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Praise for Church of Spies


“[Church of Spies] compellingly explores the papacy’s involvement in espionage during World War II. . . . Not only a dramatic disclosure of the Vatican’s covert actions, but also an absorbing, polished story for all readers of World War II history.”


—Kirkus


“While the Pope hesitated to publicly provoke Hitler in a foolhardy way, he had no hesitation in secretly opposing the Third Reich and its crimes. The record of the assistance Pius XII provided, through his representatives, to the German resistance, and the actions they took, under his guidance, is extraordinary. Without minimizing the complicity of individual Christians, or the role of Christian anti-Semitism, Mark Riebling shows that the Vatican took a very powerful stance against the Nazis. It is especially important for Jewish people—and I am Jewish myself—that this information is now being gathered for all to see.”


—SIR MARTIN GILBERT, official biographer of Winston Churchill


“Church of Spies is an incredible book. It is authentic, documented history that reads like a great action novel. Protestant Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer, German Army Colonel Claus Schenk von Stauffenberg, the pope, and others plotted to kill Hitler and end the war. Riebling takes us inside their meetings (sometimes held among excavations under Vatican City) and meetings of Hitler and his top advisors. The story that emerges is at times terrifying, tragic, and yet ultimately heroic. This is a book not to be missed.”


—PROFESSOR RONALD J. RYCHLAK, author of Hitler, the War, and the Pope


“Mark Riebling has set himself a high bar in turning conventional wisdom on its head. He has taken on one of the most controversial and polarizing issues in the history of World War II: the role of the wartime Vatican in fighting the Nazis. By combining new archival material with a lively and convincing narrative he has created a new account of a secret war previously overlooked. This is a highly original contribution to intelligence history.”


—COL. ROSE MARY SHELDON, Burgwyn Chair in Military History, Virginia Military Institute


“Church of Spies captured my attention. It is a remarkable piece of research. It fills out much of the story that was known mainly in skeletal form. It makes the past come alive.”


—PROFESSOR VINCENT A. LAPOMARDA, author of The Jesuits and the Third Reich













[image: ]















Copyright © 2015 by Mark Riebling


Published by Basic Books,


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, contact Basic Books, 250 West 57th Street, New York, NY 10107.


Books published by Basic Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 8104145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Designed by Linda Mark


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Riebling, Mark.


  Church of spies: the Pope’s secret war against Hitler / Mark Riebling.


      pages cm


  Includes bibliographical references and index.


  ISBN 978-0-465-06155-6 (e-book)  1.  Pius XII, Pope, 1876-1958. 2.  Catholic Church—Foreign relations—Germany. 3.  Germany—Foreign relations—Catholic Church. 4.  World War, 1939–1945—Vatican City. 5.  World War, 1939–1945—Religious aspects—Catholic Church. 6.  Anti-Nazi movement—Vatican City.  I. Title.


  BX1378.R54 2015


  282.09'044--dc23


2015024814


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1









For Robin









How do we represent our religion?


Just as a system, or as glowing fire?


—GERMAN JESUIT FATHER ALFRED DELP









PROLOGUE


IN APRIL 1945, THE NAZIS TRIED TO BREAK THE MAN THEY CALLED “the best agent of the Vatican Intelligence in Germany.” On the surface, Josef Müller seemed just a big-eared Bavarian book publisher, who puffed a pipe and collected stamps. Yet since his arrest for giving Jews false papers and money, he had come to figure in a case of sensational significance. The Gestapo claimed that Müller had plotted to kill Hitler “using the spy service of the Catholic clergy.”1


He refused to confess, however. “Müller had nerves like ropes and dominated the situation,” a prison aide recalled. When guards unshackled him, he threw them using jujitsu. His resolve awed other prisoners, who had misjudged him a regular Joe. “To look at,” wrote a British spy jailed with Müller, “he was just an ordinary stoutish little man with a florid complexion and drab fair hair cut en brosse, the sort of man, whom you would not look at a second time if you met him anywhere, and yet, one of the bravest and most determined men imaginable.”2


A one-legged SS giant entered Müller’s cell. Sturmführer Kurt Stavitzki chained Müller’s leg irons to a bar. Müller’s neighbors at Flossenbürg concentration camp then saw him forced to eat his food like a dog from a plate on the floor, with his hands tied behind his back.3


Rummaging through Müller’s suitcase, Stavitzki seized an envelope. It contained a letter from Müller’s wife, trying to learn what had become of him. She had enclosed a letter from his daughter, who told him that she would take her First Communion that coming Sunday. Stavitzki took the letters and tore them up.4


He wanted to learn more about Müller’s Vatican links. One case file called Müller “an unusually intrepid man of the Jesuit school,” through whom dissident German generals “maintained contact with the pope.” Pius the Twelfth had told Müller, as captured coup plans recorded, that the prerequisite for peace would be a change of regime in Germany.5


Stavitzki confronted Müller with one of the coup plans. Its lead sentence said: “Decent Germans have decided to negotiate with the English via the Vatican.” Stavitzki read the text aloud and, whenever he came to the words “Decent Germans,” backhanded Müller on the upper lip. Müller’s teeth began to fall out. Finally Stavitzki hit him so hard that he knocked over both Müller and his chair. Stavitzki then stomped on him, yelling, “Talk or die!”6


By Sunday, 8 April, Müller’s face was bruised and swollen. As he paced his cell, shuffling his feet to keep warm, the door flung open. “The show is ending,” Stavitzki said. He yelled down the hall, “Is the adjutant in the execution yard?”7


The gallows stood on a parade ground. Six stepladders ran up to a row of hooks, holding nooses. “Generally, the persons hanged were stripped naked,” a war-crimes report on Flossenbürg found. “Ofttimes they were beaten before hanging till the unfortunate victims begged for immediate hanging to ease the pain. Hanging a person by his wrists with a heavy barrel suspended from his ankles was another method of execution. This caused the person’s insides to be torn up and he died.”8


A Soviet prisoner, General Pyotr Privalov, saw Müller led toward the gallows. Privalov called out, hoping to stand tall with Müller in one last glance. But he spoke in Russian, and Müller did not react at first. When Müller finally looked up, he seemed “content.” Then he passed from Privalov’s view.9









CHAPTER 1


DARKNESS OVER THE EARTH


SIX MONTHS BEFORE THE SECOND WORLD WAR BEGAN, THE CARDINALS of the Catholic Church convened in Rome. The doors of the Sistine Chapel swung shut, and the Swiss Guards planted their battle-axes against all who might try to enter the conclave, or leave it, before the world’s largest religion had named its new leader. By the next day, 2 March 1939, thousands crowded St. Peter’s Square, staring at the chimney on the chapel’s roof. Twice it churned up black smoke, marking a vote without a verdict. Suspense rose, as usual, when the smoke did not; but for the first time in memory, the spectacle drew a crush of foreign press, whose telephoto lenses reminded one witness of “anti-tank guns.” With Europe drifting toward war, the new pope’s public words might sway opinion, his discreet diplomacy turn events. “Never since the Reformation,” wrote one observer, “had the election of a Pontiff been awaited with so much anxiety by the whole world.”1


At 5:29 p.m., a white plume rose from the roof pipe. Hats flew, cannons boomed, bells pealed. On the balcony of the Apostolic Palace, the cardinal-dean bent toward a microphone. “I announce to you a great joy. We have a Pope! Most Revered Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, who has taken the name Pius the Twelfth.”2


With hesitant steps, the new pope came to the balustrade. He was majestically tall and deathly pale, with eyes like black diamonds. He raised a hand. The square quieted, and the crowd sank to its knees. Three times he made the sign of the cross. The crowd rose in a clash of sound: bursts of Evviva il Papa! met the sawing cadences of Pacelli, Pacelli, Pacelli! He stood on the balcony, making gestures of benediction, his sleeves spread like white wings. Then, suddenly, he turned and disappeared into St. Peter’s.3


In the palace, Pacelli entered the chamber of a dying friend. Cardinal Marchetti-Selvaggiani tried to raise himself, whispering: “Holy Father.” Pacelli reportedly took his hand and said, “Tonight, let me still be Eugenio.” But the mantle of Pontifex Maximus, claimed by 257 saints and scoundrels before him, had already claimed Pacelli. From the first moment of his election, he wrote later, he “felt all the great weight of responsible cares.”4


Returning to his apartment, he found a birthday cake with sixty-three candles. He thanked his housekeeper, but did not touch the cake. After saying a rosary, he summoned his longtime companion, Monsignor Ludwig Kaas. They left the papal apartment, and did not return until two in the morning.5


One of the pope’s earliest authorized biographers described what followed. Pacelli and Kaas traversed the back passages of the palace, and entered an alcove on the south wall of St. Peter’s Basilica. Between statues of Saint Andrew and Saint Veronica, they came to a door. It opened onto a tunnel, leading to another door, heavy and bronze, with three locks. Kaas unlocked the door with his breviary keys, locked it again behind them, and followed Pacelli down a metal staircase, into the Vatican crypt.6


The air was hot and dank, moist from the nearby Tiber. A passage curved into the vault, shelved with dead popes and kings. Pacelli gathered his cassock and knelt before a low, box-like structure, which encased an earthen hole. There he pondered and soon after made his first choice as pope. His undersecretary of state later deemed the decision one of the “stars which lighted his arduous way . . . from which he drew strength and constancy, and which gave rise, as it were, to . . . the program of his pontificate.” By this choice, Pacelli sought to solve the most vexing of the Vatican’s mysteries—and the ghosts he met on this quest would become his guides.7


THE RIDDLE PACELLI RESOLVED TO ANSWER WAS AS OLD AS THE Church. Sometime in the first century, Saint Peter had gone to Rome, led a church that upset the state, and died on a cross in the Vaticanum, a marsh known for big snakes and bad wine. The infant Church had then gone underground, literally into the catacombs, and the first pope’s successors had prudently kept secret the site of his grave. Romans, however, had long whispered that Peter was buried beneath the high altar of the basilica bearing his name. Rumors centered on a pile of masonry and other unknown materials, twenty feet wide and forty feet deep. No one knew what lay under or inside this mysterious core. Some said it held gold and silver, which medieval pilgrims poured down a shaft. Others said it concealed a bronze casket containing Peter’s bones. No one had ever mounted an expedition to test these tales. By the Vatican’s own account, a one-thousand-year-old curse, detailed in secret and apocalyptic documents, threatened the worst possible misfortune for anyone who disturbed the rumored site of Peter’s grave.8


But in 1935 Pacelli had broken the taboo. Pius the Eleventh asked for a plot beneath the high altar, and accommodating his coffin required enlarging the crypt. Pacelli, who among his other duties was grand chancellor of the Pontifical Institute of Christian Archeology, decided to increase the crypt’s headroom by lowering its floor three feet. At two and a half feet, papal engineers had brushed the earth from something unexpected: the façade of a mausoleum, decorated with friezes of cranes and pygmies—a pagan allegory of the duel between life and death. The Vatican crypt lay above a lost necropolis, a city of the dead, untouched since imperial times.9


Pacelli, believing Peter’s bones might lay within, asked to dig deeper. Pius Eleven refused. His cardinals called the project sacrilegious; his architects thought it dangerous. If excavators damaged the piers supporting Michelangelo’s massive dome, the largest church in the world could collapse.


But Pacelli, more than any previous pope, put faith in science. As a pious Catholic in a liberal high school, taunted about the injustice done Galileo, he learned a compensatory reverence for adventures of reason. “O scanners of the skies!” he enthused. “Giants when you measure stars and name nebulae.” He praised both pure science and its uses: His panegyrics to railroads and factories read like outtakes from Atlas Shrugged. No engineering problem would daunt him, no pious curse prevent a quest. “The heroes of research,” Pacelli said, would not fear “the stumbling blocks and the risks.” Now, on his first night as pope, kneeling at the blind mouth of the halted dig, Pacelli decided to make a full exploration.10


The quest prefigured, in miniature, the epic secret enterprise of his pontificate. For here, at the site of this bold project, his aides would meet, with his blessing, to plot an even bolder one. That second venture, like the first, revealed the signatures of Pacelli’s rule. Both projects showed a fetish for secrecy. Both relied on German exiles, German lay operatives, and German Jesuits. Both entailed breaches between overt words and covert acts. Both put the largest church in the world at risk. And both would culminate in controversy—making Pacelli’s reign seem so ill-starred that some thought he had actually come under the coffinraider’s curse.


AS PACELLI PRAYED IN THE VATICAN CRYPT, LIGHTS BURNED LATE at the most feared address in Germany. The five-floor mansion at 8 Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse, Berlin, had once been an art school. The Nazis had turned its sculptors’ studios into jail cells. At the grand front staircase stood two guards with pistols and nightsticks. On the top floor worked Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer of the Schutzstaffel (SS), Hitler’s terror corps. In an adjacent office, Himmler’s Vatican expert toiled at a typewriter, preparing a dossier on the newly elected pope.11


Storm Leader Albert Hartl was a defrocked priest. He had a round face, round glasses, and a knob of hair that looked like a Mohawk top-knot. His wife described him as “taciturn, strict, evasive . . . very moody.” He had become a priest after his freethinking father died, to please his pious mother. Trouble ensued when his superiors found him “unsuitable for dealing with girls.” He left the Church mysteriously, after betraying his best friend, a fellow priest, to the Nazis.12


“He claims that he woke up one morning in January 1934 in the Gestapo headquarters in Munich,” a postwar debriefer wrote, “covered with black and blue marks and in intense pain. One foot revealed a large wound and his head was completely swollen and suppurative. His lips were blue and bloated and two teeth were missing. He had been beaten unmercifully but remembered nothing, he claims.” Standing over Hartl was a tall man with the oval face of a “fallen angel.” SS spy chief Reinhard Heydrich explained that Hartl had been “beaten and poisoned by fanatics of the Church.”13


Heydrich asked him to join the Nazi secret service. As chief of Unit II/B, Hartl would lead a team of ex-priests who spied on anti-Nazi Catholics—“to harass and hem them in, and finally to destroy them.” As Hitler himself had said, “We do not want any other God but Germany.” Hartl joined the SS on the spot. As a colleague recalled, he then served “with the whole hatred of a renegade.” Hartl wrote in his updated CV, “The fight against the world I knew so well is now my life’s work.”14


The new pope’s election gave Hartl a chance to shine. He hoped senior leaders, even Hitler, would read the SS Pius-dossier. Hartl culled secret and public sources, filtered the facts through his own experience, and used the short form busy policymakers preferred.15


Pope Pius XII (Cardinal Pacelli)


Biography:


2 March 1876 born in Rome


1917 Nuncio in Munich—intense cooperation in Vatican peace efforts


1920–29 Nuncio in Berlin


1929 Cardinal


1930 Cardinal Secretary of State—travel in America and in France.


Attitude towards Germany.—Pacelli was always very pro-German [sehr deutschfreundlich] and known for his excellent knowledge of the German language. But his defense of official Church policy has often led him to duel National Socialism on principle.16


The duel had begun with a deal. When the Nazis took power in 1933, Pius the Eleventh praised Hitler’s anticommunism, and accepted his offer to formalize Catholic rights. Pacelli negotiated a concordat, funding the Church with annual tax revenues of 500 million marks. “The Pope by signing this concordat pointed the way to Hitler for millions of heretofore aloof Catholics,” Hartl wrote. But by mid-decade, Hitler found the concordat a hindrance. Pacelli peppered Berlin with fifty-five notes protesting breaches. It became clear, as one SS officer said, that “it would be absurd to accuse Pacelli of being pro-Nazi.”17


Pacelli’s public statements disturbed Berlin. The 1937 encyclical Mit brennender Sorge (With Burning Anxiety) accused the German state of plotting to exterminate the Church. The most cutting words, Nazi analysts noted, came from Pacelli’s protests: “hatred,” “machinations,” “struggles to death.” With those words, Hartl thought, Pacelli “summoned the whole world to fight against the Reich.”18


Worst of all, Pacelli preached racial equality. “Christianity has supposedly gathered together all races, whether negro or White, into a single, big family of God,” Hartl sneered. “Hence the Catholic church also rejects anti-Semitism.” Speaking in France, Pacelli had condemned the “superstition of race and blood.” As a result, Nazi cartoonists drew a hook-nosed Pacelli cavorting with Jesse Owens and rabbis, while, Hartl claimed, “the entire Judaized USA press praised Pacelli.”19


These doctrines were dangerous because they were not just rhetorical. The secret police found Catholics “ideologically un-teachable” in their continued patronage of Jewish merchants. As the SS noted, “in exactly those districts where political Catholicism still holds sway the peasants are so infected by the doctrines of Catholicism that they are deaf to any discussion of the racial problem.” Catholic farmers changed a sign saying “Jews not wanted here” to read: “Jews very much wanted here.”20


Hartl traced the tough stance to a dark cause. A friend from his ordination class, Father Joachim Birkner, worked in the Vatican Secret Archives, ostensibly researching sixteenth-century Church diplomacy. Birkner was in fact an SS spy. He fixed on Pacelli’s Jesuit aide Robert Leiber, sometimes called “the evil spirit of the Pope.”21


“Father Leiber has told the informant that the Church’s greatest hope is that the National Socialist system will be destroyed in the near future by a war,” the SS reported. “If war does not come, Vatican diplomacy expects a change in the situation in Germany, at the latest, after the death of the Führer.” Birkner’s report coincided with a plea by Pacelli for Christian heroes to “save the world” from pagan “false prophets,” which Hartl considered a call to resist Hitler.22


Pacelli, then, seemed at the very center of a war against the Reich. The war would not end soon. “So long as there will be a Roman church,” Hartl warned, “its eternal political claims will bring it into combat with any ethnic-conscious state.” At issue was not whether the new pope would fight Hitler, but how.23


Hitler agreed. As Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels recorded: “4 March 1939 (Sunday). Midday with the Führer. He is considering whether we should abrogate the Concordat with Rome in light of Pacelli’s election as Pope. This will surely happen when Pacelli undertakes his first hostile act.”24


ON SUNDAY, 5 MARCH, PIUS PICKED UP THE TELEPHONE ON HIS desk to tell his most trusted aide that he was waiting. Father Robert Leiber entered the papal quarters. Known in papal Rome as “the little asthmatic,” the fifty-one-year-old Bavarian Jesuit had the air of a melancholy elf. Though he spoke to Pius twice daily and read nearly everything that crossed his desk, no one knew his title. He was variously described as “an agent for German questions,” a papal librarian, a professor of Church history, and a “sort of scientific secretary.”25


In fact, he had no title. “Father Leiber was never a Vatican official,” a Jesuit colleague said. “He was a close collaborator of the Pope, but he was never officially admitted to the Vatican as a member of the Vatican.” Leiber kept an office in the Vatican, but did not appear in its directory. He was an unofficial official.26


Leiber’s lack of a title made him ideal for secret work. As one priest who worked for American intelligence during the Nazi years later explained, “It is evident that official authorities may not be made coresponsible if we make errors or fail. They must be able to declare that they never knew what is being said and done.” Since Leiber did not work for the Vatican, it could deny involvement in whatever he did.27


Helpfully, Leiber knew how to keep his mouth shut, as fellow Jesuits noted. Especially on Church politics, one who knew him said, “Father Leiber takes an attitude of absolute secrecy.” In that respect he seemed the very model of a papal aide, as described by the sixteenth-century Pope Sixtus the Fifth: he must know everything, read everything, and understand everything, but he must say nothing.28


When Leiber did speak, he was straightforward. “His word is sharp as polished steel,” one diplomat said. In the 1920s, when Pacelli was apostolic nuncio in Munich, Leiber had even called out the future pope for living with a Bavarian nun, Pascalina Lehnert. When a cardinal inspected the nunciature, Leiber described the living arrangements as inappropriate; Lehnert, by her own account, liked to see Pacelli “in riding dress, which suited him extremely well.” Learning that the cardinal conveyed the complaint to Pacelli, Leiber offered to resign, but Pacelli said, “No, no, no. You are free to think and say whatever you feel. I am not going to dismiss you.”29


Yet the candor that attracted Pacelli drove others away. A fellow priest called Leiber’s manner cutting, even hurtful, adding: “You see, he became a little bit strange.” Asthma drove Leiber to try “living cell therapy”—injections of finely ground tissues from freshly slaughtered lambs. Some described him with a Latin quip: Timeo non Petrum sed secretarium eius—“I do not fear Peter [the pope], but his secretary scares me.”30


On that Sunday morning, Leiber brought Pius an urgent memorandum. Munich Cardinal Michael von Faulhaber had long pushed the Vatican to publicly resist Nazism, which violated principles that must stand, like the eternal stars, above compromise. But now, in a letter captioned “Most Respectful Suggestions,” Faulhaber urged a truce.


He worried that Hitler would break the German Church away from Rome. Many German Catholics “believed in” the Führer—not as Catholics, but as Germans. “Catholics admire Herr Hitler as a hero, despite his hatred for the Church,” Pacelli himself had noted. Faulhaber saw a danger of schism in “the country which gave us the Reformation.” Forced to choose between Hitler and the Church, many German Catholics would choose Hitler. “The bishops,” Faulhaber warned, “must pay particular attention to the efforts to establish a national church.” Unless the Vatican sought an accommodation, Hitler might nationalize the Church, as King Henry the Eighth had once done in England.”31


Meanwhile, the Nazis had themselves become a church. “Their philosophy is a de facto religion,” Faulhaber said. They had their own sacramental rituals for baptism and confirmation, marriage and funerals. They changed Ash Wednesday into Wotan’s Day, Ascension Day into the Feast of Thor’s Hammer. They crowned the Christmas tree not with a star, but with a swastika. The Nazis even made “the blasphemous claim that Adolf Hitler is essentially as great as Christ.”32


Faulhaber wanted to discuss these bad omens with the pope. Since he and the Reich’s three other cardinals had come to Rome for the conclave, Pius invited them to “surface some ideas” in an audience the next day. The meeting, however, posed a problem for Pius, because he distrusted one of the cardinals he invited to attend it.


The primate of Vienna had caused a scandal the year before. When Hitler annexed Austria, Cardinal Theodor Innitzer had said the Church supported the Nazis. Pacelli, then Vatican secretary of state, recalled Innitzer to Rome and made him sign a retraction. Now, as pope, Pacelli remained unsure about Innitzer. The good-natured and sentimental Austrian seemed vulnerable to pressure. With war looming, all who entered the pope’s library wanted to leave it saying that God was on their country’s side. If Innitzer did not publicly twist the pope’s private words, Nazi propagandists might do so for him.33


Pius therefore decided to make a private transcript of the cardinals’ audience. A master verbatim source would help him refute any distortion of his views. To that end, early in his pontificate, Pius equipped his library with an audio spying system.34


THE POPE’S AUDIOSURVEILLANCE WOULD REMAIN ONE OF THE VATICAN’S best-kept secrets. Only seven decades later would the last living member of the Church’s Nazi-era underground, German-Jesuit Father Peter Gumpel, confirm it. By then, Gumpel had spent forty years managing the case for Pacelli’s sainthood.


“There was a hole made in the wall,” Gumpel said. “I happen to know this, and on a very high level. . . . [T]he matter is certain. I investigated this, from the immediate environment of the pope.”35


Audio spying came of age just as Pacelli became pope. Over the next few years, Hitler, Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt would all make covert recordings; only days earlier, a sweep of the Sistine Chapel had found a hidden Dictaphone; and the Vatican’s own audio prowess matched that of any secular power. The Holy See was hard-wired by Guglielmo Marconi, inventor of the radio.36


Pacelli himself had earlier hired Marconi to modernize Church headquarters. Marconi had built, for free, a telephone exchange, a radio station, and a short-wave link to the papal summer villa. Rome, for its part, annulled Marconi’s marriage, allowing him to remarry and have a daughter, the aptly named “Electra.” A few Marconi engineers still worked for the pope, under a Jesuit physicist who ran Radio Vatican. They did what Church documents called “institutional tasks,” such as recording the pope’s speeches, and “extraordinary services,” such as bugging his visitors.37


On paper the job did not seem daunting. The Radio Vatican team knew the site and could control access to it. The pope received visitors in the Papal Library. It shared a wall with two anterooms, where the Marconi-Jesuit techs could work unobserved. Yet with the German cardinals scheduled for an audience on 6 March, the installers had only a day to survey the target, make an entry, insert a microphone, run wires to a listening post, and test the system.38


They considered microphone-concealment locations in the library. Picture frames, table lamps, braces below table legs, the telephone, overhead lights—all offered possibilities. In the end, as Father Leiber recalled, the team chose a system that operated “through a contrivance which made it possible to hear everything in the room next door.” They drilled a hole, and miked it.39


Most likely on the night of 5–6 March, Vatican Radio technicians set to work. To avoid staining the anteroom floor, and to collate their gear for quick exit, they unrolled a rubber mat. On it they set their tools: drills and bits, pipe-pushers, collapsible ladders. Because power tools would draw attention, the team used hand-turned drills. They worked in shifts, each man cranking hard, then resting while another spelled him. At the highest turn rates, however, even hand drills made a telltale din. The techs decided that greasing their bits would reduce the noise. A Jesuit reportedly went to fetch some olive oil, perhaps from the papal apartments. The team then wet its drill heads, and the work progressed quietly. But as the bits warmed, so did the coating oil. Soon the site smelled like fried food. To evacuate the odor, the team had to pause and open a door onto the Cortile del Pappagallo, the Courtyard of the Parrot.40


Finally, after some tense and tiring hours, they broke through to the library side. Using a small bit, the techs made a pinhole—creating a passage for audio pickup and a wire. Book spines on the library wall presented natural concealment cavities. It remains unclear whether the techs hid a microphone in a hollowed-out book, which Father Leiber possessed, or whether they enlarged their side of the wall to fit the device. In any case, they apparently used a teat-shaped condenser microphone. They plugged it into a portable pre-amplifier that looked like a brown leather briefcase.41


From the pre-amp they ran wires to the recording post. A stable link of coaxial cables passed through a tunnel, beneath an oak grove in the Vatican Gardens, and into a ninth-century dragon-toothed tower. There, amid frescoes of shipwrecks with Jesus calming the storm, Jesuits operated the largest audio recorder ever built. Bigger than two refrigerators stacked on their sides, the Marconi-Stille machine registered sound on ribboned razor wire, which could break free and behead the operators. They worked it only by remote control from a separate room. A half-hour recording used 1.8 miles of spooled steel.42


On the morning of 6 March, the available evidence suggests, an operator flicked a wall switch. A white lamp on the machine lit up. The operator waited a full minute to warm the cathodes, then moved the control handle to the “record” position.43


PIUS ENTERED THE PAPAL LIBRARY AT SIX MINUTES TO NINE. AT about that moment, from a cubbyhole in the courtyard of San Damasso, Monsignor Enrico Pucci saw the four cardinals enter the Apostolic Palace. Each wore a red skull-cap, a red sash, and a gold pectoral cross. The cardinals navigated a warren of halls and courts and then rode up a creaking elevator. It opened onto a red-velvet waiting room, decorated with medallions of recent popes. The papal maestro di camera, Alberto Arborio-Mella, led the cardinals into the library.44


The corner room overlooked Peter’s Square. Bookcases ran along the walls, and above them hung twelve paintings of animals. A crystal chandelier pended the ceiling. The room had one plush rug. Three dark portraits by Dutch masters stared down from niches. A mahogany table extended toward the three windows, their curtains parted to let in knives of white light.45


Pius sat at a desk, hands clasped, silhouetted by sunbeams. He wore a white cap and red slippers without heels. Only the golden cross on his chest adorned his snow-white robes. By turns they bent to kiss his ring: Adolf Bertram of Breslau—Faulhaber of Munich—Josef Schulte of Cologne—Innitzer of Vienna.


They settled into the cane-backed chairs that faced the pope. A crucifix shared the desktop with ziggurats of documents. Nearby sat a gold-plated rotary telephone, with finger-holes in royal blue. A silver plaque declared the desk a gift from the German bishops for his twelve years as papal agent in Germany.


“We want to use the time while your eminences are here,” Pius began, “to consider how the cause of the Catholic Church in Germany can be helped at the present time.” He read in Latin a proposed letter to Hitler. Amid the curlicued cordialities of protocol stood the phrase: “God protect you, honorable sir.”46


Pius asked, “Do you think this document is appropriate, or should we add or change anything?” Three of the cardinals approved it. Faulhaber had an issue.


“Does it have to be in Latin? Considering his aversion to non-German languages, maybe the Führer would rather not have to call in a theologian first.”


“We can write in German,” Pius said. “We must think of what is right for the Church in Germany. That is the most important question for me.”


The pope turned directly to the conflict between Church and Reich. He read out a list of grievances, compiled by Cardinal Bertram. The Nazis had thwarted the Church’s teachings, banned its organizations, censored its press, shuttered its seminaries, seized its properties, fired its teachers, and closed its schools. The conflict portended a full-scale persecution. Party officials boasted that “after the defeat of Bolshevism and Judaism the Catholic Church will be the only remaining enemy.”47


Pius then gave the floor to Faulhaber. He had an even gloomier report. “The prejudice against Catholicism won’t go away,” Faulhaber warned. He cited Hitler’s recent Reichstag speech, which had contained a chilling phrase: “The priest as political enemy of the Germans we shall destroy.” Brownshirts had taken these words as a license to behead cathedral statues, use crucifixes for target practice, and smear altars with excrement. A mob had recently surrounded Faulhaber’s own home, smashed all the windows, and tried to set the building on fire.48


Faulhaber traced the trouble to the 1937 papal encyclical. He himself had drafted the papal protest against Nazi policies—but Pacelli, as secretary of state, had sharpened it. Where Faulhaber had dwelt on suffering, Pacelli changed the theme to combat. He retitled the text, from With Considerable Concern to With Burning Anxiety. The sharpened text said that “National Socialism has intended the persecution of the Church from the beginning and in principle.” Hitler had said in his first speech as chancellor that he wanted peace with the Church, and so “was infuriated by the foregoing words in the encyclical and has broken off relations with the Church authorities almost completely since then.” Although Faulhaber stopped short of saying it, Pacelli the cardinal had helped create the crisis now confronted by Pacelli the pope.49


Faulhaber questioned another Pacelli barb in the encyclical. The text stated that Germany “celebrated the apotheosis of a cross which is hostile to the Christian cross.” Faulhaber protested: “The swastika was not selected by the Führer as an alternative to the Christian cross, and it isn’t regarded that way by the people either.” A state had the right to choose its flag, and “a rejection of this flag would be perceived as unfriendly.” Here again, Faulhaber hinted, hadn’t Cardinal Pacelli stoked a fire that Pope Pacelli must now put out?50


“Eminence Faulhaber is quite right,” Pius said. It was the only point in the meeting at which he singled out any of the cardinals for praise. With that, he sent a subtle signal that he would defer to Faulhaber—not to Bertram, the nominal leader of the German Church—in crafting policy toward Hitler.


Faulhaber’s preferred policy had two parts. The first was overt acquiescence. “They [the Nazis] seem so much like combatants that it feels like they would rather look for reasons to fight. Particularly if it is against the Church! But I also believe that we bishops must act as if we are unaware of that.” The bishops should not get into a war of words with Hitler—and neither should Pius. “Practically speaking, the Holy Father will have to make some concessions on his part.”


“I have forbidden polemics,” Pius said. He had already asked the Vatican’s daily, L’Osservatore Romano, to refrain from attacking German policy. “I have let them know that there should be no more incisive words.”


The second part of the policy was backstairs intercession. Countering Nazism required “personal contacts,” not formal protests. Trusted collaborators could resolve conflict behind the scenes—if they kept themselves informed. “The German bishops must find a way to send Your Holiness timely and exact intelligence.” If necessary, they could bypass the formal bureaucracies.51


“It goes without saying,” Pius said. He liked to keep important threads in his own hands. “The German question is the most important for me. I am reserving its handling to myself.”52


That prospect seemed to unsettle the cardinals. “We must make sure Your Holiness is in good health,” several said at once.


“I am healthy,” Pius said. Then he stood. “Eminences, maybe we can get together again.” As the cardinals made to leave, he tried to firm their resolve.


“We cannot give up on principles,” the pope declared. “If they want a fight, let us not be afraid. But we still want to see if it is somehow possible to come to a peaceful solution. . . . When we have tried everything and still they absolutely want war, we will fight back.” He repeated: “If they refuse, then we must fight.”53


AT SS HEADQUARTERS, ALBERT HARTL WAS STILL HARD AT WORK. His superiors had asked him to expand his dossier on the new pope, so that they could publish parts of it as a pamphlet. It would lay down the party line on Pius, and it would go to press by the middle of March. Hartl built out his portrait with battle scenarios. If Pacelli continued to fight, it was crucial to know the weapons and tactics he would use.


Pacelli would not act rashly. His public statements against Nazism reflected Pius the Eleventh’s stormy style more than Pacelli’s. The new pope was not a ranting mystic but a careful watcher, a shrewd perceiver of things that coarser natures missed. “What he does, he hides within. What he feels, he does not show. The expression in his eyes does not change.” Pacelli measured each word and controlled each move. That could make him seem superficial, pedantic, or fussy. Only rarely, with Americans or children, did his eyes glow and his voice rise.54


Yet Pacelli did not shun direct combat just as a point of style. A political realist, he would avoid playing a weak hand. The Church was “outdated, slack, and powerless” against authoritarian mass movements. Italy’s conquest of Abyssinia, and Germany’s annexation of Austria, had already revealed deep divisions between the pacifist Vatican and nationalist bishops. Pacelli would find his power over local churches total in theory but partial in practice.55


So he would fight indirectly. “Wherever the church does not feel itself in possession of power, it naturally applies more cunning methods.” Hartl spotlighted three: militance, mutiny, and espionage; and the greatest of these was espionage.56


“Strictly speaking there is no Vatican Intelligence Service,” Hartl wrote. Yet the Church did have “intelligence agents”—clergy who submitted reports. By analyzing these reports for decisionmaking, the Vatican gave them “intelligence treatment.” The pope’s staff, further, assigned “intelligence missions” to clergy and lay agents. Since the Vatican had intelligence agents, analysts, reports, and missions, the pope had “a de facto Intelligence Service.”57


A near-medieval militance marked some of the alleged missions. Hartl reported, for instance, that Cardinal Faulhaber hid weapons for right-wing forces in Munich. While working in the Freising student seminary, from 1919 to 1923, Hartl heard that “a considerable quantity of weapons and ammunition was being kept hidden with the permission of Faulhaber. . . . There were rifles, machine guns and two small artillery pieces.” Hartl reported that he saw these weapons himself. “Some of them were stored in a secret hiding place . . . which could be reached by a hidden staircase located under a stone slab near the main altar.” Bavarian reactionaries used the weapons in secret military exercises, and perhaps in operations against left-wing terrorists. The Church could abet violence against the Nazis, using similar methods, if pushed.58


Militance would then become mutiny. “The Catholic church fundamentally claims for itself the right to depose heads of state,” Hartl avowed, “and down to the present time it has also achieved this claim several times.” During the Counter-Reformation, Jesuit agents purportedly killed French kings Henry the Third and Henry the Fourth, and plotted to blow up the British Parliament. Hartl already knew that Pacelli’s Jesuit aide, Father Leiber, had no moral objections to similar moves against Hitler. The SS therefore needed to flush out any militant German Catholics linked to Leiber, and to “break their fighting stance.”59


Uncovering these links was “extremely difficult,” Hartl admitted. Only the pope’s inner circle knew details of secret operations. Tracking papal spies, further, was a duty of German Military Intelligence (Abwehr), a rival spy unit rumored to harbor conservative opponents of Hitler. As a result, the SS had only a “meager” knowledge of “personalities in the Vatican Intelligence Service.”60


Hartl hoped that sex would open windows on the Vatican’s secret world. Archbishop Conrad Gröber of Freiburg reportedly had a half-Jewish mistress, and had cooperated with the SS, Hartl thought, “out of fear his love affair might be brought to light.” The SS had trapped monks in gay nightclubs. The president of the Catholic charity Caritas, Father Johann Gartmeier, had been caught embezzling 120,000 marks when a ménage-a-trois went wrong: “He fell into the hands of two married women who had broken up their marriage[s] and then blackmailed him,” one of Hartl’s men reported. But exploiting these lapses had not exposed Church spies.61


One way in remained. All secret agents eventually sent intelligence to their handlers. This was the moment of greatest danger for any spy: most failed agents were caught while trying to communicate. As a precaution, agents and their handlers used intermediaries, called “cutouts,” as couriers. Hartl therefore sought, as the SS noted, “to break the courier system operated by the Catholic Church.”62


At first he thought he had penetrated the system. As Hartl reported, a Dr. Johannes Denk “ran a courier station of the Vatican Intelligence in Munich and was at the same time an agent of the Berlin Gestapo.” Yet the letters passing through Denk’s hands revealed no agents. Hartl deduced that the Church ran a still-uncovered courier system; and, having failed to infiltrate its German end, he turned his agents’ eyes toward Rome.63


PIUS MET THE REICH CARDINALS AGAIN ON SUNDAY, 9 MARCH. THE “esatto” (verbatim) transcript showed the pope’s men as outsiders never saw them. Relaxed after more than a week in Italy, the German princes of the Church bantered as if in a kind of clerical locker room. Colorful almost to irreverence, they joked about their prospects for sainthood. Bertram laughed about how Pius might address Hitler: “The Holy Father also says Heil, Heil!”64


“If Your Eminences will settle down again,” the pope said, “I want to pursue the German question. It is so important.”


He raised the lead agenda item, stressing its importance. The first part of the German question needing attention that morning did not bear on the spiritual plight of individual Catholics per se. It related, rather, to a problem of clandestine operations.


“The first question,” the pope said, “involves the courier service between the Holy See and the German bishops.” He added: “The matter is vital, since a courier link is the only way to get secret messages.” Faulhaber’s political secretary, Monsignor Johannes Neuhäusler, had sent two proposals. Pius read them out:


a) Periodically (each month or every two months) the Holy See sends a diplomat with whom the most reverend bishops can discuss issues and to whom they can also give written material intended for Rome. The route in this case would be something like: Rome, Vienna, Munich, Freiburg, Cologne, Berlin, Breslau, Rome (via Vienna or Munich).


b) A twofold courier service would be used. First, the one already operating between Rome and Berlin (question as to whether there should be an intermediate stopover in Munich). Secondly, one internal to Germany: Berlin, Munich, Freiburg, Cologne, Berlin. At the intermediate point, the materials intended for Rome would be collected and a courier would bring them to Berlin, from where they would be sent on to Rome via the first-mentioned courier service. Also, the intra-German courier would probably have to have diplomatic status to be assured of access.


Pius then glossed what he called this “technical” subject in plain terms. “It’s about a courier, not officially from the Holy See, but who is, however, quite trustworthy. He will travel once a week. He will leave Rome on Saturday and arrive on Monday in Berlin. In the reverse direction, the Holy See will receive messages from Berlin on Monday. This weekly Rome-Berlin link is reliable. We have the best proof of the secrecy of this connection from the time of the encyclical Mit brennender Sorge. Nobody knew anything.”


The intra-German network was more problematic. Episcopal agents had to elude the Sicherheitsdienst [SD], the SS spy service. “That’s the big evil,” Cardinal Bertram said. The group discussed how to link disparate dioceses with Berlin.65


       CARD. BERTRAM: We have to do it clandestinely. When Saint Paul had himself lowered over the city wall at Damascus in a basket, he didn’t have permission from the police either.66


       HOLY FATHER: Yes, we have a good precedent there. Pius XI had already approved paying for the costs of the courier from Munich, Breslau and Cologne to Berlin out of the Peter’s Pence. The messenger service is possible and easy in this way!


       CARD. INNITZER: Yes, and he certainly must also be trustworthy.


       CARD. SCHULTE: The courier service was not always provided by the same person. It would be better if it was always the same person.


       CARD. FAULHABER: We change them often in Bavaria, because otherwise the police catch on. That’s easy to do in Munich. The Europäische Hof is where traveling clergy stay; one almost always finds someone from Berlin there.67


       HOLY FATHER: What about Vienna?


       CARD. INNITZER: It works essentially the same from there.


       CARD. FAULHABER: The bishops don’t know when the courier goes to Berlin from Rome.


       HOLY FATHER: Every Saturday, every week.


       CARD. FAULHABER: May we tell that to the bishops?


       HOLY FATHER: Sure! I always receive the pouch from Berlin on Monday evening. Quite regularly, certainly and securely. As I said, Pius XI had let me know that the bishops’ expenses for the courier can be paid for quite readily out of the Peter’s Pence.


Secure links would be critical if the Church had to fight the Nazi Party. Pius asked, “Are there any perceptible signs on the other side that they want to make peace with the Church?”


Innitzer saw the trend as “quite bad.” In the countryside, the party tried to keep priests from teaching religion classes. But some farmers had resisted. “The school, they say, belongs to us. If there are no more religion classes, we will riot.”


“We must not lose our nerve,” Pius said. “We can’t simply give up.”


Cardinal Bertram warned, “The danger is great.”68


AT SIX IN THE MORNING ON SUNDAY, 12 MARCH, A PROCESSION snaked toward the bronze doors of St. Peter’s. Swiss Guards led the line, followed by barefoot friars with belts of rope. Pius took his place at the end, borne on a portable throne. Ostrich plumes stirred silently to either side, like quotation marks.


Pius entered the basilica to a blare of silver trumpets and a burst of applause. Through pillars of incense he blessed the faces. At the High Altar, attendants placed on his shoulders a wool strip interwoven with black crosses.


Outside, police pushed back the crowds. People climbed onto ledges and balanced on chimneys, straining to see the palace balcony.


At noon Pius emerged. The cardinal deacon stood alongside him. Onto Pacelli’s dark head he lowered a crown of pearls, shaped like a beehive. “Receive this Tiara,” he said, “and know that you are the father of kings, the ruler of the world.”69


Germany’s ambassador to the Holy See, Diego von Bergen, reportedly said of the ceremony: “Very moving and beautiful, but it will be the last.”70


As PACELLI WAS CROWNED, HITLER ATTENDED A STATE CEREMONY in Berlin. In a Memorial Day speech at the State Opera House, Grand Admiral Erich Raeder said, “Wherever we gain a foothold, we will maintain it! Wherever a gap appears, we will bridge it! . . . Germany strikes swiftly and strongly!” Hitler reviewed honor guards, then placed a wreath at a memorial to the Unknown Soldier. That same day, he issued orders for his soldiers to occupy Czechoslovakia.71


On 15 March the German army entered Prague. Through snow and mist, on ice-bound roads, Hitler followed in his three-axle Mercedes, its bulletproof windows up. Himmler’s gang of 800 SS officers hunted undesirables. A papal agent cabled Rome, with “details obtained confidentially,” reporting the arrests of all who “had spoken and written against the Third Reich and its Führer.” Soon 487 Czech and Slovak Jesuits landed in prison camps, where it was “a common sight,” one witness said, “to see a priest dressed in rags, exhausted, pulling a car and behind him a youth in SA [Storm Troop] uniform, whip in hand.”72


Hitler’s seizure of Czechoslovakia put Europe in crisis. He had scrapped his pledge to respect Czech integrity, made at Munich six months before, which British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain said guaranteed “peace in our time.” Now London condemned “Germany’s attempt to obtain world domination, which it was in the interest of all countries to resist.” Poland’s government, facing a German ultimatum over the disputed Danzig corridor, mobilized its troops. On 18 March, the papal agent in Warsaw reported “a state of tension” between the Reich and Poland “which could have the most serious consequences.” Another intelligence report reaching the Vatican called the situation “desperately grave.”73


Perhaps no pope in nearly a millennium had taken power amid such general fear. The scene paralleled that in 1073, when Charlemagne’s old empire imploded, and Europe needed only a spark to burn. “Even the election of the pope stood in the shadow of the Swastika,” Nazi labor leader Robert Ley boasted. “I am sure they spoke of nothing else than how to find a candidate for the chair of St. Peter who was more or less up to dealing with Adolf Hitler.”74


THE POLITICAL CRISIS HAD IN FACT PRODUCED A POLITICAL POPE. Amid the gathering storm, the cardinals had elected the candidate most skilled in statecraft, in the quickest conclave in four centuries. His long career in the papal foreign service made Pacelli the dean of Church diplomats. He had hunted on horseback with Prussian generals, endured at dinner parties the rants of exiled kings, faced down armed revolutionaries with just his jeweled cross. As cardinal secretary of state, he had discreetly aligned with friendly states, and won Catholic rights from hostile ones. Useful to every government, a lackey to none, he impressed one German diplomat as “a politician to the high extreme.”75


Politics were in Pacelli’s blood. His grandfather had been interior minister of the Papal States, a belt of territories bigger than Denmark, which popes had ruled since the Dark Ages. Believing that these lands kept popes politically independent, the Pacellis fought to preserve them against Italian nationalists. The Pacellis lost. By 1870 the pope ruled only Vatican City, a diamond-shaped kingdom the size of a golf course. Born in Rome six years later, raised in the shadow of St. Peter’s, Eugenio Pacelli inherited a highly political sense of mission. As an altar boy, he prayed for the Papal States; in school essays, he protested secular claims; and as pope, he saw politics as religion by other means.76


Some thought his priestly mixing in politics a contradiction. Pacelli contained many contradictions. He visited more countries, and spoke more languages, than any previous pope—yet remained a homebody, who lived with his mother until he was forty-one. Eager to meet children, unafraid to deal with dictators, he was timid with bishops and priests. He led one of the planet’s most public lives, and one of its loneliest. He was familiar to billions, but his best friend was a goldfinch. He was open with strangers, pensive with friends. His aides could not see into his soul. To some he did not seem “a human being with impulses, emotions, passions”—but others recalled him weeping over the fate of the Jews. One observer found him “pathetic and tremendous,” another “despotic and insecure.” Half of him, it seemed, was always counteracting the other half.77


A dual devotion to piety and politics clove him deeply. No one could call him a mere Machiavellian, a Medici-pope: he said Mass daily, communed with God for hours, reported visions of Jesus and Mary. Visitors remarked on his saintly appearance; one called him “a man like a ray of light.” Yet those who thought Pius not of this world were mistaken. Hyperspirituality, a withdrawal into the sphere of the purely religious, found no favor with him. A US intelligence officer in Rome noted how much time Pius devoted to politics and how closely he supervised all aspects of the Vatican Foreign Office. While writing an encyclical on the Mystical Body of Christ, he was also assessing the likely strategic impact of atomic weapons. He judged them a “useful means of defense.”78


Even some who liked Pacelli disliked his concern with worldly power. “One is tempted to say that attention to the political is too much,” wrote Jacques Maritain, the French postwar ambassador to the Vatican, “considering the essential role of the Church.” The Church’s essential role, after all, was to save souls. But in practice, the spiritual purpose entailed a temporal one: the achievement of political conditions under which souls could be saved. Priests must baptize, say Mass, and consecrate marriages without interference from the state. A fear of state power structured Church thought: the Caesars had killed Peter and Paul, and Jesus.79


The pope therefore did not have one role, but two. He had to render to God what was God’s, and keep Caesar at bay. Every pope was in part a politician; some led armies. The papacy Pacelli inherited was as bipolar as he was. He merely encompassed, in compressed form, the existential problem of the Church: how to be a spiritual institution in a physical and highly political world.80


It was a problem that could not be solved, only managed. And if it was a dilemma which had caused twenty centuries of war between Church and state, climaxing just as Pacelli became pope, it was also a quandary that would, on his watch, put Catholicism in conflict with itself. For the tectonic pull of opposing tensions, of spiritual and temporal imperatives, opened a fissure in the foundations of the Church that could not be closed. Ideally, a pope’s spiritual function ought not clash with his political one. But if and when it did, which should take precedence? That was always a difficult question—but never more difficult than during the bloodiest years in history, when Pius the Twelfth would have to choose his answer.


ON 1 SEPTEMBER 1939, PIUS AWOKE AT AROUND 6:00 A.M. AT HIS summer residence, Castel Gandolfo, a medieval fortress straddling a dormant volcano. His housekeeper, Sister Pascalina, had just released his canaries from their cages when the bedside telephone rang. Answering in his usual manner, “E’qui Pacelli” (“Pacelli here”), he heard the trembling voice of Cardinal Luigi Maglione, relaying intelligence from the papal nuncio in Berlin: fifteen minutes earlier, the German Wehrmacht had surged into Poland.81


At first Pius carried on normally, papally. He shuffled to his private chapel and bent in prayer. Then, after a cold shower and an electric shave, he celebrated Mass, attended by Bavarian nuns. But at breakfast, Sister Pascalina recalled, he probed his rolls and coffee warily, “as if opening a stack of bills in the mail.” He ate little for the next six years. By war’s end, although he stood six feet tall, he would weigh only 125 pounds. His nerves frayed from moral and political burdens, he would remind Pascalina of a “famished robin or an overdriven horse.” With the sigh of a great sadness, his undersecretary of state, Domenico Tardini, reflected: “This man, who was peace-loving by temperament, education, and conviction, was to have what might be called a pontificate of war.”82


In war the Vatican tried to stay neutral. Because the pope represented Catholics in all nations, he had to appear unbiased. Taking sides would compel some Catholics to betray their country, and others their faith.83


But Poland was special. For centuries, the Poles had been a Catholic bulwark between Protestant Prussia and Orthodox Russia. Pius would recognize the exiled Polish government, not the Nazi protectorate. “Neutrality” described his official stance, not his real one. As he told France’s ambassador when Warsaw fell: “You know on which side my sympathies lie. But I cannot say so.”84


As news of Poland’s agony spread, however, Pius felt compelled to speak. By October, the Vatican had received reports of Jews shot in synagogues and buried in ditches. The Nazis, moreover, were targeting Polish Catholics as well. They would eventually murder perhaps 2.4 million Catholic Poles in “nonmilitary killing operations.” The persecution of Polish Gentiles fell far short of the industrialized genocide visited on Europe’s Jews. But it had near-genocidal traits and prepared the way for what followed.85


On 20 October Pius issued a public statement. His encyclical Summi Pontificatus, known in English as Darkness over the Earth, began by denouncing attacks on Judaism. “Who among ‘the Soldiers of Christ’ does not feel himself incited to a more determined resistance, as he perceives Christ’s enemies wantonly break the Tables of God’s Commandments to substitute other tables and other standards stripped of the ethical content of the Revelation on Sinai?” Even at the cost of “torments or martyrdom,” he wrote, one “must confront such wickedness by saying: ‘Non licet; it is not allowed!’” Pius then stressed the “unity of the human race.” Underscoring that this unity refuted racism, he said he would consecrate bishops of twelve ethnicities in the Vatican crypt. He clinched the point by insisting that “the spirit, the teaching and the work of the Church can never be other than that which the Apostle of the Gentiles preached: ‘there is neither Gentile nor Jew.’”86


The world judged the work an attack on Nazi Germany. “Pope Condemns Dictators, Treaty Violators, Racism,” the New York Times announced in a front-page banner headline. “The unqualified condemnation which Pope Pius XII heaped on totalitarian, racist and materialistic theories of government in his encyclical Summi Pontificatus caused a profound stir,” the Jewish Telegraphic Agency reported. “Although it had been expected that the Pope would attack ideologies hostile to the Catholic Church, few observers had expected so outspoken a document.” Pius even pledged to speak out again, if necessary. “We owe no greater debt to Our office and to Our time than to testify to the truth,” he wrote. “In the fulfillment of this, Our duty, we shall not let Ourselves be influenced by earthly considerations.”87


It was a valiant vow, and a vain one. He would not use the word “Jew” in public again until 1945. Allied and Jewish press agencies still hailed him as anti-Nazi during the war. But in time, his silence strained Catholic-Jewish relations, and reduced the moral credibility of the faith. Debated into the next century, the causes and meaning of that silence would become the principal enigma in both the biography of Pius and the history of the modern Church.


Judging Pius by what he did not say, one could only damn him. With images of piles of skeletal corpses before his eyes; with women and young children compelled, by torture, to kill each other; with millions of innocents caged like criminals, butchered like cattle, and burned like trash—he should have spoken out. He had this duty, not only as pontiff, but as a person. After his first encyclical, he did reissue general distinctions between race-hatred and Christian love. Yet with the ethical coin of the Church, Pius proved frugal; toward what he privately termed “Satanic forces,” he showed public moderation; where no conscience could stay neutral, the Church seemed to be. During the world’s greatest moral crisis, its greatest moral leader seemed at a loss for words.


But the Vatican did not work by words alone. By 20 October, when Pius put his name to Summi Pontficatus, he was enmeshed in a war behind the war. Those who later explored the maze of his policies, without a clue to his secret actions, wondered why he seemed so hostile toward Nazism, and then fell so silent. But when his secret acts are mapped, and made to overlay his public words, a stark correlation emerges. The last day during the war when Pius publicly said the word “Jew” is also, in fact, the first day history can document his choice to help kill Adolf Hitler.88









CHAPTER 2


THE END OF GERMANY


ON 22 AUGUST 1939, TEN DAYS BEFORE GERMANY INVADED POLAND, Hitler called his commanders to his private Bavarian mountain. After passing through the security checks, the generals and admirals entered Hitler’s chalet, the Berghof, and settled into chairs in the reception hall. A picture window lowered hydraulically into the floor, opening the room to such an immense alpine panorama that one guest felt suspended in space. In the distance gleamed the teeth of the Untersberg Alps, guarding the rumored grave of Charlemagne. Hitler, leaning on a grand piano, spoke with barely a glance at the notes in his left hand.1


At the back of the room sat a mouse-like man, nervous and intense, with piercing blue eyes and a shock of white hair. He pulled out a pad and pencil. As chief of German military intelligence (Abwehr), Admiral Wilhelm Canaris could make notes on secret German military briefings. Other attendees later affirmed the substantial accuracy of his transcript, which would become an exhibit in the Nuremberg war crimes tribunal.2


“I have called you together,” Hitler said, “to give you some insight into the factors upon which I have decided to act. It was clear to me that a conflict with Poland had to come.” Germany would never regain her honor or restore her prestige until she reclaimed all lands lost in the last war. Therefore, Hitler had decided to attack. Though the British had pledged to protect Poland, they would probably not intervene: “Our enemies are kleine Würmchen [little worms].” Referencing a Radio Vatican appeal for peace talks, which the pope had made in Rome that morning, Hitler said he worried only “that at the last moment some pig-dog will yet submit to me a plan for mediation.”3


Hitler spoke for another hour, going into operational details, and then they all broke for lunch. After caviar on the terrace, served by SS officers in snow-white summer uniforms, Hitler resumed in an even more fanatical mode. Canaris’s pencil sped across the paper again. “We must shoulder this risk. . . . We are faced with the harsh alternatives of striking or of certain annihilation. . . . Eighty million people must obtain what is their right. Their existence must be made secure. . . . The moment is now favorable for a solution, so strike! . . . Execution: Harsh and ruthless! Close your hearts to pity!”4


What Hitler said next shocked his generals. Canaris dared not put it to paper, but Field Marshal Fedor von Bock later confided the details to a colleague. Special SS Death’s Head formations, Hitler revealed, would snuff out the least flicker of Polish strength by liquidating thousands of Catholic priests. As one of Bock’s colonels recounted, Hitler asserted “that the Poles would be treated with merciless severity after the end of the campaign. . . . [H]e did not want to burden the army with ‘liquidations’ necessary for political reasons, but rather to have the SS undertake the destruction of the Polish upper stratum, that is, above all the destruction of the Polish clergy.”5


“The victor will not be questioned afterwards whether his reasons were just,” Canaris’s transcription continued. “What matters is not to have right on our side, but simply will to win.” Hitler ended by saying: “I have done my duty. Now do yours.”6


There followed a long beat of what Bock remembered as “icy silence.” Finally Walther von Brauchitsch, commander in chief of the armed forces, said, “Gentlemen, return to your posts as soon as possible.” Canaris closed his notebook and went back down the mountain.7


THAT NIGHT HITLER PACED THE TERRACE, STARING AT THE HORIZON. “The eerie turquoise colored sky to the north turned first violet and then blood-red,” his adjutant recalled. “At first we thought there must be a serious fire behind the Untersberg Mountain, but then the glow covered the whole northern sky in the manner of the northern lights. Such an occurrence is exceptionally rare in southern Germany. I was very moved and told Hitler that it augured a bloody war.”8


“If it must be so, the sooner the better,” Hitler replied. “No one knows how much longer I shall live. Therefore, better a conflict now. . . . Essentially all depends on me, on my existence, because of my political talents. Probably no one will ever again have the confidence of the German people as completely as I have. My existence is therefore a factor of great value. But I might be eliminated at any time.” He feared that “some fanatic armed with a telescopic-sighted firearm” would shoot him.9


Hitler did not think an attacker would act alone. If he suspected there was a plot to remove him, he told his deputy Martin Bormann, he would take urgent measures against the one faction he suspected would most likely sponsor a coup. “Spiritual factors are decisive,” Hitler had said in his speech that day. Neither bourgeois nor Marxist elements could motivate true idealists, willing to risk their lives to kill him. The greatest danger would instead come from “assassins whipped up by the black crows in confessionals.” The “dunderheads” who opposed him, Hitler said, included “particularly [the leaders] of political Catholicism.” If anyone ever tried a coup, he vowed, he would “round up all the leaders of political Catholicism from their residences, and have them executed.”10


THE NEXT DAY, BACK IN BERLIN, CANARIS BROODED IN HIS ABWEHR office. While his dachshunds slept on a blanket-piled cot, Canaris worked his notes into a coded digest of the Führer’s remarks. Then, in a meeting with his closest colleagues, Canaris read out the crucial passages in his characteristic slight lisp. Only then did they notice the extent of his despair. “He was still utterly horrified,” Abwehr officer Hans Gisevius wrote. “His voice trembled as he read. Canaris was acutely aware that he had been witness to a monstrous scene.”11


Canaris hated Hitler with the fervor of one who once had loved him. Hitler had promised to preserve Germany’s religious and military traditions, but delivered a pagan mockery of the old ideals. Canaris’s epiphany came in 1938, when Hitler removed Germany’s two ranking generals after impugning their sexual honor. Rather than resign in protest, Canaris stuck to his post as spy chief, giving Hitler’s conservative enemies a secret weapon to destroy the monster they had helped create. Directing covert activities, privy to state secrets, Canaris and his comrades were perfectly positioned to damage the Nazis. They could strike at Hitler from within.12


After Canaris read out his notes to his colleagues, they debated what to do. His deputy Hans Oster wanted to leak the text of Hitler’s speech. Perhaps it would spur the regime’s opponents into a peace-preserving coup d’état. If London and Paris reacted sharply enough, Germany’s generals might follow the advice of their chief of staff, Franz Halder, who had told the British ambassador to Berlin, “You have to strike Hitler’s hand with an ax.”13


It seemed worth a try. On 25 August Oster smuggled the document to Alexander C. Kirk, the American chargé d’affaires in Berlin, who said, “Oh, take this out of here. . . . I don’t want to get involved.” Oster then sent a copy to a British embassy official; but the unsigned text, on plain paper, did not impress him. In dealing with foreign powers, Oster decided, the plotters must seek some imprimatur, some stamp of legitimacy, some way of guaranteeing German goodwill.14


Canaris meanwhile tried more active measures. Canaris linked with deputy Foreign Secretary Ernst von Weizsäcker, who wrote in his diary after learning that war loomed: “It is an appalling idea that my name should be associated with this event, to say nothing of the unforeseeable results for the existence of Germany and for my own family.” On 30 August Weizsäcker met Hitler in the Reich Chancellery and begged for peace. In his pocket he carried a Luger pistol, loaded with two bullets. Later he said that he had meant to kill Hitler and then himself. He lost his nerve and left in a sweat. As Weizsäcker told Canaris’s intermediary, “I regret that there is nothing in my upbringing that would fit me to kill a man.”15


Hitler issued an order to attack Poland in twenty-four hours. Abwehr officer Hans Gisevius drove to headquarters, raced up the stairs, and met Canaris and other officers descending. Canaris let his companions proceed as he drew Gisevius into a corridor. Choked with tears, Canaris said, “This means the end of Germany.”16


ON 1 SEPTEMBER 1939, A MILLION GERMANS POURED INTO POLAND. Two days later, Hitler boarded a train to tour the front. There his henchmen began to liquidate what he had called the “spiritual factors” that might inspire resistance. “We will let the small fry off,” SS spy chief Reinhard Heydrich said, but “the Catholic priests . . . must all be killed.”17


Canaris flew to Poland to protest. On 12 September he reached Illnau, where Hitler’s train had stopped, and confronted General Wilhelm Keitel in the conference car. “I pointed out that I knew extensive executions were planned in Poland,” Canaris recorded, noting that “clergy were to be exterminated.” Keitel replied “that this matter had already been settled by the Führer.”18


Hitler himself then entered the meeting. One witness, Lieutenant Colonel Erwin Lahousen, recalled that Hitler deemed it “especially necessary to eliminate the clergy.” Lahousen added, “I don’t remember the exact term that he used, but it was not ambiguous and it meant ‘kill.’” To expedite his plans, Hitler would put Poland under the control of one of his party cronies, attorney Hans Frank. “The task I give you, Frank, is a Satanic one,” Canaris overheard Hitler say. “Other people to whom such territories are handed would ask: ‘What would you build?’ I will ask the opposite. I will ask: ‘What did you destroy?’”19


The results of these orders Canaris soon saw firsthand. On 28 September he wandered the ruins of Warsaw, where rats ate corpses and smoke turned the sun red. An old Jew stood over his dead wife, shouting, “There is no God! Hitler and the bombs are the only gods! There is no grace and pity in the world!” From the roof of a sports stadium, one of Canaris’s friends recalled, Hitler watched his artillery pound the city, “and his eyes nearly popped out of his head and he became quite a different person. He was suddenly seized by a lust for blood.” Canaris took to his quarters and vomited. A friend said that he returned to Berlin “entirely broken.”20


Hitler had by then decided to invade France. “Revolutions by their nature may accelerate but cannot slow down,” one of Canaris’s colleagues reflected. “It became increasingly clear that, just as a cyclist can only stay aright through forward motion, so Adolf Hitler could only stay in power through continuation of the war.” With the attack on France slated for late October, those who opposed it had a four-week window to spike the revolution’s wheels. The generals as a group “fought tooth and nail against the French campaign,” General Dietrich von Choltitz recalled, while the bolder among them diverted troops to stage a coup in Berlin.21


Canaris initialed the coup plan. Two panzer divisions would hold Berlin while sixty Abwehr commandos stormed the chancellery. Although the order stated blandly that Hitler would “be rendered innocuous,” the commandos meant to shoot him like a mad dog. The military would install a civilian junta, schedule elections, and open peace talks. To dramatize the change, the new rulers would lift the wartime blackout, and the lights would go on all over Germany.22


The plan presented obvious obstacles. It required knowing Hitler’s schedule and movements, which he himself often decided at the last minute. The generals, further, would have to break their oaths to Hitler and revolt against civilian authority. They would hardly take such an unprecedented action if it might cause their own defeat and enslavement. They would remove Hitler only if the Allies agreed beforehand to a just peace.


Linking domestic plans to foreign forces posed a further challenge. The plotters faced here a double dilemma: convincing the Allies they spoke the truth, and keeping the Nazis from learning the truth. They needed credibility, and they needed cover. Canaris found an answer to both puzzles in the person of the pope.


CANARIS HAD ROMANTIC AND FANCIFUL VIEWS ABOUT THE CHURCH. Raised as an evangelical, he came to admire the Roman religion, its organization, the strength of its faith; he deviated into a vague mysticism that led him to wander Gothic cathedrals in mute awe. “He was greatly influenced by Italy and the Vatican,” a colleague recalled, and “many of his conspirational activities could be traced back to this influence.” By some accounts, Canaris’s cross-and-dagger complex dated to the First World War, when he mounted a secret mission to Italy in the company of a priest. In one variant of the story, he escaped an Italian jail by killing the prison chaplain and donning his cassock. Yet these perhaps confused associations did not decide Canaris’s view of the pope. His choice lay in realistic calculation.23


Canaris knew and trusted Pacelli. During the 1920s, when the future pope was the “best-informed diplomat in Berlin,” they had shared horse rides on a mutual friend’s estate. Canaris admired Pacelli’s realism and discretion—and his dislike for Hitler. If the pope joined the conspiracy, Canaris thought, the plotters would at least have a hearing in the West. Conversely, if Pius could broker peace terms in advance, this might spur the army to change the regime.24


In late September, Canaris set out to recruit Pius into the plot. But he needed some way to raise such a sensitive issue with the pope. Canaris himself could not travel to the Vatican without rousing suspicion, even if Pius agreed to see him. The plotters needed a go-between, a “cutout.” Because the Abwehr was an adjunct of the Protestant-dominated Prussian military, Canaris’s deputies hardly knew where to look for intermediaries with the Holy Father. As it happened, however, one of the Abwehr’s Catholic contacts in Munich yielded the name, and then the file, of a man who seemed born for the mission.25









CHAPTER 3


JOEY OX


JOSEF MÜLLER WAS A SELF-MADE LAWYER OF STURDY PEASANT stock, a beer-loving Bavarian with sky-blue eyes, and an Iron Cross hero of the Great War. Because he worked his way through school driving an oxcart, friends ribbed him as Ochsensepp, Joey Ox. The nickname aptly captured Müller’s robust build, his rural roots, and the strong will that brought him such bad and good fortune.1


His life was a wild mix of exploits. Müller led troops, smuggled documents, played politics, plotted murder, wrote sermons, rescued Jews, ransomed bishops, eluded capture, suffered betrayal, endured torture, confounded his captors, married his true love, and went to his grave with grace. Pope Pius the Twelfth said flatly that Dr. Müller “worked wonders.” Colleagues in the Bavarian People’s Party seldom introduced him without saying that “Joey Ox overcame the prevailing [communist] forces in Bavaria in two days at the age of twenty-one.” Political rivals like Konrad Adenauer, the first chancellor of postwar West Germany, dismissed him as a mere “adventurer.” But a Bavarian obituary expressed the more general view: “This colorful, jovial, cunning, convivial and hard-drinking democrat was a good man.”2


Doctor Müller was a godfather figure in Catholic Munich. Through his legal work he came to sit on boards and control companies: he was by turns a brewer, printer, banker, book publisher, and importer of tobacco. On any given day his waiting room might include a Belgian abbot, a Portuguese consul, a professor of cosmology, the boss of a banned labor union, a dealer in precious stones, and a Metternich baron suffering a breakdown. His law office adjoined the former Wittelsbach palace, now the Bavarian headquarters of the SS, and some of his clients owed their lives or livelihoods to Joey Ox. They repaid him with friendship, the jovial appellation Ochsensepp, and modest gifts—a cask of Ettaler beer, a tub of personally baked pretzels. It was unstated but understood that he might someday ask a small service in return. For those who fell afoul of the Nazis, he was a fixer and a benefactor, a guardian and advocate—part Oskar Schindler, part Vito Corleone.3


By 1939, Müller had bound hundreds to him. He was “a popular comrade,” as Gestapo records said—and not just because he did favors. He had what one American spy called “a rather awesome reputation for inexhaustible conviviality.” Once he won three trainloads of German war prisoners in a drinking bet with Soviet diplomat Leonid Georgiev. But if his blue eyes sparkled partly from wheat beer, he was not an alcoholic, at least not by Bavarian wartime standards. He drank hard but watched his words. When he poured out his feelings freely, or filled his glass too often, he did so only among reliable friends, like the anti-Nazi regulars at a pub near Berlin’s Hotel Kaiserhof. In more sober or less certain circles, he spoke in a semaphore of pregnant gesture. Sometimes, for instance, Müller would grasp the portrait of Hitler that seemed to grace every room in the Reich, set it face down on a table, and say: “He’s up there crookedly. He deserves to be hanged correctly.”4


MÜLLER WAS IN BERLIN ON BUSINESS ON 30 JANUARY 1933, WHEN Germany fell into Hitler’s hands. Below his hotel balcony, on the Wilhelmstrasse, thousands of Nazis massed by torchlight, stamping their jackboots, beating drums. He recalled thinking, as he looked down at the flickering faces: It’ll be all over if they’re ever turned loose. “I sensed for the first time what it means when a collective turns individuals into a nameless mass,” he recalled. “It was not a literal fire that had been unleashed here,” but a human inferno—the heat of hate.5


Five weeks later, the fire spread to Bavaria. At a meeting of the Bavarian Sport Pilots Club, a local airfield commander told Müller that the national government would close the runways the next day. Something was going to happen. Müller’s unease deepened when a club member moved to expel the Jewish treasurer. Protesting that they must not abandon loyalty and comradeship for political reasons, Müller threatened to resign. But he did not have the room with him. Nazi Party membership had become a path to professional advancement. The motion carried and Müller quit.6


Later that day, he ran into a banker friend with SS links. Because the Nazis had never won Bavarian elections, his friend said, they would seize power there by force. The takeover would happen “tomorrow.” Müller rushed to the home of Bavaria’s prime minister, Heinrich Held, who had long relied on him for legal advice. As he helped the diabetic Held inject insulin, Müller urged him to mobilize the state guard. But the prime minister hesitated to inflame the situation.7


The next morning, as Müller sipped coffee with Held in the prime minister’s office, the door flew open. SS chief Heinrich Himmler banged a horsewhip on the desk and demanded that Held cede power. To make Held’s “voluntary” resignation more palatable, Himmler offered him the Bavarian ambassadorship to the Vatican. When Held asked for two hours to think it over, Himmler stalked out, vowing to mobilize “the people’s will.”8


Müller urged drastic action. As the head of a state under siege, Held had the authority to form a special guard detail, which could arrest Himmler and put him before a firing squad. But Held did not want to provoke a civil war.9


The situation became desperate. Brownshirts surged through the streets. Müller hustled Held into an unmarked car. They drove to the home of Müller’s fiancée, Maria, where Held conceded that “the Devil is loose in Bavaria.” After dark, Müller drove the prime minister to exile in Switzerland.10


IN THE NEXT MONTHS, MÜLLER’S BEST FRIENDS BEGAN TO VANISH. Through discreet inquiries he learned that they had landed in the Reich’s first concentration camp, at Dachau. Atrocity tales soon crossed the moors between Dachau and Munich. The SS secretly murdered Jews and humiliated “political Catholics,” Müller heard from the camp’s chief warden, an old war buddy. He produced a photo showing Held’s son with a shaved head, pulling a road roller in a convict’s stripes. Müller slapped the photo down on the desk of Bavarian justice minister Hans Frank, another old friend, who asked Hitler to close Dachau. Hitler kept it open.11


By early 1934, Müller’s intrigues had riled the secret police. His name appeared on an SS list of Catholics opposed to the regime. Dachau’s warden warned that Müller himself would soon “arrive” at the camp. A few weeks later, on 9 February, the Gestapo arrested Müller in Munich and charged him with “a treasonous conspiracy . . . punishable by death.”12


Heinrich Himmler directed the interrogation. With his small eyes darting behind rimless glasses, his manicured hands stroking a receding chin, he seemed more schoolmaster than hangman. A stickler for procedure, he ordered a transcript made of the interview. He opened by saying that there could be no compromise between the Church and the Reich, because each demanded “the whole soul of the man.” Müller agreed. His interrogator then noted that Müller had represented enemies of the regime. Müller countered that there was no law against practicing law.13


Himmler asked what advice Müller gave Held during the takeover. Müller told the truth. He admitted that he urged having Himmler shot. As the head of government then, Held could have legally ordered it. Wouldn’t Himmler have made the same recommendation in Müller’s position?14


Müller’s courage confounded Himmler. An Allied Intelligence officer later posited that Müller, “a tough and two-fisted political infighter,” was “the type of man-sprung-from-the-people whom the Nazis loved to claim as their own and who, as an opponent, rather daunted them.” Somewhat awed by his prisoner’s will, Himmler invited him to join the SS. Müller refused. “I am philosophically opposed to you. I am a practicing Catholic, and my brother is a Catholic priest. Where could I find the possibility of a compromise there?” Himmler congratulated Müller on his “manly defense” and let him go.15


Shortly after Müller’s release, an SS man called on him. Hans Rattenhuber, a thirty-seven-year-old ex-cop, commanded Hitler’s bodyguard. A tall man with plain values, he saw most of the Nazi bosses as corrupt sycophants, and admired Müller for standing up to Himmler. Ever since word went round that he had admitted urging Himmler’s execution, Rattenhuber had wanted to meet Joey Ox.


Over steins of beer, they became friends. Rattenhuber cherished their beer brotherhood because it gave him the chance, so rare in a dictatorship, to speak his mind. Müller relished Rattenhuber’s rants because they revealed Nazi plans against the Church. Thus developed one of the singular friendships of the Second World War, in which the head of Hitler’s bodyguard regularly revealed SS secrets to a Vatican spy.16


MUNICH CARDINAL MICHAEL FAULHABER DID NOT ACTUALLY ASK Josef Müller to spy. Though they were fraternity brothers, and addressed each other with the familiar “du,” Faulhaber used an intermediary—a husky monsignor with horn-rimmed glasses and a bulbous nose—who also, it seems, did not directly ask Müller to engage in espionage. Instead, Monsignor Johannes Neuhäusler, who used the code-name “Casanova,” asked Müller to help save the Leo Haus, an insolvent holding company for Catholic media. Müller thus became what Vatican officials called “a trusted collaborator.” The work became more secret and more dangerous until, by Müller’s account, it seemed “almost sacrilegious.” But in long walks through the Englischer Garten, Munich’s central park, Neuhäusler helped Müller get his mind around the Church doctrine of the Disciplina Arcani, the Way of Secrecy.17


The Way proceeded from the practice of Christ himself. Preaching in a hostile environment, he ordered his disciples to conceal his identity, his words, and his actions from the uninitiated. He formed his apostles into clandestine cells, led by James and John, whom he called the “Sons of Thunder,” and whom he took to a mountain, with his protégé Peter, to discuss secret matters. They met in safe houses, which Jesus accessed by hidden separate entrances, and whose locations they revealed to each other through coded signals, such as following a man with a jug of water through Jerusalem. Christ took these measures not to evade the Roman political authorities, but to elude the Jewish high priesthood, then held by the Annas family, of whom the Talmud records: “A plague on the House of Annas: a plague on their spying.”18
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