Italian nationalism was quickly tested. The year 1848 saw revolutions across Europe, with revolts in France (Louis-Philippe was overthrown), Germany, Austria (Metternich was sidelined), and Naples. King Charles Albert of Sardinia-Piedmont took advantage of Austrian instability to advance into Austrian-occupied Lombardy in what became the First Italian War of Independence. However, he was quickly defeated in mid-1848 by the Austrians under Field Marshal Joseph von Radetzky in whose honor Johann Strauss Sr. wrote the Radetzky March. Many Italians felt that things would have been different if Pius IX had supported Italian nationalism.


Meanwhile, in Rome the Consultà became increasingly liberal, and Pope Pius IX appointed Count Pellegrino Rossi as his premier. The cautious Rossi slowed down the introduction of democratic reforms in the Papal States, and he was hated by the republicans and secret societies. On November 15, 1848, he was fatally stabbed in the neck by an assassin. This was the signal for revolution. Pius IX fled to Gaeta in Neapolitan territory (November 24, 1848), and the anticlerical nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini arrived in Rome, quickly followed by the mercenary freebooter Giuseppe Garibaldi. They proclaimed a short-lived Roman Republic and “a new religious synthesis of God and the people.” Meanwhile, the newly established Second French Republic, dominated by President Louis Napoleon, the nephew of Bonaparte (later Emperor Napoleon III), sent French troops to retake Rome on June 30, 1849.


Pope Pius IX returned to the city in April 1850 a changed man. Profoundly shaken by the seizure of Rome, he had abandoned what superficial liberal tendencies he might have had. He now stood firmly against the modern world with its threats to his temporal power and authority in the church. For Pius IX, the Papal States guaranteed his freedom of action, but this became a noose around his neck. He was not a simple reactionary like his predecessor, Gregory XVI, but a man of feeling and sentiment rather than thought and judgment. Poorly educated theologically, intellectually superficial, obstinate, credulous, and changeable, he took himself too seriously as pope and saw any opposition as betrayal. He was affected in his youth by a type of epilepsy. Historian Roger Aubert says that this left him “with an excessive emotiveness which led him at times into violent fits of temper, or to ill-considered language.… This volatility explains… his frequent reversals of policy following the last advice he had received.”5 The question of whether his epilepsy was cured remains open, but he was not a stable person and questions have legitimately been asked as to whether he was fully compos mentis; he certainly had a deeply narcissistic personality.


He was not helped by lack of competent staff, and he tended to be surrounded by mediocre men who were devoted to him and told him what he wanted to hear. Many were as poorly educated as he, and they lived in an enclosed clerical world. Typical of them was Anglo-Irish monsignor George Talbot de Malahide, who spent many years in Rome, where he acted as papal chamberlain and canon of Saint Peter’s Basilica. An early convert from the Oxford Movement, he was ordained a priest after a superficial formation. Emotionally unstable, he died in a mental institution outside Paris in 1886. He gained Pius IX’s ear and became his trusted confidant. With absolutely no pastoral experience, he made himself indispensable to the pope and influenced him on all things English. Pio Nono’s secretary of state was Giacomo Antonelli, appointed after he had persuaded (then president) Louis Napoleon to send French troops to retake Rome from Mazzini and Garibaldi. Antonelli was calculating and shrewd, “a technocrat more than an ideologue or politician, [who] sought to determine which way the wind was blowing before committing himself to any stance.”6 A good administrator and diplomat, he often absorbed criticisms that should have been directed to Pius IX; he was the stabilizing force in this papacy. He acted as a kind of papal “prime minister,” and it was under his administration that the post-1848 Papal States were restored.


However, the pope was not totally out of touch. He correctly intuited the increasingly new conservative attitude of the European bourgeoisie, as many of them returned to Catholicism, embracing what they perceived as the social stability that an absolutist church seemed to offer. He also recognized the shift toward a more feeling-based religiosity that emerged in tandem with romanticism. Severe images of God and Christ as judge and a distrust of popular piety and the miraculous, characteristic of Enlightenment reason, gave way from the 1840s onward to a warmer, more tactile spirituality expressed in images of a more merciful Jesus and an appeal to the intercession of Mary. This found expression in miraculous apparitions of the Blessed Virgin, the most important of which were those at pilgrimage shrines like La Salette (1846) and Lourdes (1858). Pilgrimages to Lourdes with its healing spring became so popular that special trains were provided to carry the pilgrims. These pilgrimage sites appealed especially to women, who often traveled to them in groups, getting them out of the house and briefly freeing them from patriarchal family and domestic duties. For them, pilgrimages were a liberation, giving them a solidarity with other similar women.


In this same Marian vein, Pius IX proposed the definition of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception in December 1855. This is the notion that Mary was kept free from original sin. This began a century of intense devotion to the Blessed Virgin, leading to a kind of feminization of Catholic piety. In fact, a devotional revolution was occurring that included not only this Marian emphasis but also a focus on the humanity of Jesus, with devotion to the Passion of Christ, the Sacred Heart, and the Blessed Sacrament. These new forms of emotive piety were really revivals of a Romanized, baroque religiosity that also helped spread neo-ultramontanism. Large numbers of active religious orders of sisters, priests, and brothers were founded that focused on one or another of these devotions. Most of them were missionary, educational, nursing, or social welfare in orientation. Roger Aubert comments that this spirituality “had a weak theological foundation.” He adds that devotion to the Sacred Heart was also seen by the church as “the best means to protest against the rationalistic and pleasure-seeking trends of [the] time.”7 Papal centralization was strengthened by the fact that these religious orders sought Roman authorization.


The political context of Pius’s papacy was the Risorgimento—Italian unification. The upper classes, the liberal bourgeoisie, and secret societies—those who had the most to gain—were the leaders in articulating Italian nationalism. It was from this context that figures like Mazzini and Garibaldi emerged, touting their belief in the “world destiny of Italy.” A new sense of italianità (a consciousness of being Italian) was growing, together with the realization that nationalism would bring Italy a firm economic base with internal borders and customs barriers broken down. A kind of Italian “free trade zone” developed, with standard metric weights and measures and better roads and railways. But this movement remained an elite affair and had little impact on most Italians, whose lives still focused on the regional and local. Italy has always been polycentric, with considerable linguistic diversity. As Metternich said, Italy was more a “geographical expression” than a nation, and it was only in the mid-nineteenth century that the Tuscan dialect as spoken in Florence became standard Italian. Ironically for secularist, anticlerical proponents of unification, the one thing that really united Italians was Catholicism.


By 1850 Italian unification was focused on the Piedmontese monarchy in Turin. Prime Minister Camillo, Count of Cavour, was the ruthless pragmatist who turned italianità into the political reality of Italy. Much of the papal opposition to the Risorgimento was based on Piedmont’s sponsorship of anticlericalism, secular marriage, and nonreligious education. The Second Italian War of Independence broke out in the spring of 1859, with Lombardy, Tuscany, Parma, Modena, and the whole southern half of Italy absorbed into a united Italy under the Piedmontese king. French troops continued to defend Rome. Pius IX was determined not to surrender without a fight. He made Monsignor François Xavier de Mérode armaments minister and was determined to defend the Papal States with a force of about fifteen thousand volunteers who had been raised from across the world. In early September 1860, thirty-five thousand Piedmontese troops invaded papal Umbria and advanced along the coast toward Ancona. After skirmishes a major battle was fought on September 18, 1860, at Castelfidardo, which led to the surrender of the papal troops. All papal territory conquered in 1859–1860 was absorbed into Italy. By the beginning of 1861, all that Pius IX had left was the Patrimonium Petri, a small rectangular region around Rome. But the papal forces survived as an international volunteer army of Papal Zouaves with forty-six hundred men, commanded by German general Hermann Kanzler. They were reinforced by professional French troops whom (now emperor) Napoleon III assigned to defend Rome.
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THE LOSS OF all the Papal States except the Patrimonium set the scene for the second half of Pius IX’s papacy. The pope became increasingly obsessed with a struggle against three major bugbears. The first was modern culture and the Enlightenment. There were two possible reactions to this for Catholicism: to enter into a soft-power dialogue with modernity and embrace intellectual freedom and to participate critically in contemporary culture, thus influencing what happened, or to retreat into a totally negative stance. Pius IX chose the latter because of his fear of rationalism and liberalism, which he saw as destructive of faith. This set the pattern for Catholicism’s next century.


The pope’s second bugbear was his fear of Gallicanism. Since the Middle Ages, the papacy had been, and to an extent still is, profoundly afraid of any form of theological or practical challenge to its authority from local churches. Gallicanism is rooted in Conciliarism, the assertion of the superiority of an ecumenical council over the papacy, because a council can, and often did in the past, represent the whole community by having laity and priests as well as bishops present. This theology is in profound continuity with Saint Paul’s image of the church as the body of Christ, where the head is part of the body, not separate from it. It is the antithesis of neo-ultramontanism; Conciliarism places the pope within the church, not over and above it.


Pius IX’s third bugbear was the Risorgimento and its assault on his temporal domains. He saw this as the direct result of an anticlerical culture and modern errors. He was a champion of legitimacy and cast himself in the role of opponent of progress and modernity, a role he embraced with gusto.


His most forceful, focused, and direct response to modernity was the encyclical Quanta cura and the Syllabus of Errors (December 8, 1864). The immediate occasion of the syllabus was the Catholic Congress at Malines, Belgium, in August 1863. The three thousand people attending were the heirs of Lamennais, and among them was Count Charles Montalembert, who called for l’église libre dans l’état libre (a free church in a free state). In another lecture, he directly contradicted Gregory XVI’s Mirari vos and called for freedom of conscience for Catholics. However, in Rome the lectures were interpreted as an attack on the temporal sovereignty of the pope, which was unfair since Montalembert had supported papal independence. The pope had Secretary of State Antonelli write to him, privately accusing him of disregarding Mirari vos. Antonelli also accused Montalembert of arguing that the papacy should adapt itself to the prevailing culture, which, he said, was the equivalent of saying that the church didn’t hold the keys to salvation, a complete non sequitur.


A parallel congress of Catholic scholars was held in Munich in September 1863, organized by church historian Ignaz von Döllinger. Döllinger’s speech at the conference discussed the question of the autonomy of history as an independent science, arguing that historians’ conclusions were not subject to ecclesiastical authority or correction. Theology, particularly papal theology, could be improved, he said, if it integrated biblical and historical criticism. Döllinger was already out of favor in Rome because of his criticisms of papal temporal rule. The response from Rome came in the form of a papal brief to Archbishop Gregor von Scherr of Munich. It didn’t explicitly condemn Döllinger but insisted that all research work of Catholic scholars be subjected to ecclesiastical authority.


This was the background to Quanta cura. What was striking about the encyclical was its apocalyptic tone and hysterical rhetoric. First, it condemns state indifference to religion and, second, the democratic principle that the people are the source of the law, independent of God and the rights of princes. It claims that some people, “utterly neglecting and disregarding the surest principles of sound reason, dare to proclaim that the people’s will manifested by what is called public opinion… constitutes a supreme law free from all divine and human control.” It also adopts a scattergun approach in which a whole range of issues are attacked: it condemns freedom of conscience and worship, assaults on religious orders, the neglect of holy days, loss of church control over education, secret societies, the “fatal error” of communism and socialism, and the “impudence” that subjects “to the will of the civil authority the supreme authority of the church and of this apostolic see given to her by Christ himself.” In the midst of “such great perversity of depraved opinions… and other impious doctrines… [spread] by means of pestilential books, pamphlets and newspapers,” Quanta cura asserts the independence of the church from civil authority, the right of the church to educate the young, and the fullness of papal power even in the civil sphere.


Attached to the encyclical is a syllabus or list of eighty errors that the pope claimed that various unnamed people held, including belief in rationalism, liberalism, indifferentism, pantheism, latitudinarianism, socialism, and communism; membership in secret societies and Bible societies; and inaccurate notions concerning the church and its rights, civil society and church-state relations, natural and Christian ethics, Christian marriage, and the civil power of the pope. The final error sums it all up: “That the Roman Pontiff can, and ought, to reconcile himself and come to terms with progress, liberalism and modern civilization.”8 The problem was that listing all these “errors” together gave the impression of a complete rejection of the contemporary world. It was an ill-conceived attempt to assert papal hard power by ranting at the world, and it achieved nothing but to alienate the papacy from contemporary culture. Antonelli saw it as a serious lapse of judgment that created misunderstandings and difficulties, especially for Catholics in democratic countries.
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THERE IS A real sense in which Pius IX perhaps unconsciously, perhaps consciously, compensated for his loss of political power in the Papal States by proactively enhancing his power within the church. From the early 1860s he became so myopically focused on his position as pope and on the loss of the temporal sovereignty that his view of the broader church became distorted. There is something profoundly narcissistic about his attitude toward himself and his office. It was this self-absorption that Newman was referring to when he said that a long papacy led to “a climax of tyranny.” As he got older, Pius’s unpredictable mood swings increased, with him frequently castigating people; he often seemed like a bully.


Throughout his papacy, there was an increasing centralization of power in Rome, with the local church becoming little more than a branch of head office. Gallicanism had pretty much evaporated by the 1850s. The emphasis now was on the universal church, with the papacy the symbol of that universalism. The influence of neo-ultramontanism promoted and strengthened this focus. Rome became a pilgrimage center, and modern transportation in the form of railways and regular shipping made it more accessible to the pilgrims who flocked there. Pius IX became the first papal “personality,” and people found him attractive, fascinating, and charming. He could be witty and funny, and he was very much in tune with the religious sentiment of the time, with its emphasis on external religious practices and devotions. The number of papal audiences increased, and they were open not just to the elite but to a broad cross-section of people. Increasingly, many saw Pius as a living saint, undergoing a kind of “martyrdom” with the loss of the Papal States to Italian nationalism. He played the role of the victim well, becoming an admired figure, especially in neo-ultramontanist circles. Roman centralization grew, not only bureaucratically, but also through the establishment of national seminaries in Rome, such as the North American College, which opened in 1859. Also, new Polish, Irish, and Latin American colleges were built in Rome, where elite diocesan students for the priesthood were trained and imbibed the Romanità (Romanness). Many of these students later became bishops.


The Congregation of Propaganda Fide (now the Congregation for Evangelization) under Cardinal Alessandro Barnabò played an important role in the centralization process. It promoted missionary expansion, established vicariates and dioceses, appointed missionary bishops, settled disputes, and brought the whole missionary enterprise under Roman control. It decided that bishops in mission countries required faculties, authorization to govern and administer their dioceses, which had to be renewed every five or ten years. Here it should be noted that predominantly Protestant countries like the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia were considered “mission countries” and were included under the jurisdiction of Propaganda until the 1950s. This gave it tremendous power over much of the church.


The most important centralizing element was the way in which bishops were appointed. There is no specific point in time when Rome took over the power of appointing the world’s bishops, although this power was ratified in the 1917 Code of Canon Law. In the early church, bishops were directly elected by the local community. By the medieval period, cathedral chapters (that is, senior priests attached to the local cathedral) or lay rulers controlled most appointments. The prevailing norm was that no bishop was appointed against the wishes of the local priests and people. From the late seventeenth century, local recommendations sent to Rome were dealt with by the Consistorial Congregation. Local rulers, cathedral chapters, and provincial synods still largely nominated their bishops, and Rome usually accepted their nominations. This hodgepodge “system” pretty much remained the situation until the nineteenth century. By then secular governments had become uninterested in episcopal appointments, so the papacy increasingly asserted its authority to appoint bishops. The influence of the papal nuncio increased: no longer did he just represent the papacy to a specific government, but he became the one who drew up the terna, the list of three priests suitable for appointment as bishops, and sent it to Rome. Needless to say, priests who were lukewarm about neo-ultramontanism were excluded. Cathedral chapters, which previously played an important role in episcopal appointments, decreased in influence. Priests were increasingly ignored in the episcopal selection process; they were now much more under the control of local bishops, and the vast majority of them were in parish appointments, their tenure largely controlled by the bishop. The practice of ad limina visits (that is, bishops coming to Rome and reporting on their dioceses every five years) was also introduced, conveying the notion that bishops were branch managers reporting to the head office.


Rome even tried to intervene in the appointment of bishops in the Eastern churches in union with the papacy. These bishops had, like their Orthodox colleagues, always been elected by local synods. Rome’s aim was to exclude laymen and lower clergy having a voice in the episcopal election process. The appointment of bishops is the most important power that Rome has taken to itself, because it is the way in which the pope eventually shapes the church by appointing like-minded men. It is an exercise of hard power.


As Pius IX’s papacy wore on, the pope made several serious errors of judgment. The syllabus was one. But the kidnappings of two covertly baptized Jewish boys whose families lived in the Papal States were even worse in terms of the injustice to the boys and their families. In 1858 a six-year-old Jewish boy, Edgardo Mortara, was seized from his parents’ home in Bologna on the orders of the Inquisition and brought up as a Christian. The claim was that he had been secretly baptized by a Catholic servant girl without his parents’ permission. The pope adopted Edgardo and began to see him almost as his own son. In 1864 another Jewish child, Giuseppe Coen, was taken from his family in Rome. Both cases created sensations in the international press and turned many people against the papacy in England, the United States, and France, where Napoleon III was so enraged that he wanted to withdraw his troops from Rome but was prevented by neo-ultramontanist public opinion. After the Coen case, he began a careful, phased withdrawal. Mazzini and Garibaldi also used these cases for propaganda purposes. Pope Pius later told Mortara, who by then had become a priest, “Your case set off a worldwide storm against me.… Governments and peoples… as well as the journalists—who are truly powerful people in our times—declared war on me.… [Yet] no one showed any concern for me, father of all the faithful.”9 This comment is delusional. After 1870 Mortara fled to Austria and finally to Belgium, where he died in 1940 just before the German invasion.
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THE MOST IMPORTANT event of this papacy was the First Vatican Council (December 8, 1869–July 18, 1870). This gathering is probably the most important nineteenth-century element in the papal recovery from the near-death experience and abject weakness of 1799. Sure, the popularity of Pius IX with the emerging middle class was part of the process of recovery, but the decrees of Vatican I provided an absolutely essential theoretical basis for the restoration of papal power within the church itself. This cannot be underestimated.


The idea of holding a council first emerged in 1849, but the evolution of the idea cannot be divorced from the prevailing neo-ultramontanist movement. This emphasis on papal authority provided Catholics who needed it with a sense of identity and psychological certainty and security in a rapidly changing world. France was the original home of aggressive neo-ultramontanism, which was “much more politico-social than theological,” as Cuthbert Butler says. Its aim was to make almost everything the pope said infallible. Neo-ultramontanes used the popular press, and their views lent themselves to a kind of journalistic “theology” that was typified by L’Univers, a newspaper edited by Louis-François Veuillot, a layman who returned to the practice of Catholicism during a visit to Rome. He was a passionate supporter of Pius IX, the temporal power of the pope over Rome, and the Patrimonium Petri, and he wanted the most extreme definition of infallibility. There is something almost idolatrous and blasphemous about his more manic utterances: “We must affirm squarely the authority and omnipotence of the pope, as the source of all authority, spiritual and temporal,” or “We all know certainly only one thing, that is that no man knows anything except the Man with whom God is forever, the Man who carries the thought of God. We must unswervingly follow his inspired directions.”10 L’Univers, which was widely read among the French clergy, became a battering ram to attack secularists and especially Catholic liberals, whom Veuillot saw as hopelessly compromised by the principles of the Revolution. He stood for a theocratic model of the state and a kind of idolatrous papal cult that turned the pope into a quasi-divine figure. These views were mirrored by many, including Gaspard Mermillod, bishop of Geneva (and later cardinal), who spoke of “the three incarnations of the Son of God.” The first was in the womb of the Virgin Mary, the second in the Eucharist, and the third in “the old man in the Vatican.” On another occasion, Mermillod said, “We want to give you Jesus Christ here in earth. We have seen him in Bethlehem in the form of a child. We see him today in the form of an old man.” In various other places, the pope was referred to as the “Vice-God of mankind” and the “Permanent Word Incarnate.” In these absurd blasphemies, Pius IX was identified with Christ, even assuming the place of Christ.11 He did absolutely nothing to stop or limit this nonsense.


In England most of the bishops were cautious ultramontanists. The exception was Henry Edward Manning, archbishop of Westminster. A converted Church of England clergyman, Manning was an extreme neo-ultramontane, and he became a leader of the strongly pro-infallibilist party in the council. He was an unattractive, ambitious man who was utterly convinced that he was right, and the overwhelming absolutism of his views made dialogue with him almost impossible. Manning was a crusader for infallibility, and he conceived of it in either-or terms. His personal theologian was the lay convert William George Ward, who believed that “all direct doctrinal instructions of all encyclicals, all letters to individual bishops and allocutions published by the popes, are ex cathedra pronouncements and ipso facto infallible.”12 Pugnacious, but with a saving sense of humor, Ward said that “I should like a new papal bull every morning with my Times at breakfast.”


Another who popularized the Manning-Ward take on the papacy was the convert Frederick William Faber, the famous hymn writer. In a sermon at Brompton Oratory on New Year’s Day 1860, he spoke of Jesus, “leaving us the Pope. The Sovereign Pontiff is a… visible presence of Jesus amongst us.… The Pope is the Vicar of Jesus on earth, and enjoys among the monarchs of the world all the rights and sovereignties of the Sacred Humanity of Jesus.… [O]f all kings he is the [closest] to the King of kings.” Faber further said, “The Pope is to us in all our conduct what the Blessed Sacrament is to us in all our adoration. The mystery of His Vicariate is akin to the mystery of the Blessed Sacrament,” adding, “What is done to the Pope, for him or against him, is done to Jesus Himself.”13 The scandal is that Pius IX did absolutely nothing to rein in the extremism of the neo-ultramontanists.


The Jesuits were also important in the neo-ultramontanist onslaught. After the 1814 restoration of the Society of Jesus, Jesuits became increasingly influential in the Vatican, and neo-ultramontanist theology was spread through Rome’s Gregorian University. This approach was reflected in the Jesuit periodical La Civiltà Cattolica, which claimed that “when the pope thinks, it is God who is thinking through him.” Civiltà also called for the declaration of infallibility by acclamation. Many Jesuits, like Carlo Passaglia, were cautious, but the Society had its extreme neo-ultramontanes, like Clemens Schrader, a theocrat who thought the Syllabus of Errors was infallible and who wrote the first version of the council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. Schrader maintained his influence despite the fact that he was involved with the scandal of the Sant’Ambrogio convent in Rome, with lesbianism linked to pseudomysticism, threats of poison and murder, as well as affairs and romantic involvements with priests.14


It is important to distinguish the “moderate” ultramontanism of Saint Robert Bellarmine (1542–1621) from extreme neo-ultramontanism. In the early seventeenth century, the theory of the divine right of kings was articulated, and it was in this context that Bellarmine articulated his theory of absolute papal monarchy. Christ, he said, is the supreme head of the church, and the pope is his vicar, his ministerial head on earth, and has absolute power to rule the church; he receives these rights and prerogatives iure divino (by divine right) and not merely iure ecclesiastico (by ecclesiastical right). Bellarmine held that a pope cannot be judged, deposed, or punished by anyone, including a general council of the church, and that such councils can err and the pope must give his confirmation to a council’s decrees for them to be genuine. He is the supreme judge in deciding controversies on faith and morals, and what he formally teaches is ipso facto infallible. Many bishops followed the Bellarmine thesis, and essentially it was his position that was defined at Vatican I.


However, a sizable minority of bishops at Vatican I opposed the definition of infallibility. There were two groups: the first opposed the definition on theological and historical grounds, and the second argued that the timing was wrong. The first group was small. There were a few moderate Gallicans, such as Bishop Henri Maret, dean of theology at the Sorbonne in Paris; Felix de la Casas, bishop of Constantine in Algeria; and hardworking pastoral bishop Augustin Verot of Savannah, Georgia. Another opponent of Roman centralism was Archbishop Georges Darboy of Paris. Several other bishops had historical objections. The most learned of them was Karl Josef von Hefele of Rottenburg, who wrote the seven-volume Conciliengeschichte, a history of ecumenical councils. He helped with the preparations for the council and was in Rome in the winter of 1868–1869. While Hefele eventually accepted the decision of the council, he had serious doubts about it, and it is very significant that he was the best church historian at Vatican I. The issue of the significance of church history was important in Germany, and many German theologians were horrified by the simplistic vulgarities of the neo-ultramontanists. Among them was Döllinger, who became increasingly suspicious of papal centralist absolutism, and he was appalled by the call for infallibility to be declared by acclamation. He wrote several articles, later published in book form under the title The Pope and the Council, using the pseudonym “Janus,” attacking the whole institution of the papacy from the Middle Ages onward. Given his immense erudition, Butler says that he constructed an imposing onslaught on the papacy, “probably the most damaging ever compiled.”15 The book caused a sensation in Germany.


Most of the rest of the bishops who opposed the infallibility definition considered it the wrong time to define the doctrine. Many of them lived in non-Catholic countries where Catholics were a minority. They didn’t want to create further alienation between the church and culture. Some felt that there was a danger that the papacy would be divorced from the context of the church and ignore the governing and teaching role of bishops within Catholicism. These issues troubled, among others, Cardinals Friedrich von Schwarzenberg of Prague, Joseph Othmar Rauscher of Vienna, and Filippo Maria Guidi of Bologna; several Hungarian bishops; and Archbishop Peter Kenrick of St. Louis, Missouri, who, like many of the US bishops, was concerned about the obstacle that infallibility would create for Protestants. In Ireland Archbishop John MacHale of Tuam and Bishop David Moriarty of Kerry were also concerned about the broader effects on the church of the definition, as were Bishop Félix Dupanloup of Orléans and Bishop Josip Strossmayer of what is now Djakovo, in modern Slovenia. All told, the minority opposed to infallibility amounted to about 140 bishops, out of about 700 bishops who attended the council, a significant group.


The pope announced his intention of calling a council in the bull Aeterni Patris (June 26, 1867). There was no mention of infallibility, and the focus was on “what must be done in such disastrous times for the greater glory of God, the integrity of the faith, the betterment of Catholicism and the eternal salvation of humankind.” There had been no general council for two centuries since the Council of Trent (1545–1563), which was called in response to the Protestant Reformation. In Catholicism generally, there was little enthusiasm for a council, let alone infallibility. This lack of enthusiasm also infected the Roman Curia, which feared that the council could drag on, impinging on its own power. Antonelli was particularly unenthusiastic. The notion of infallibility was alarming to the French, Italian, and other governments because it seemed to threaten civil power. The nuncio to the court of Bavaria warned Antonelli that there might be schism if infallibility was defined. Catholic monarchs had the expectation that they would be invited to participate. Antonelli got around that problem by telling them that since the excommunicated King Victor Emmanuel II of Italy couldn’t be invited, the papacy had decided not to invite any Catholic rulers. Then in a ham-fisted but well-intentioned move, the pope invited the entire Orthodox episcopate to submit to Rome so that they could attend the council. Anglicans and Protestants were also invited to return to Roman unity. From our contemporary ecumenical perspective, these seem like ridiculous moves, and even from the perspective of 1869 they reflect an ignorance of the wider Christian world that is breathtaking.


Vatican I, which up until then was the largest council ever held, began on December 8, 1869. It met in the north or right transept of Saint Peter’s Basilica. The average attendance was between 600 and 700. There were 60 Eastern-rite bishops (most from the Near East) and almost 200 from outside Europe, many of them missionary bishops. However, there were no indigenous bishops; all of the missionaries were European. There were 121 bishops from the Americas, including 49 from the United States and 18 from Canada; 41 from India, China, and the Far East; 18 from Oceania, including 10 from Australia; and 9 from the African missions. Despite this broad geographic spread, this council was an almost totally European affair. Among the Europeans, hierarchs of Mediterranean origin predominated, with 35 percent (293) of the bishops coming from Italy alone. Two-thirds of the consulters and experts, all of the secretaries, and all of the presidents were Italian. However, the secretary-general, Bishop Josef Fessler of St. Pölten, was Austrian. The Italians and French constituted more than 50 percent of those present. The German-speaking world was underrepresented, with only 55 bishops from Austria-Hungary and 22 from Germany.16 As a result, Döllinger questioned the ecumenicity of the council because of the preponderance of bishops from Italy and the Francophone world.
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VATICAN I PRODUCED only two documents: the Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith (Dei Filius) and the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Pastor aeternus [PA]). A draft of Dei Filius was presented to the council on December 12, 1869, as a schema (proposed document) on Catholic doctrine against the errors of the day. It had taken Quanta cura and the Syllabus of Errors as its models. It was severely criticized by the bishops as “too long and elaborate, too abstract and obscure, and it did not meet the needs of the times.” It was during this debate that Bishop Strossmayer, whose diocese straddled the Hapsburg and Ottoman Empires, objected to Protestants being called the source of “all the errors of the day” in the schema. He said that “there exists in Protestantism… a great crowd of men who love Our Lord Jesus Christ.” When the presidents tried to stop him from saying this, Strossmayer complained about freedom of expression and the council’s processes. He was then shouted down by a mob of about 200 bishops from Catholic countries with no experience of Protestantism who called him “Lucifer” and “Luther.”17 This is significant because it indicates that freedom of speech at Vatican I was limited by the council presidents and a more inclusive theology by the gross ignorance of bishops from Mediterranean countries with no experience of either Orthodoxy or Protestantism.


A rewritten Dei Filius was submitted to the council and debated from March 18 to April 19, 1870. It was passed by the council on April 24. It is a predictable, uninspiring document with all the usual “isms” being condemned, although, thanks to Strossmayer, any direct reference to Protestantism had disappeared. The only passage of long-term significance is hidden away in Chapter 3, where it says that Catholics must believe what is found in scripture and tradition and in addition those teachings that “are proposed by the church as matters… divinely revealed, whether by her solemn judgment or in her ordinary and universal magisterium.”18 The term ordinary and universal magisterium is very modern by historical standards. It was coined by Jesuit Joseph Kleutgen, who was the final redactor of Dei Filius, and it was through him that the term passed into the constitution. Aubert comments that “for almost a century… [Dei Filius] was to be the basis of standard theological textbooks.”19 This explains the stultification of priestly theological training from 1870 to the late 1950s.


The most important document of Vatican I was the constitution, Pastor aeternus, on papal primacy and infallibility. Campaigns for and against infallibility were waged through various newspapers. Veuillot’s L’Univers was strongly pro-infallibilist, while Döllinger, now using the pen name “Quirinus,” wrote a series of articles in the Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung, the then leading political daily in Germany. The primary organizer of the minority anti-infallibilists in Rome was English layman Lord John Dalberg-Acton. Acton was born in Naples and married to a Bavarian countess. He had many international connections and was multilingual. He had studied with Döllinger in Munich, had been a member of the House of Commons, and was an intimate friend of Prime Minister William Gladstone. He was later to become Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge and founder of The Cambridge Modern History. A skilled politician, at Vatican I he organized the minority bishops, made them aware of the scheming of the pro-infallibilists, provided them with historical evidence to support their stance, and made contact with foreign governments that were concerned about the consequences of infallibility for church-state relations. Two petitions had been circulating, one for the inclusion of infallibility in the conciliar deliberations with 450 bishops’ signatures and another against with 136 signatures, when on March 1, 1870, Pius IX decided to include a definition of papal infallibility in the draft of the schema on the church. The pope’s irritation was growing with those who opposed infallibility. This caused concern among minority bishops and governments that the papacy might interfere in secular affairs, and there were worries that the definition might place Catholics in democratic countries in the position of divided loyalties.


The debate on papal primacy began on June 6, 1870.20 Primacy refers to the pope’s jurisdictional authority and government of the church. While subsequent theological attention has been largely focused on infallibility, in fact papal primacy has become the strongest support for enormously increased papal power in the church and is also the most intractable problem that Catholicism has inherited from Vatican I. The definition of primacy has implications not only for Catholics but also for ecumenical relations. Butler realized this back in 1930 when he said that primacy as defined at Vatican I presents great “obstacles to [a] united Christendom.” The basic reason for this was pointed out by many bishops during the debate: the vision of the church underpinning PA is defective, inadequate, and incomplete. “Here… is a summary of Catholic doctrine on the church,” says Butler, “in which there is no account taken of the hierarchy, episcopate, ministry, ecumenical councils,” and, he might have added, laity. “Simply church and pope.” “Stupefacti sumus” (We are astonished), said one bishop.21
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