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Prologue


The Ironies in the Fire


Mark Twain dubbed it the “awful German language,” but it does have its uses, and one of them is to teach us that “history” has two dimensions: there is Historie (what happened) and there is Geschichte (what the things that happened mean). The latter helps get the former into focus. The former grounds the latter in reality. Facts are important, but history is never just a question of “the facts,” for “the facts” are always read through an interpretive framework.


Thus two historians study Ronald Reagan with the same basic biographical facts at hand: the first portrays him as a great president, the man who won the Cold War and gave America an era of prosperity and confidence; the second tells the story of an amiable lightweight who was preternaturally lucky and left office before his incapacities revealed themselves to the world. Both historians are working with the same materials; what distinguishes them is a matter of focus.


What follows here is very much a matter of focusing, or, better, refocusing. This is not in any sense a comprehensive history of the Catholic Church over the past 250 years. Rather, it is the refocusing of a story written about in much greater detail by a host of other authors. Think of what follows as akin to emblemata: those framed mosaic arrangements, often telling a story from history or mythology, that were much favored as decorations in the homes of the ancient Roman aristocracy. Using bright pieces of stone fashioned by distinguished historians, including Hubert Jedin, J. N. D. Kelly, Owen Chadwick, Eamon Duffy, and John O’Malley, I have rearranged the stones—the actors and action within each of this drama’s five acts—and placed them in a new frame. If the word “narrative” had not been pummeled into incoherence through overuse, “renarrativizing” might be the word of choice to describe the way the story of Catholicism-and-modernity is told here. But reframing or refocusing will do.


Four vignettes help set the stage for the drama to come.


Gaeta, Italy, August 2, 1849. Pope Pius IX, taking temporary refuge in the port city of Gaeta after fleeing anticlerical revolutionary forces in Rome, becomes the first pontiff to set foot on sovereign American territory by visiting USS Constitution, accompanied by his host and protector, King Ferdinand II of the Two Sicilies. Pius, who has serious doubts about the American idea of religious freedom embodied in the constitutional separation of Church and state, is greeted by a twenty-one-gun salute as he steps onto the main deck of the frigate known as “Old Ironsides,” and receives another royal salute when he leaves, after meeting the ship’s Catholic crew members and dispensing rosaries. The Pope returns to Rome; but time is running out on his control of the Papal States, which ends on September 20, 1870, when troops of the Kingdom of Italy break through Rome’s Porta Pia and claim the Eternal City as the capital of a united Italian nation. Having declined an offer by American seminarians to take up arms in his defense, and after ordering papal troops to surrender after firing one volley for the sake of honor, Pius IX retires inside the Leonine Wall, calling himself “The Prisoner of the Vatican,” and never steps outside until his death in 1878. When his body is transferred to the Basilica of St. Lawrence Outside the Walls in 1881, the Roman mob attacks the procession and tries to throw the casket into the river.


Vatican City, December 7, 1965. At the conclusion of its fourth and final session, the Second Vatican Council adopts its Declaration on Religious Freedom, which is then promulgated by Pope Paul VI. Dignitatis Humanae, as the Declaration is known from the first words of its Latin text, has been one of the most extensively debated documents of Vatican II. Its proponents include American bishops who want the universal Church to acknowledge that the American constitutional arrangement on Church and state is something good for the Church; Western European bishops who want to get beyond the antagonisms launched by the French Revolution and other radical secularist movements; East-Central European bishops seeking another weapon with which to fight communism; and ecumenically minded bishops eager to advance the cause of Christian unity. The opposition comes primarily from bishops skeptical about political modernity, who still believe that Catholic establishment—the old alliance of altar and throne—is the ideal arrangement. The overwhelming vote in favor of Dignitatis Humanae (2,308 to 70) demonstrates that this opposition is a marginal force in the mid-twentieth-century Church. Catholicism is now fully committed to religious freedom as the first of civil rights—and by extension, to those political systems that guarantee religious freedom in their constitutions or their laws. Neither proponents nor opponents realize the profound impact that Dignitatis Humanae will have, not only on the Catholic Church, but on the course of world politics over the next twenty-five years.


Warsaw, Poland, June 2, 1979. The recently elected pope, John Paul II, returns to his native land and is greeted by his countrymen as no other Pole in history. On a triumphal drive from the Warsaw airport to the city center, which seems less a motorcade than a religious procession, he passes the Church of the Holy Cross: destroyed during the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, the reconstructed church displays the statue of Christ bearing the Cross that was recovered from beneath the rubble of the Nazi-destroyed capital—a metaphor in stone for what will unfold in Poland over the next decade. At a Mass attended by hundreds of thousands jammed into and around Warsaw’s Victory Square, and with Polish Communist Party leader Edward Gierek looking on nervously from a nearby hotel window, John Paul preaches an epic homily. Drawing on themes from Dignitatis Humanae, he reasserts Poland’s Catholic identity, defends religious freedom for all, and calls for a national renewal in which the Holy Spirit revitalizes a land battered and demoralized by five and a half wartime years of a draconian German occupation and more than thirty years of communist brutality. The vast crowd chants, “We want God! We want God!” while the political heirs of the German philosopher who dismissed religion as the opiate of the people watch from a safe distance, wondering how this could have happened and where it will lead. Where it will lead is toward a new kind of twentieth-century revolution: a revolution of conscience in which people who rediscover the truth of their cultural identity and the truth about human dignity find new forms of nonviolent political resistance. Fourteen months later, the Solidarity movement is born at the Lenin Shipyards in the Baltic port city of Gdańsk. Nine years after that, Poland, along with the other countries of the Warsaw Pact, liberates itself from what is arguably the greatest tyranny in history.


Aparecida, Brazil, May 31, 2007. Latin American Catholicism, the demographic center of the world Church at the turn of the third millennium, has been in turmoil for decades. Since Vatican II, the Church south of the Rio Grande has been badly split by controversies: over liberation theology and its challenge to authoritarian and militarist regimes; over economic development and how it should be pursued; and over the appropriate response to an explosion of evangelical and Pentecostalist Protestantism throughout Latin America. Now, over several weeks in May 2007, the bishops of the continent face the fact that the old ethnic and cultural transmission belts, and the close linkage between Church and state that often buttressed them, can no longer pass the Catholic faith to the next generation. Catholicism-by-osmosis, they admit, is finished. The Fifth General Conference of the Bishops of Latin America and the Caribbean, hosted by the Latin American Episcopal Council (Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano, or CELAM), then ends and issues a final report that comes to be known as the Aparecida Document, from the Brazilian city where the conference was held. In that report, the bishops explain that “the Church is called to a deep and profound rethinking of its mission… out of a personal and community encounter with Jesus Christ that raises up disciples and missionaries.” A little less than six years later, one of the principal drafters of the Aparecida Document, Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio, SJ, the archbishop of Buenos Aires, is elected to the Chair of Peter, takes the regnal name Francis, and declares that he longs for a Church “permanently in mission” in which every Catholic is a “missionary disciple”—not a Church allied to political power, but a Church reenergized by the Gospel.


THIS SEQUENCE OF dramatic scenes is striking, not least because neither the protagonists nor the antagonists in the first scene—nor those standing in the wings of the stage—could have imagined the second, third, and fourth. For throughout much of the nineteenth century, both the intellectual and political leaders of secular modernity and the leaders of the Catholic Church labored under the false assumption that the relationship between the Church and the modern world was a battle to the death: a zero-sum game in which someone was going to win, decisively, and someone was going to lose, fatally.


Secular modernity’s false premise was that Catholicism, intransigent in its truth claims and often allied to authoritarian power, was inimical to the modern project in its cultural, economic, social, and political forms. As Voltaire had famously cried, Catholicism was “l’infâme”—the horror that must be “crushed.” So when Pius IX lost Rome, it seemed to those of this cast of mind, and even to milder proponents of Enlightenment thought, that the Catholic Church was finished as a consequential player in history. That turned out to be exactly wrong. For in the twenty-first century, the Catholic Church is more vital and more consequential than it was when Pius IX sought refuge on Old Ironsides.


As for the Church, its leaders’ false premise was the mirror image of that held by modern secularists and was neatly captured in the last of the eighty condemned propositions in Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors: it was inconceivable, according to the Syllabus, that “the Roman Pontiff can, and ought to, reconcile himself, and come to terms with progress, liberalism, and modern civilization.” And because Pius IX identified the Office of Peter with the Catholic Church in a virtual one-to-one correspondence, Proposition 80 in the Syllabus meant that the entire Church, not just the pope, was at war with modernity in all its forms. Why? Because, in Pius’s view, and that of his chief supporters, the triumph of secular modernity would inevitably lead to the death of religious conviction. That, too, turned out to be exactly wrong. For as the third scene above demonstrated, religious conviction was a major factor in late twentieth-century world affairs. And there is little sign in the early twenty-first century that history will confirm the old secularization hypothesis in its hard form: that modernization inevitably involves the demise of religious faith, religious practice, and religious communities. Some of that is, obviously, happening. Viewed globally, however, the secularized parts of the world are the outliers.


How did these two false premises unravel during the period between Pius IX’s flight to Gaeta and the Aparecida meeting of CELAM? How did it happen that, through its encounter with modernity, Catholicism became more coherent, less defensive, and more influential in shaping the course of world affairs? How did the encounter with modernity lead the Catholic Church to rediscover the deepest truths about its essentially evangelical character while developing a rich, complex proposal for ordering modern public life?


Sociologist Peter Rossi, a notable punster, used to quip that there were many ironies in the fire. The tale told here unfolds beneath that banner. For the history of modern Catholicism is, in fact, rather ironic. With modernity acting sometimes as midwife and at other times as amazed observer, Catholicism in its third millennium has reclaimed its birthright as a Gospel-centered, missionary enterprise. Rather than killing Catholicism, the encounter with modernity has helped the Catholic Church rediscover some basic truths about itself. Even more ironically, the Church’s rediscovery of those truths might, just might, put Catholicism in a position to help secular modernity save itself from its own increasing incoherence.


TO PUT IT another way: the received wisdom in this business of Catholicism-and-modernity has got hold of only one end of the stick—and the result is a unilinear analysis that misses a lot of the drama. According to the conventional telling of this history, modernity was always the drama’s protagonist and the Church was always the reactive (even reactionary) force. That Catholicism may have been, on occasion, a creative and independent actor in this process, rather than a merely defensive one, is seldom considered. Modernity acts; Catholicism reacts; end of story. The only tension in the drama is over the degree of reaction: How much should, or will, or can the Church concede to this, that, or the other modern claim, be that claim political, social, or cultural?


Modernity as active protagonist, Catholicism as defensive reactor: many historians, and virtually the entire Western mainstream media, frame the story that way, down to yesterday and today. Interestingly enough, both twenty-first-century Catholic traditionalists and twenty-first-century Catholic progressives share this conventional meta-narrative about Catholicism and modernity. The traditionalists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries argued, and the traditionalists of the twenty-first century continue to argue, that there should be no Catholic accommodation to modernity, or at least as little as possible. Catholicism should always fight a stern rearguard action, surrendering as little ground as possible until that happy day when the modern project crumbles—after which the Church can help the chastened survivors pick up the pieces and start civilization again. By contrast, Catholic progressives throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries urged a fulsome embrace of cultural, social, and political modernity, and continue to do so in the twenty-first century. The traditionalists tend to think of the progressives as abject, even heretical, appeasers. The progressives return the favor by treating the traditionalists as merciless, anti-intellectual reactionaries frozen in ecclesiastical amber.


But suppose the story is more complicated? Suppose Catholic traditionalists and Catholic progressives (and conventional historians and the mainstream media) are all wrong, because they all think of modernity as the sole protagonist of this drama: a force to be resisted, accommodated, or embraced, but still the driving force of the historical action? Yes, there were indeed moments (even decades) of Catholic “reaction” to modernity, moments (or decades) that the progressives vigorously resisted, often at cost. Yes, there was a moment when the Church seemed to offer social, cultural, and political modernity a warm embrace: an embrace the traditionalists loathed, and thought a terrible mistake. But amidst all that, suppose something else was going on: something that looks, from the second decade of the third millennium, like a surprising renewal of Catholic identity and mission, one that reaches back two thousand years to the Church’s founding generation of believers and thereby hears a call not to resist or embrace modernity, but to convert it?


And suppose further that—in another irony—the Catholic Church helped the modern project to a deeper self-understanding? Suppose Catholicism helped modernity discover that it did not spring full-blown from the brow of Voltaire but had a longer, far more complicated, and much more interesting history that owed a great deal to biblical religion? Suppose Catholicism helped the postmodern West in the twenty-first century understand how things came to the point where the contemporary passion for equality became self-destructive, threatening free speech and open academic inquiry? At a curious (or ironic) moment, in which a pope insists that “the Church proposes; she imposes nothing,” while proudly modern (and thoroughly secular) universities struggle to maintain free space for argument, might a differently configured idea of the relationship of Catholicism to modernity help the West find a more rational, humane path into the future?


Answering all those questions is beyond the scope of this modest experiment in revisionist historiography. But the claim here is not a modest one. The claim is that the conventional telling of the story of Catholicism-and-modernity is wrong. What follows is an attempt to start a conversation about how we might better understand that dramatic and ongoing encounter.


THE DRAMA TO be explored will unfold in five acts, the last two of which overlap chronologically, further complicating an already complicated story. So before getting into the drama proper, a modest Playbill, a plot summary to help orient what follows, is in order.


Act One: Political and cultural modernity mount a full-scale assault on Catholicism. Popes Gregory XVI and Pius IX respond by hurling anathemas. Several promising starts at reconciling Catholic faith and modern political aspirations come to unhappy ends.


Entr’Acte: Theologians working in the interstices of Catholic intellectual life try to build bridges of conversation between the Church and modernity even as, somewhat to everyone’s surprise, Catholicism flourishes in the first great modern democracy, the United States of America.


Act Two: Pope Leo XIII, elected in 1878 as an elderly placeholder, launches what will become a revolution in Catholic thought by gingerly exploring the modern project in its political, economic, social, and cultural expressions. That Leonine Revolution continues through fits and starts (and often brutal political and ecclesiastical controversies) for the first six decades of the twentieth century. Meanwhile, the Counter-Reformation that began in the sixteenth century draws unexpectedly to a close.


Entr’Acte: While Catholicism struggles with the political turbulence of two world wars, and then the Cold War, creative Catholic thinkers in Europe and America extend the Leonine Revolution into virtually every field of Catholic thought, preparing the way for a future that will arrive with unanticipated rapidity—and turbulence. 


Act Three: Another elderly pope thought to be a papal placeholder decides to focus the energies first set loose by Leo XIII through the prism of an ecumenical council. John XXIII opens that council, Vatican II, by calling the Church to convert modernity rather than deplore it. The Council advances the Leonine Revolution across the full spectrum of Catholic thought and practice, but is less successful in bringing the modern world and its immediate future into clear focus.


Entr’Acte: Amidst two decades of intra-Catholic turmoil over the proper interpretation of Vatican II, three key markers are laid down by a pope, a future pope, and a diverse company of theologians, suggesting the possibility that John XXIII’s original, evangelical intention for the Council just might be recovered, and then acted upon.


Act Four: In sharp contrast to the anathemas of Act One, a bold Catholic critique of political and cultural modernity from inside modern intellectual premises is developed by John Paul II and Benedict XVI: two popes who, as younger men, had helped guide the Leonine Revolution through the contentions and controversies of Vatican II.


Entr’Acte: As the struggle to get Vatican II right continues, late modernity morphs into postmodernity, and the cultural crisis of the West intensifies, John Paul II challenges Catholicism to rediscover its originating purpose as a missionary enterprise, not least through the experience of the Great Jubilee of 2000.


Act Five: While Act Four continues to unfold in a new and bracing encounter between Catholicism and political modernity, the Church begins to grapple with the challenges of twenty-first-century evangelism—and is confronted by scandals that threaten Catholicism’s capacity for public witness and for mission.


FINALLY, AND AS a last bit of orientation, a preliminary clarification of terms will be helpful.


By “Catholic Church,” I mean primarily the teaching authority of Catholicism as embodied in the Bishop of Rome as universal pastor of the Church—and, at one significant moment (known here as Act Three), in the bishops of the Church gathered in ecumenical council with and under the Bishop of Rome. This definition certainly does not exhaust what “Catholic Church” means, and many other influential characters will come on stage during what are styled here the drama’s entr’actes. Given the unique authority-structure of Catholicism, however, a close focus on the papacy and its teaching about modernity provides a clarifying angle of vision for considering the complex set of relationships and interactions being examined here.


By “modernity,” I mean societies characterized by the decline of aristocratic authority based on inherited power and land-based wealth; the desacralization of power by the sharp differentiation of religious and political authority and the dominance of the latter in public life; industrialization, urbanization, and mass education; social mobility; popular participation in government; the rationalization and bureaucratization of virtually every aspect of life; great improvements in nutrition and medicine with a concomitant rise in life expectancy; and a vast expansion of the leisure time available to everyone.


Playing on the name of the eighteenth-century German thinker Ludwig Feuerbach, sociologist Peter Berger added one more piece to our understanding of “modernity” that will be useful to keep in mind in what follows. The turn into modernity, Berger proposed, was a matter of societies passing through the “fiery brook”—a boundary beyond which religious conviction becomes personal decision rather than cultural or ethnic inheritance. Because of that crossing, “modernity” also means societies deeply marked by pluralism, which Berger described as “the coexistence of different worldviews and value systems in the same society.” Both modernity and Catholicism have struggled with “pluralism,” in Berger’s descriptive sense of the word. One question to be explored below is whether, in another of the ironies of Catholicism-and-modernity, certain aspects of Catholic thought might help a fractured and contentious postmodernity discover a normative, not merely descriptive, meaning of “pluralism” that reanimates civil conversation about the human future.


But enough of plot summaries and definitions. Now to the dramatic story of Catholicism-and-modernity: reconsidered, reimagined, and refocused.














Act One


Catholicism
Against Modernity














A Problematic Patrimony


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN Catholicism and modernity is such a complex business that it’s often useful analytically to subdivide it along different lines of inquiry: the Church’s relationship to the demise of the traditional political order and the rise of new forms of government (including, but not limited to, democracy); the Church’s relationship to the passing of the traditional cultural order (the displacement of metaphysics at the center of Western intellectual life and the rise of the scientific method as the dominant paradigm of knowledge); the Church’s relationship to the transformation of traditional society into new forms of community (including new forms of economic life).


But however the question is parsed, one determinative factor remains a constant. The often tense, even violent, relationship between Catholicism and modernity in the first eight decades of the nineteenth century was bound up with the fact that the pope was the absolute monarch of a Class C European power, the Papal States, whose territory covered a swath of central Italy from south of Rome to just south of Venice. That was the mega-issue.


Cultural and intellectual modernity certainly challenged the then regnant forms of Catholic intellectual life. The modern “social question” posed by the Industrial Revolution and the rise of an urban proletariat eventually compelled a new Catholic appraisal of modern economic life and its impacts on society. But it was the challenge of political modernity that was immediate and urgent for the two principal players in the first act of this drama, Pope Gregory XVI (1832–1846) and Pope Pius IX (1846–1878). As they saw it, the papacy was inextricably bound to the pope’s temporal sovereignty over the Papal States; to challenge that sovereignty threatened the very existence of the papacy; and by threatening the papacy as they understood it, political modernity threatened the Catholic Church as they understood it. This bottom-line conviction, which seems odd to a twenty-first-century mind, takes a bit of explaining.


The Holy See—the juridical embodiment of the ministry of the Bishop of Rome as universal pastor of the Catholic Church—had been recognized for centuries as having legal, and thus diplomatic, personality. Long before the modern nation-state existed, the Holy See exchanged embassies and other forms of diplomatic representation with other sovereign actors: kings, and so forth. As subsequent history proved, the Holy See could exercise its unique form of sovereignty—and thus the pope could maintain the independence from all earthly sovereignties essential for his mission and ministry—from a tiny parcel of land. That was not how Gregory XVI and Pius IX saw things, however. The complex history of the Papal States is a fascinating story in its own right, involving such piquant characters as “the Warrior Pope,” Julius II, patron (and bane) of Michelangelo. But it need not detain us here. The key point to grasp is that both Gregory XVI and Pius IX saw in political modernity—meaning representative, constitutional government and limited executive authority—a profound threat: first to papal authority within the Papal States, and later to the existence of the Papal States themselves. And to their minds, that threat was fraught with dire implications for the entire Catholic Church.


THERE WERE OTHER issues and events in play here, and they revolved around that complicated affair known as the Enlightenment. The Catholic Church of the nineteenth century (and the first half of the twentieth, for that matter) paid very little attention to the Anglosphere, and to the ways in which the English and Scottish Enlightenments created forms of political modernity quite different from those that were born from the French or Continental Enlightenment. From the point of view of Gregory XVI and Pius IX, which is what concerns us in Act One of this drama, “the Enlightenment” primarily meant the radical skepticism of Voltaire and other influential thinkers, which meant the French Revolution, which meant the “Civil Constitution of the Clergy,” which meant the complete subordination of the Church to the French regime, which meant the Terror, the suppression of the monarchist Catholic revolt in the Vendée, the martyrdoms memorialized in Francis Poulenc’s Dialogues of the Carmelites, and all the rest of that bloody business.


Nor was the Church’s experience in France unique. For throughout continental Europe, the formation of the modern nation-state was typically undertaken against the Catholic Church. Two examples were the Italian Risorgimento, a deeply anticlerical affair, and the Bismarckian Kulturkampf, an attack on the Church that went (iron-fisted) hand-in-glove with the Iron Chancellor’s assembly of the Second Reich and his early management of the new imperial Germany. As if that were not enough, there was the Catholic experience of “enlightened” monarchy in the Hapsburg lands (where Emperor Joseph understood the Church as a “department of [the] police”); there were recurrent anticlerical agitations in Spain and Portugal; and the 1834 Articles of Baden tried to separate Swiss Catholics from the authority of Rome. As post-Enlightenment Europe oscillated between revolution and restoration, until a measure of stability was established after the Franco-Prussian War of 1869–1870, the Catholic Church remained firmly in the crosshairs of European governments of various ideological stripes.


Europe in the nineteenth century also experienced the beginning of a secularization process that would eventually overwhelm most of the western portion of the continent in the twentieth century and early twenty-first. The nineteenth-century process involved a kaleidoscope of social and intellectual changes and their effects, ranging from the dismantling of the old political regimes to the emergence of an urban proletariat to the conceptual revolutions underway in science, history, and philosophy. This was also the period in which the phenomenon that Henri de Lubac dubbed “atheistic humanism” emerged to dismiss the God of the Bible as a tyrannical shackler of human freedom and a severe obstacle to humanity’s maturation. In the minds of many, if not all, senior Catholic leaders, though, the decline of religious practice in nineteenth-century Europe came down to two factors: Enlightenment thought and the Industrial Revolution. The former, coupled with the triumph of the scientific method as the model of all true knowledge, resulted in what Max Weber would describe as a disenchantment of the world and a contempt for religious belief among elites; the latter uprooted millions from the rural environments their families had known for centuries and from the pieties that had given meaning to life in peasant societies. Like Matthew Arnold, institutional Catholicism’s nineteenth-century leaders heard the retreat of the “Sea of Faith” and its “melancholy, long, withdrawing roar”; they, too, felt themselves on a “darkling plain / swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight / where ignorant armies clash by night.” And for most of the first eight decades of the nineteenth century, the men at the tiller of the Barque of Peter had little or no idea what to do about all that, except to resist it and say, time and again, “No.”


ABOVE ALL, HOWEVER, and always lurking in the background, there was the threat to the Papal States, which Gregory XVI and Pius IX thought a threat to the very existence of the Catholic Church. Their fear now seems to us overwrought: Why should these men imagine that being sovereign rulers over a chunk of the middle of Italy was essential to their functioning as universal pastors of the Catholic Church? But from their point of view, their sovereignty of the Papal States was bedrock, for it touched what they believed was their religious obligation before God as well as their political position in Italy, Europe, and indeed around the world. That conviction should always be kept in mind as essential background to the story that follows in this first act of the drama: the story of Catholicism’s rejection of so much of the modern project in the mid-nineteenth century, and the often frustrated attempts by some Catholic reformers to find a path beyond intransigent rejectionism.


That story begins, as so much of modern history does, with the French Revolution.


 


Le Déluge


CATHOLICISM IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY Europe was in a weak position to resist, or even temper, le déluge foreseen by the Sun King, Louis XIV: the historical tsunami of the French Revolution, the Napoleonic Wars, and the struggle to remake Europe after 1815.


The popes of the day were not corrupt men, as several of their Renaissance predecessors had been. Some were pious and ascetical; others were great patrons of scholarship and the arts, rebuilding Rome through their benefactions. But with the exception of the scholarly Benedict XIV (1740–1758), who corresponded with Voltaire, they were not equipped by training, experience, or inclination to comprehend, much less engage, Enlightenment thought.


Throughout Europe, the spiritual and moral authority of the Church was eroding, thanks in part to a vast array of riches and privileges—and the suspicion, fostered by the Church’s Enlightenment critics, that the entire ecclesiastical enterprise was propped up by an untoward alliance between altar and throne. Many clergy did little or no pastoral work, yet lived well off ancient benefices. Monastic life was often more a comfortable sinecure than an ascetic vocation. There were exceptions to this clerical decadence and corruption, but the hard fact remained that the Catholic Church was closely identified with the privileges of the old regimes in the ancient states where Catholicism predominated.


Moreover, Catholic intellectual life had become desultory at precisely the moment when Europe began to cross that fiery brook on the far side of which lay religious-conviction-as-personal-decision rather than cultural inheritance. The Church had also lost the sharp, mission-driven evangelical edge that characterized the best parts of Counter-Reformation Catholicism in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The fiasco of the Chinese Rites controversy, in which an imaginative approach to the evangelization of a non-European culture—the transposition of traditional Chinese religious practices into a Christian key—was squashed in 1704 by Roman bullheadedness, demonstrated just how dulled the Church leadership’s imagination had become.


These weaknesses are one reason why the French Revolution and its aftermath shook European Catholicism, which then accounted for well over one-half of the world Church, to its foundations. Within a few tumultuous and bloody years, France, Europe’s largest Catholic country, was at war with itself, and its new revolutionary leadership was at war with the Church. When the armies of France sought to extend the revolution (and French hegemony) throughout Europe, the Catholic position in Germany, the Netherlands, and the Italian Peninsula was gravely compromised.


In its first decade or so, revolutionary France sought to make the Catholic Church a ward and instrument of the state, after failing to eradicate the Church in the Revolution’s most violent early periods. As would be the case with twentieth-century totalitarianisms, the proto-totalitarians of the guillotine first sought to destroy monastic life: seizing monasteries and convents; forbidding anyone from taking the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience that defined consecrated life; and dissolving all religious orders and communities not involved in educating the young or caring for the sick—those aspects of consecrated life the new French state deemed useful. Finally, in August 1792, even the “useful” communities were dissolved by legislative fiat.


The parish clergy and the normal religious life of the people were not spared. At the same time as all consecrated life was shut down, the French Assembly ordered the sale of whatever Church administrative properties remained in ecclesiastical hands, forbade the wearing of religious habits in public, banned religious processions in Paris—and shortly afterward ordered that all priests loyal to Rome be deported. A few weeks later, in September 1792, the three hundred priests and three bishops who had been languishing in Parisian prisons were massacred. Several thousand priests risked their lives to remain in France and minister to their flocks, but more than thirty thousand fled. Those who remained had to function without any institutional support.


After the “Thermidor” period had cooled the bloodiest revolutionary ardor, the situation eased a bit and some clergy returned from exile. But the French Church was now divided between those who had submitted to the demands of the revolutionary regime and those who had resisted or fled. The “eldest daughter of the Church” was in critical condition, which had an effect throughout Europe, given the influence that this largest of local Churches in Europe had exercised. And as revolutionary France sought to extend its power (and, theoretically, its ideals) throughout the continent by force of arms, the issue of the Papal States and the pope’s temporal sovereignty came into play yet again.


GIOVANNI ANGELO BRASCHI, whom history would know as Pope Pius VI, was not the man to deal with this crisis, the greatest the Catholic Church had faced since the cataclysm of the sixteenth-century Reformations.


Born into the minor nobility in 1717, he was elected pope in 1775: a compromise candidate after a conclave that lasted four and a half months and was dominated by the question of what should be done about the suppression of the Jesuits by his predecessor, Clement XIV. Pius VI was a handsome man (and vain of it) who devoted time and resources to his building programs, including the Trevi Fountain and a colossal new sacristy for St. Peter’s. His twenty-four-year-long pontificate was marked by conflicts with Joseph II of Austria: the Emperor sought to subordinate the Church to the enlightened, autocratic state; the Pope futilely tried to persuade him to reverse the policy. Bishops in Germany and Italy declared their independence from the papacy, and Pius seemed incapable of responding with anything more than documents condemning their ideas. Something of his barnacle-encrusted cast of mind (and that of those who served him in Rome) can be gleaned from the tack taken by the Holy See when a bishop had to be appointed in the newborn United States. Inquiries were made to Benjamin Franklin, then the U.S. ambassador in Paris: What did the American government have to say about this? Nothing, Franklin replied, to the papal representative’s astonishment.


Pius VI’s initial attitude toward the upheavals that began in France with the storming of the Bastille was cautious. But when the clergy were compelled in 1791 to take an oath of allegiance to the new revolutionary regime, he suspended the priests and bishops who complied with the directive from their functions, then doubled down by condemning, retrospectively, the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen; as a result, the French Church was split in two. Pius VI’s struggle with the Revolution came to a brutal end when Napoleon, in the name of the French Directory, invaded the Papal States in 1796, forcing the Pope to sign an abject surrender of most of his territories. After a French general was killed during a Roman riot, the Directory ordered the seizure of the remainder of the Papal States, and in February 1798 the French general Louis Berthier proclaimed the Roman Republic. Pius, gravely ill, was eventually kidnapped by French troops. After a painful journey from Florence to Turin and across the Alps into France, he was imprisoned in a fortress in Valence, where he died on August 29, 1799—and was left unburied for months before his embalmed remains were interred in a grave marked “Citizen Braschi.”


The heroic way he faced his kidnapping and exile somewhat mitigated the extravagances, vanities, and failures of the first two decades of his pontificate. And Pius VI left behind a surprise for those who imagined that, with his death and burial in exile, the papacy had been consigned to the dustbin of history. For in 1797 and 1798, knowing that a conclave in Rome would likely be impossible while the city was under French occupation, he had made provisions for an emergency situation: the senior cardinal who survived him should convene a conclave, in a safe place of that cardinal’s choosing, to elect his successor.


 


Lost Opportunity


ON CHRISTMAS DAY, 1797, the bishop of Imola in the Cisalpine Republic (one of the new French protectorates that included parts of the Papal States) preached a remarkable sermon. Democracy and the Gospel were not incompatible, taught Cardinal Luigi Barnabà Chiaramonte, a Benedictine monk and former theology professor; God favored no particular form of government, and there was no reason why a Catholic couldn’t be a loyal citizen of a democracy. But democratic self-governance required a virtuous citizenry, and the deepest meaning of freedom and equality could be learned from Christ and the Gospel. This same Cardinal Chiaramonte used stationery inscribed with an interesting variant on the motto of revolutionary France: “Liberty, Equality, and Peace in Our Lord Jesus Christ.”


Napoleon Bonaparte pronounced himself happy with the cardinal’s Christmas sermon: “The Citizen Cardinal of Imola,” he remarked, “preaches like a Jacobin.” Cardinal Chiaramonte was no Jacobin, and Napoleon would soon enough turn on the man he had praised. But Chiaramonte was open-minded and able, and had Napoleon been less an aggressor, the drama of Catholicism-and-modernity might have taken a different course.


THE CONCLAVE TO elect a successor to Pius VI was held in Venice, with the roiling politics of revolutionary Europe foremost in the thirty-five cardinal-electors’ minds. Fourteen weeks of deadlock were exacerbated by several European powers exercising their long-claimed right of tacit or overt veto in papal elections (a practice that continued throughout the nineteenth century and was only abolished after the conclave of 1903). Finally, a compromise was arranged, and, with one dissenting vote (his own), the unanimous choice fell on Cardinal Chiaramonte. Taking the name Pius VII, he quickly appointed as his secretary of state the man who had organized the conclave, Ercole Consalvi. It was an inspired choice. Consalvi, a conservative reformer who would likely have found himself in considerable agreement with Edmund Burke about the sane management of political modernity, combined intelligence and devotion to the Holy See with diplomatic flexibility and a shrewdness in reading political situations. He was named cardinal in August 1800 (although, curiously enough, Consalvi was never ordained priest or bishop, and was only ordained a deacon in December 1801).


The new pontificate’s first order of business was to try to settle the Church’s affairs in France, and Cardinal Consalvi was dispatched to Paris to negotiate a concordat with Napoleon, a virtual dictator by this time. Once, when the aggressive French leader asked Consalvi if it were not true that “all Italians are thieves and liars,” the papal ambassador is said to have stopped the bully in his tracks with a brilliant pun on Napoleon’s surname: No, he replied, “soltanto la buona parte [just the greater part].” Napoleon was impressed, describing the mild-mannered Consalvi as “a lion in sheep’s clothes.”


The negotiation was difficult, but the resulting Concordat of 1801 had something in it for both parties. Pius VII recognized the Republic as the legitimate government of France, while the Republic, maintaining its commitment to no Church establishment, nevertheless acknowledged Catholicism as the religion of the majority of the French people. The French Church was reorganized: Napoleon essentially abandoned the “Constituent Church” that had formed in opposition to Rome, and Pius VII requested the resignations of the Old Regime bishops, so that the entire French episcopate could be re-created. Concessions were made to the government in the appointment of bishops, but the bishops could only be invested in their offices, and thus function, by authority of the pope. The laity were once again permitted to make financial gifts to the Church, and the state agreed to pay the salaries of bishops and priests as partial compensation for the nationalization of Church properties. The Concordat dramatically and paradoxically strengthened papal authority over French Catholicism, which had long chafed under the Roman bridle and had not infrequently toyed with schemes of a national Church that came to be known, wherever they appeared, as “Gallicanism.”


But within nine months, Napoleon tightened state control over the Church by unilaterally appending implementing articles to the Concordat, and the relationship between Napoleon and Pius deteriorated from there—despite the Pope’s willingness to travel to France to participate in Napoleon’s coronation as emperor (during which Napoleon famously refused to be crowned by the Pope, but took the crowns from the altar to crown himself and the Empress Josephine). The new emperor evidently expected Pius VII to act as a kind of court chaplain, blessing his military adventures. When Pius declined the role, French troops once again occupied Rome, and Napoleon annexed the remainder of the Papal States. After excommunicating “the robbers of Peter’s patrimony,” Pius was arrested and held incommunicado in Savona, in northern Italy, before being transferred as a prisoner to Fontainebleau, outside Paris. There, in poor health and under intense pressure, he signed an abject “Concordat of Fontainebleau” in which, among other things, he implicitly surrendered his sovereignty over the Papal States. Within two months, however, he rallied and renounced what he had signed. A year later, in March 1814, Napoleon, who was in serious trouble on the battlefield, released Pius, who reentered Rome. When Napoleon escaped his exile on Elba the following year, Pius fled to Genoa before returning, at last and for good, to the Vatican in June 1815—a week before what the Duke of Wellington called that “damned near-run thing,” the Battle of Waterloo, ended Napoleon’s sanguinary career.


AT THE CONGRESS of Vienna, which redrew the political map of Europe in 1814–1815, Cardinal Consalvi deftly negotiated the restoration of virtually the entire Papal States. In the aftermath of that diplomatic triumph, he and Pius VII instituted internal reforms while they sought to rebuild the Church in those parts of Europe shattered by revolutionary upheaval and the Napoleonic Wars. Pius’s suffering in captivity had drawn widespread sympathy, and his generosity in offering Roman refuge to Napoleon’s relatives after the French emperor’s fall enhanced his reputation as a man of courage and decency. Insofar as he and Consalvi were able, they tried to “fit” the papacy into the post–ancien régime world, although they were opposed by both Catholic proponents of full-blown restoration and secularists who could only imagine the Church as the enemy of progress. The papacy was held in low regard at the time of Pius VII’s election in 1800. When he died in 1823, the Office of Peter was beginning to seem like a moral authority supported by popular sentiment and respect.


Yet the pontificate of Pius VII remains something of a “What if?” Given the position Cardinal Chiaramonte had taken at Christmas 1797, his election as pope might have resulted in a new Catholic engagement with political modernity. But Napoleon’s determination to bring the Church to heel, which led to his brutal persecution of the Pope, prevented that outcome—and suggested to some influential Roman prelates the impossibility of any Catholic rapprochement with the new regimes. After the Congress of Vienna brought a measure of order to a traumatized Europe, the stage was set for a papal alignment with the forces of restoration. Those forces seemed to Pius VII’s two successors, Leo XII (1823–1829) and Pius VIII (1829–1830), to be the guarantors of political stability, as well as of the pope’s own position as a sovereign-among-sovereigns.


 


Missionary and Reactionary


THE CONCLAVE OF 1830 was another drawn-out business. After more than seven weeks of failure and a political veto cast by Spain, the electors finally settled on Cardinal Bartolomeo Alberto Cappellari, who had taken the religious name “Mauro” on entering the strictest of Benedictine orders, the Camaldolese, in 1783, when he was eighteen. The election of the man who chose the regnal name Gregory XVI was supported by the zelanti (zealots), those cardinals who wanted religious reform coupled with a rejection of liberal politics. That Cappellari was also the preferred candidate of the Austrian proponent of postrevolutionary restoration, Klemens von Metternich, suggested the tack he would take toward political modernity during his papacy.


Pope Gregory’s sixteen-year pontificate included initiatives that might not be immediately expected from someone whose politics were unashamedly reactionary. He supported the reform of religious orders and the creation of new ones. He condemned slavery and the slave trade. His artistic and archaeological interests helped revivify ancient Rome and make it accessible to both scholars and visitors, and he created new museums devoted to Etruscan and Egyptian art in the Vatican.


He was also a strong proponent of Catholic missionary activity, having served as prefect of the Vatican’s missionary agency, Propaganda Fide, for four years prior to his election. Gregory XVI created seventy new dioceses and vicariates apostolic (mission territories preparing to be fully erected dioceses) all over the world and named some two hundred bishops for the missions. Most boldly, given the attitudes (and politics) of the day, he insisted on the development of a native clergy in mission territories, where the colonial powers had long been accustomed to maintaining control of the Church through importing clergy from the “old country.” He also defied the Spanish and Portuguese governments in the matter of appointing bishops within their colonial territories, challenging both imperial power and racism.


AT THE HEIGHT of Pius VI’s travails in 1799, Fra Mauro Cappellari had published a tome whose title signaled the claims he would later press as pope: The Triumph of the Holy See and the Church Against the Attacks of the Innovators. A forthright defense of papal autocracy and the pope’s sovereignty over the Papal States, it was also a defiant rejection of the claims of political modernity. That uncompromising, even reactionary, conservatism would guide his papal policy in dealing with post-Napoleonic Europe. He fought the anticlerical legislation being proposed by secularist regimes in Spain, Portugal, and Switzerland and decried the persecution of Catholics in Russia (to some effect). But the determination to uphold established political authority that commended him to Metternich led to actions that seemed strange, even incomprehensible, to his fellow Catholics struggling under foreign rule: he condemned the Catholic Poles for their revolt against Russian rule in 1830–1831, and thirteen years later, he had Propaganda Fide send a letter to the Irish bishops instructing them to stay out of British politics.


It was in reaction to intra-ecclesiastical and then political developments in France, however, that Gregory XVI issued the two incendiary encyclicals that would be his enduring legacy—and that set the foundation for the full-throated Catholic rejection of modernity in virtually all its forms that came to fruition in the pontificate of his successor.


One should try to understand the harsh positions Gregory XVI took in these two encyclicals from his point of view. He was a stubborn if often good-humored man. But he was singularly ill-equipped by his monastic experience and intellectual formation to grasp what was afoot in the emerging modern world, or to see how political modernity could be reconciled with the Gospel and the Church—which might even be able to offer the institutions of liberty a more secure foundation in a more carefully thought-out understanding of freedom. Given his limitations of formation and experience, Gregory could only see what was then styled religious “indifferentism”—the claim that one religious conviction is in principle as good as another—as the opening wedge toward hostility toward religion, and to the eventual breakdown of religious faith and the moral cohesion it provided society. Secularization would in turn lead to social anarchy and the kind of revolutionary violence that characterized the first decade and a half of the nineteenth century, and that Gregory feared as an ever-present danger thereafter.


So when French Catholic intellectual circles began arguing for freedom of conscience, the institutional separation of Church and state, freedom of the press and assembly, and voting rights for a wider electorate, Pope Gregory’s own deeply conservative political instincts came into play, as did European power politics: Austrian troops were then garrisoned in the Papal States as protectors of papal prerogatives, and the Austrian chancellor, Metternich, urged the Pope to condemn these liberal ideas as inimical to both Christian faith and public order.


In the 1832 encyclical Mirari Vos, “On Liberalism and Religious Indifferentism,” Gregory XVI did just that, and in some of the most strident language imaginable. Indifferentism was a “poisonous spring” from which had issued “the absurd and erroneous doctrine, or rather delirium, that freedom of conscience is to be claimed and defended for all men.” Those who sought to “enslave the nations under the mask of liberty” were also condemned for the “detestable and insolent malice” of their “agitations against… the rights of rulers.” Freedom of opinion, expressed through a free press and the publishing of books without fear of state censorship, was madness: “Is there any sane man who would say poison ought to be distributed, sold publicly, stored and even drunk…?” The state had a duty before God to ban the public promotion of “racial prejudice, or paederasty, or pornography, or adultery, or murder,” which freedom of expression treated as if “these were not… sins.” As for those who suggested that Catholicism needed renewal and reform to meet the exigencies of the present age, they were besotted by the “flock of errors” that characterized modernity. For the Church had been “instructed by Jesus Christ and his apostles and taught by the Holy Spirit”: it would “be completely absurd and supremely insulting to suggest that the Church stands in need of restoration and regeneration.”


For Gregory XVI, “a free Church in a free State”—the solution sought by liberal French Catholic thinkers searching for a path between the Scylla of Old Regime failure and the Charybdis of revolutionary violence and anarchy—was a snare and a delusion. Gregory’s own struggles with regimes that were then trying to bring the Church to heel in Prussia, on the Iberian Peninsula, and in various colonies abroad might have inclined him to think more positively about the freedom of action the French liberals sought for a Church unencumbered by state patronage. But he could not make the connections. The result was to put official Catholic thinking about political modernity into a deep freeze that would take decades to thaw.


 


The Ultramontane Democratic Socialist


THE FOIL FOR Pope Gregory XVI’s condemnation of political modernity, and the direct target of his second encyclical on the subject, Singulari Nos, “On the Errors of Lammenais” (1834), was a French Catholic priest, intellectual, and publicist. Hugues-Félicité-Robert de Lamennais (1782–1854) was one of the tragic actors in the drama of Catholicism-and-modernity, a strong proponent of papal authority who ended up condemned by the papacy for his social and political views and who died outside the communion of the Church.


“Ultramontanism”—the vigorous defense of papal prerogatives within the Church—is often thought of as another nineteenth-century reactionary movement. The story of the ultramontanes is rather more complicated, as the case of Lamennais illustrates.


As a body of thought and a program, French ultramontanism (so called because of its emphasis on the powers of the pope, who lived ultra montes, “beyond the mountains” [the Alps]) was the product of several converging forces. It had some conservative roots, in that the ultramontanists believed that Enlightenment rationalism had so hollowed out the moral core of society that the horrors of revolutionary violence, including the Reign of Terror, inevitably followed. Thus the ultramontanists sought a deep religious renewal of Church and society, led by a strong papacy, as a barrier against a return to revolutionary anarchy and bloodshed. At the same time, they resented the attempts by Napoleon and the Austrian Emperor Joseph II to turn the Church into a department of the state; such a Church, they believed, could not ignite the spiritual renewal essential for France, and indeed for all of Europe. To prevent the creation of politically subservient, lapdog “national” Catholic Churches throughout Europe, it was necessary to defend the prerogatives of the pope as the supreme spiritual authority of Catholicism. To agitate for “a free Church in a free State”—which necessarily involved religious freedom—was to advance both the Church’s evangelical mission and the ideal of political liberty.


Abbé Lamennais was the central figure in this movement, and it was through him that liberal ultramontanism came to prominence in France in the 1820s. Lamennais enjoyed a cordial relationship with Pope Leo XII, successor to Pius VII, and founded several influential publications. In 1828, he published On the Progress of the Revolution and the War Against the Church, which marked his final break with royalism and his turn toward becoming an advocate for religiously guided democracy. The journal L’Avenir (The Future), which he founded in 1830, promoted a full-blown liberal democratic agenda under the motto “God and Liberty.” But its often sarcastic tone, its denunciation of state patronage for the Church, and the prominent role of laymen in its pages drew the wrath of more royalist and conservative churchmen. It also worried Metternich. The result was the 1832 encyclical Mirari Vos.


Lamennais, who was not mentioned in Mirari Vos, made clear that he, a good ultramontanist, accepted papal authority in matters of faith and morals, and as an act of deference to Gregory XVI (who had initially hoped that the controversies involving Lamennais could be handled privately), he shut down L’Avenir. But his critics were not satisfied, because he continued to hold and promote liberal political opinions. Finally, in response to attacks from his ecclesiastical and political enemies, he published a short and ill-tempered book, Words of a Believer, in which he rejected all forms of authority, Church and state, and advocated both liberal democracy and socialism. The book was a sensation throughout Europe, but the denouement of Lamennais’s life as a liberal Catholic ultramontanist followed quickly.


LAMENNAIS’S BOOK APPEARED during a period of political unrest in the Papal States, and Gregory XVI was not long in responding. The short and rhetorically overwrought encyclical Singulari Nos condemned Lamennais and his views by name, denouncing Words of a Believer as “small in size [but] enormous in wickedness.” Lamennais’s work, the Pope thundered, “corrupts the people by a wicked abuse of the word of God.… [I]t arouses, fosters, and strengthens seditions, riots, and rebellions in the empires. We condemn the book because it contains false, calumnious, and rash propositions which lead to anarchy… and which are impious, scandalous, and erroneous.” The encyclical ended with a plea that Lamennais return to the Church’s fold, but Gregory’s choice of words showed just how out of step the Pope was with the temper of the times:




Let us beseech [God] with repeated prayer to give this man a docile heart and a great spirit to hear the voice of the most loving and most sorrowful Father. May he hasten the joy of the Church [and] the joy of this Holy See.… Certainly we shall provide an auspicious and happy occasion to take hold of him and embrace him as a son returning to the bosom of his Father. We are and we shall be very optimistic from his example that others will come to their senses, others who might have been led into error by the same author.





It was not to be. Abandoned by most of his friends, who refused to join him in breaking with the Church, Lamennais was in prison for debt in 1836 and for criticizing the government in 1840. Enthusiastic about the revolutions of 1848, he was elected to the French Constituent Assembly, which rejected his plans for a new constitution. He remained in the legislature until Napoleon III’s coup in 1851, after which he occupied himself with a translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy. Rebuffing all attempts to reconcile him to the Church, he died in 1854 and was buried in a common grave without a funeral.


His legacy was striking for several ironies. Lamennais was a liberal who made ultramontanism intellectually respectable, and who managed, at least theoretically, to align a strong papacy disentangled from worldly power with the libertas ecclesiae, the freedom of the Church. He sought religious reform and spiritual renewal in France and throughout Europe; he inspired the Benedictine monk who would later become one of the founders of the modern Liturgical Movement, Prosper Guéranger, the longtime abbot of Solemnes; and yet he died, seemingly unrepentant, outside the Church. He initially, and eagerly, sought the approval of the papacy for his program of Christian democracy, but he could not accept religious authority when it came into conflict with his politics.


In some of these characteristics, Lamennais was the archetype of a certain type of modern Catholic intellectual: he was impatient with God’s patience with the Church and its sometimes stolid ways. In the final crisis—certainly exacerbated by the harshness of Gregory XVI’s condemnations (tacit in Mirari Vos and explicit in Singulari Nos)—he could not, or would not, discipline his personal brilliance and keen insight by respectfully engaging criticism, well founded or stupid. When matters spiraled out of his control, this critic of Enlightenment rationalism chose autonomy over churchmanship.


Both Lamennais and nineteenth-century Catholicism lost as a result, although his concept of a “free Church in a free state” would have a major impact on the world Church a century after his death.


 


The Apogee of Reaction and the Beginning of the Modern Papacy


THE CARDINAL-ELECTORS OF the conclave of 1846 recognized, to some degree, that Pope Gregory XVI’s intransigence had left the Church and the papacy in a bad way, not least in what had become the contentious and politically unstable Papal States. So in a two-day conclave they quickly found a candidate they thought could give the Church a fresh face and something of a new approach: the fifty-four-year-old Cardinal Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti, who took the regnal name Pius IX. Mastai had been a successful local bishop in Imola and Spoleto, popular with everyone, including political liberals. And two years of work in Latin America as a young priest had given him a breadth of view not common among his colleagues. Warm and approachable, he was a man of great personal charm. In short order he remade the public aspects of the papacy by offering Mass in local parishes, visiting hospitals and children’s homes, and opening up his general audiences to the public, which responded with enthusiasm.


Pope Pius IX was sympathetic to the stirrings of Italian patriotism that had been influenced by the Romantic movement, and that had arisen in no small part because of the decades in which the politically fragmented Italian Peninsula had been a pawn in the contests of the great powers, especially France and Austria. As a pastor and an Italian patriot, he was pained by the brutalities of Austrian troops in Italy; as a local bishop and later as pope, he resented the attempts by Austrian administrators to impose the Viennese notion of the Church as a ward of the state on the parts of Italy controlled by the Hapsburg monarchy. In 1861, when Camillo Cavour, the chief architect of Pius IX’s eventual demise as a prince, died, the Pope, true to his warm-hearted nature, mourned him: “Ah, how he loved his country, that Cavour.… That man was truly Italian. God will surely pardon him, as we pardon him.”


Yet for all his emotional sympathies with resurgent Italian patriotism, Pius IX was the absolute sovereign of the Papal States. And as before in this drama, that fact decisively shaped his approach to political modernity when it expressed itself in the quest for a unified Italian state in the mid-nineteenth century. He rejected the idea, bruited by some, that the pope should become the president of an Italian federation; this, he thought, was incompatible with his mission as the spiritual head of all Catholics. And he could not accept Giuseppe Mazzini’s idea of a unified Italian republic, for that would have meant, he believed, the end of the sovereignty he required in order to fulfill his pastoral mission. So Pius IX was stuck on the horns of a dilemma—the perennial dilemma of the pope as temporal sovereign of a considerable territory.


In the early years of his pontificate, Pius IX tried to deal with that dilemma by making modest if welcome reforms in the administration of the Papal States, granting an amnesty on his election, making plans for railroads, lighting Rome’s streets with gas, creating local advisory councils, and eventually permitting a legislative assembly. But in his conception of his responsibilities, and, it seems, in his heart, he could never get beyond an ecclesiastical paternalism that took the political form of what he intended as a benign autocracy. That set in motion the struggle with the Italian Risorgimento that defined the public dimension of his pontificate for over two decades, leading him into an increasingly hostile stance toward modernity in all its forms.


Things began to unravel for Pius IX two years after his election. In 1848, when the forces of the Risorgimento rose in arms to expel the Austrians from Italy, Pius refused to join in their war, claiming that his office required him to remain neutral; his decision bitterly disappointed those who had believed him a friend of Italian nationalism. Then his liberal-minded prime minister, Pellegrino Rossi, was assassinated on November 15, 1848. In the tempest that followed, Pius was first besieged in his home in the Quirinale Palace before fleeing to Gaeta, where he remained for seventeen months under the protection of Ferdinand II, King of the Two Sicilies. The Roman Republic proclaimed by the forces of the Risorgimento in February 1849 lasted but a few months, and after a papal appeal for support, French troops restored papal control over Rome, to which Pius returned in April 1850.


The Pope deputed responsibility for political affairs, in the Papal States and abroad, to his secretary of state, Cardinal Giacomo Antonelli. Like Ercole Consalvi, Antonelli was a deacon who was never ordained to the priesthood or the episcopate; unlike Consalvi, he was an inflexible and intolerant man whose attempts to maintain strict control in the Papal States exacerbated rather than relieved tensions. Positions thus hardened on both sides of what had come to be known as the “Roman Question”—the issue of the pope’s temporal sovereignty—over the next twenty years. The demand for self-government became widespread throughout the Italian Peninsula. That popular sentiment fit well with the ambitions of the Piedmontese House of Savoy to lead a united Italy as well as those of Camillo Cavour to bring such a unification about. The emergence of a middle class in the Papal States, which chafed under papal autocracy and resented the fact that most of the important jobs in the papal administration of central Italy were held by clergymen, raised the political temperature even higher.


Pius, for his part, could only see popular sovereignty as an unacceptable challenge to papal sovereignty, and thus a threat to the spiritual authority of the papacy. That stance hardened even more when Cavour engineered the passage of anticlerical legislation, including the suppression of religious orders, monasteries, and convents not involved in teaching or nursing, in those parts of Italy controlled by King Victor Emmanuel II and the House of Savoy from its capital in Turin. As for Antonelli, his intransigence guaranteed that no compromise granting the pope a nominal state of his own would be reached.


The beginning of the end came in 1860 when the papal army, largely composed of volunteers from France, Belgium, and Ireland, was defeated by the forces of the Risorgimento at the Battle of Castelfidardo. Following the defeat, the Marches and Umbria were annexed to the new Kingdom of Italy, and the papal domains were reduced to Rome and the surrounding Lazio region. That much smaller state survived another ten years, and in 1868, Pius IX made another futile attempt to reverse the course of history with a decree banning Catholics from participation in the political life of the new Italy, which he deemed a kingdom of “usurpers.” When the French soldiers protecting the much-reduced Papal States were withdrawn in 1870 because of the Franco-Prussian War, Italian forces conquered Rome after a token resistance from papal troops. The city was incorporated into Italy as its capital through a plebiscite held a month later. Pius refused the terms offered him in 1871 (personal inviolability, freehold of the Vatican and other properties, and an indemnity); left the Quirinale Palace to King Victor Emmanuel II (who was excommunicated for his role in depriving the pope of his temporal sovereignty); withdrew inside the Apostolic Palace; and never left the Vatican compound again.


Cardinal Antonelli, the papal secretary of state, whose policies had helped make a difficult situation worse, remained in office until his death in 1876.


THE PRESSURES ON Pope Pius IX that eventually led to the conquest of the Papal States by the forces of the Risorgimento had a boomerang effect in those parts of the Catholic world not directly affected by the struggle for Italian unification: they made Pius immensely popular and gave him that central position in the Catholic imagination that is readily associated with popes today, but of which he was in fact the first example. The jubilees of his ordination as a priest and bishop, the celebrations of his twenty-fifth and thirtieth anniversaries as pope, and the jubilee for the 1,800th anniversary of the martyrdoms of Sts. Peter and Paul drew unprecedented crowds of pilgrims to Rome. His many beatifications and canonizations were popular. And his definition of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary in 1854 was a crucial moment in the development of the Marian piety that would shape world Catholicism over the next century and make Lourdes, where Bernadette Soubirous experienced apparitions of Mary in 1858, one of the world’s great pilgrimage centers. (In one of her apparitions at Lourdes, Mary had declared herself the “Immaculate Conception,” and the site became the place of many medically inexplicable cures.) Pius IX also encouraged devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus; originally promoted as a means of recovering a spiritual sense of the human nature of Christ, the Sacred Heart became a symbol of resistance to the French Revolution when it was displayed on the banner of monarchist rebels in the Vendée, and throughout the nineteenth century this form of popular piety became increasingly identified with a politics of restoration.


In the context of the times, however, the extraordinary popularity of Pius IX, the devotion he drew from ordinary Catholics throughout the world, and the resurgence in popular piety he fostered did more than reinvigorate the spiritual life of the Church. It also accelerated, even as it supported, the evolution of a conservative ultramontanism that, unlike the liberal ultramontanism of Lamennais and his followers, set itself against virtually the entirety of modernity, especially in cultural and intellectual life.


To the conservative ultramontanes, the theological analogue to the calls for self-government and popular sovereignty that characterized political liberalism was a religious liberalism that stressed free inquiry, the ultimate authority of reason in matters of faith, and a skepticism about many traditional religious and moral truth claims. The net result was a concept of religion as a matter of taste, even fancy or sentiment, rather than a matter of truth and falsehood, good and evil—which fit neatly with the arguments being advanced by such luminaries of nineteenth-century thought as Auguste Comte (the only truth is that which can be empirically verified), Ludwig Feuerbach (religion is a projection of humanity’s noblest aspirations), and Karl Marx (religion is an opiate with which the dominating classes control the masses).


Thus, to conservative ultramontanes like England’s Henry Edward Manning, a former Anglican archdeacon who became the Catholic archbishop of Westminster, to support the pope was to support the battle against the secularist bias of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution in the name of God’s revealed truth, which was essential to the survival of civilization. And how better to support the pope in this cosmic struggle than to extol his teaching authority and invest it with both an irresistibility and a breathtaking range? How better to stand firm against the tidal waves of change sweeping across European society and culture than to lift up a figure who would be above history and its vicissitudes, and who would give such authoritative instructions in virtually every dimension of life that fallible mortals would be relieved of the burden of choice? How better to confound the skepticism of the age, the tendency of the new biblical scholarship to dismiss so many biblical events as myths, the claims of the Darwinists to have found the key to human evolution in the material world alone, and the revolutionary agitations of those who claimed to speak for the urban proletariat in the name of History, than to say that here, in this infallible man, is the divinely guaranteed repository of truth?




OEBPS/nav.xhtml








Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Prologue: The Ironies in the Fire



		ACT ONE: CATHOLICISM AGAINST MODERNITY



		A Problematic Patrimony



		Le Déluge



		Lost Opportunity



		Missionary and Reactionary



		The Ultramontane Democratic Socialist



		The Apogee of Reaction and the Beginning of the Modern Papacy







		Entr’Acte: Bridge Builders



		Explorers and Pioneers



		The Novus Ordo in the West







		ACT TWO: CATHOLICISM EXPLORES MODERNITY, GINGERLY

 

		Pivot



		Sanctity, Sacraments, and Repression



		The Leonine Revolution Revived



		The Hinge







		Entr’Acte: Theological Renaissance

 

		Unshackled



		Renewal in Several Keys



		Personalism and Political Theory







		ACT THREE: CATHOLICISM EMBRACING MODERNITY

 

		Another Presumptive Placeholder, Another Bold Decision



		What John XXIII Wanted



		Setting the Course



		The Catholic Case for Religious Freedom



		The Encounter with God



		Reading and Misreading Modernity



		Plurality and Pluralism







		Entr’Acte: The Council Reconsidered

 

		Checking the Drift



		Re-Centering on Christ



		Communio and the Rebirth of Theological Pluralism







		ACT FOUR: CATHOLICISM CRITIQUES MODERNITY FROM WITHIN

 

		Distinctively Modern Men



		Fault Lines in Late Modernity



		The Free and Virtuous Society



		Professor Ratzinger’s September Lectures



		Three Crucial Points







		Entr’Acte: A Communion of Disciples in Mission

 

		The Council Without Keys



		The Extraordinary Synod of 1985



		Reliving the Easter Effect







		ACT FIVE: CATHOLICISM CONVERTING MODERNITY

 

		Into the Deep



		Evangelical Catholicism



		Reimagining the Modern Story



		The Franciscan Stall



		From Bitter Irony to Purification



		The Culture-Converting Counterculture







		Acknowledgments



		Discover More



		Sources



		About the Author



		Also by George Weigel



		Praise for "The Irony of Modern Catholic History"











Navigation





		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents














OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/9780465094349.jpg
GEORGE
WEIGEL
i I RONY or
MODERN
CATHOLICG
HISTORY

REDISCOVERED ITSELF & CHALLENGED





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE TRONY OF
MODERN CATHOLIC
HISTORY

How the Church
Rediscovered Itself and Challenged
the Modern World to Reform

GEORGE WEIGEL

BASIC BOOKS

New York





