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  Synopsis for The Mar Saba Codex




  While attending a Catholic conference in the US to boost the faith in difficult times, Australian political journalist and ex-seminarian Jack Duggan is made aware of a controversial codex written by a 4th century Syrian bishop. Only photographs of the codex are available, the original having gone missing soon after its discovery at the Palestinian monastery of Mar Saba.




  Within a few pages we are engaged in Duggan’s struggle with his religious past, a past that furnished him with the expertise to translate the codex, but left him antagonistic to all things religious. From there we are carried into the thick of a story that reveals, step by step, what this ancient codex contains, and it contains not a few historical surprises.




  Considered heretical and dangerous by Vatican specialists, the codex from Mar Saba is declared a forgery, those involved in bringing it to public attention accused of rabid anti-religious propaganda. The gloves are off. The Church feels itself under threat and reacts strongly in its own defense.




  But all is not well in the Vatican’s labyrinthine corridors. A new conservative Italian pope (Benedict X1V) has been installed, and he believes himself called by God in a dream to visit Jerusalem on behalf of the region’s suffering children - a desire that turns into a bizarre and sometimes humorous reality. And alongside this are the antics of the “Children of the New Catholic Dawn”, a powerful neo-conservative group whose beliefs and practices threaten to tear the established church apart from within. Sectarian forces are at work within the Catholic hierarchy itself, and these forces herald a return to a form of thinking that even conservative churchmen cannot in all conscience condone.




  At once a kind of thriller, a romance and a slice of life, The Mar Saba Codex is a big story with many an unexpected twist that traverses the globe from Sydney to San Francisco, and from New York to Rome, reaching its grand climax in the old walled city of Jerusalem where equally belligerent forces strive for dominance. Exploring the historical twists and turns of that belligerence in depth, and by the novel’s end in situ, the author assists us to understand why both side are so intransigent.




  This is a story that involves us in the historical, and even the theological, debates, arguments and discussions that take place between religious and secular specialists, and between individuals trying to make sense of the world around them. In doing so, it adds a rich and revealing seam of information to the novel’s general mix. Delving into Christianity’s obscure origins, and into the church’s development as an institution, and into the religious factions that war for control of its gigantic resources, we are afforded an insiders glimpse of a church in crisis. In this sense the Mar Saba Codex is no ordinary novel - it challenges us to engage with our own religious views, or our lack of them, and determine their efficacy by engaging with minds schooled in the niceties of religious thought.




  But again, The Mar Saba Codex is more than that, for at the heart of this tearingly realistic novel lies an oblique challenge to all of us -the challenge to wake up into ourselves as living beings.
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  The greatest derangement of the mind is to




  believe in something because one wishes it to be so.




  - Louis Pasteur -




  Part One




  Give the Dog a Bone




  1




  Shades of Columbo




  “Jack?”




  Fr Timothy White was not immediately recognizable to Jack Duggan - twenty years had passed and the priest was now a portly ninety-five kilos.




  “Have I changed that much?”




  “Timothy?”




  “Good for you!”




  “I’ll be damned!”




  “I sincerely hope not.”




  They were standing in the foyer of ‘The Bennington’, a five-star hotel with five-star prices about an hour’s drive from San Francisco. Duggan had just checked in. The Santa Rosa bus had got him within a short taxi ride.




  “You look the same, Jack. How do you do it?”




  “The mirror says otherwise.”




  “Except for the hair.”




  “I lost a bet. A colleague cropped it for me.”




  “Timothy too-many-potatoes,” said Timothy, spreading the fingers of both hands across his stomach. Then, inquisitorially he said, “What are you doing here?”




  “I got landed with it. I’m a journo these days. You?”




  “Education. It’s become an issue.” Duggan was apt to incline his head when he concentrated; it was a trait Fr Timothy remembered all too well. “You’re here because of Peters?”




  “I’ve got the good bishop lined up for an interview.”




  Fr Timothy twitched a smile. “You’ll like him.”




  The hotel chosen for the 2001 international conference on the future of Catholicism reflected its Santa Rosa setting. It was mildly Spanish in architecture, sprawling, and in the process of being painted rust red and cream. A two-storey wall of neatly stacked slate pieces dominated the foyer, and there was an elevated bar area with soft furnishings where, if it had been a church, an altar would have been. As Duggan and Fr White chatted, a flock of laughing priests swept into reception to complete the correspondences.




  Priests are often likened to crows, and some three hundred crows were about to descend on Santa Rosa. Hailed as a landmark conference on Catholicism’s conservative renewal in America, three keynote speakers and a handful of New Testament scholars had been primed with the theme Returning to the Future - a neat juxtaposition hatched by Archbishop Donaghue of Nevada on behalf of those struggling with modernity. Bishop Samuel Peters of Illinois, on the other hand, had stopped struggling with modernity. An advocate of Vatican II with a troublesome pen, he had forewarned the Archbishop that he intended to speak out on behalf of educational commonsense and the dignity of children.




  “You were sorely missed, Jack.”




  “I was a misfit.”




  “You were brighter by half than any of us. You said what was on your mind.” Timothy paused to scrutinize Duggan. “I thought you’d lecture.”




  “I did, for a while.”




  “And now you’re a wordsmith.”




  “Political correspondent for Quarterly Review in Sydney. Forty-eight pages of pertinent comment on everything that matters.” Duggan’s smile was pained. “Someone fell ill and I got landed with this one.”




  “There’ll be more than enough politicking around here. There’s the promise of a bunfight if Peters does what he says he’s going to do.”




  “It’s a divided camp?”




  “It’s always a divided camp.”




  “Politicking imbued with moral certainty muddies already muddied waters. You can’t shunt religious certainty onto the political plane, it bedevils debate. Peters is aware of that.”




  “He applies secular reasoning to religious education.”




  “We should apply religious reasoning to secular issues?”




  “You know what I’m trying to say, Jack.”




  They were back exactly where they had left off all those years ago. Duggan did not hesitate to take the initiative.




  “Peters is asking for open debate,” he said. “Religious opinion elevated to the level of pronouncements from Mount Sinai help no one, Tim.”




  “He’s perhaps bitten off more than he can chew.”




  “Donaghue hasn’t?”




  “Donaghue is Donaghue.”




  “You mean he’s backed by Cardinal Menenger.”




  Fr Timothy’s face crinkled into another short-lived smile. “The conservative push is on, Jack; Peters’ doesn’t stand a chance in this climate.”




  Duggan glanced at a group of laughing priests as they passed; they were jostling one another like schoolboys. His gaze swiveled back to Timothy. “May I ask whose side you’re on?”




  “I’m for sensible debate, Jack.”




  “Archbishop Pullman isn’t. He’s trying his damnedest to change the curriculum in Sydney’s Catholic schools back to the old model. It’s a bloody disgrace, Tim.”




  “The tendency has been to throw the baby out with the bath water. A correction was necessary.” Fr Timothy blinked his concern at Duggan. “The faith’s the faith, Jack.”




  “Yeh, I know,” he replied.




  There was an awkward moment; Fr Timothy came to the rescue. “You approve of the new Holy Father?”




  “Can any good thing come out of Umbria?”




  “The Holy Spirit has a mind of its own.”




  “He’s an innocent among wolves. They chose him because neither side had the numbers.”




  “I hear what you’re saying. . .”




  “Come on! It would be laughable if it weren’t so pathetic. Ratzinger’s sudden illness threw them all into a tizz. The hard core had Ratzinger earmarked for the top job.”




  “I wasn’t joking, Jack. The wisdom of the Spirit should not be discounted.”




  “That still leaves you with a decrepit old man and a school of scheming cardinals. Do you think the Holy Spirit’s up to it? Well, do you?”




  “You haven’t lost your sting, Jack.”




  “I gave up believing in belief a long time ago.” Duggan was faintly dismissive. “It’s about power and very little else, Tim. You know that as well as I do.”




  “Benedict has already proved himself an astute negotiator.”




  “I agree. He’s gone along with Cardinal Menenger’s every wish.”




  “Not quite. And Menenger’s not a complete ogre, Jack.”




  “Menenger wasn’t made Prefect of the Congregation because of his boyish looks, Tim. He’s as hardline as Ratzinger ever was.”




  A wooden crucifix had hung above Duggan’s childhood bed, and halfway down the hallway, above a little half-moon table, a dangling Jesus full of torment had graced the floral wallpaper. And on a lumbering sideboard with brass drop handles, and on the dressing-room table with its corner-cracked mirror, and on a little wooden platform suspended above the kitchen table blue and white Madonna figures had stared sightlessly at the ceiling.




  He had announced his desire to be a priest when he was sixteen. His mother had been ecstatic, his father concerned, the local priest patient in his examination. It was a great responsibility being a priest, the priest had said. Much prayer would be required, and he would have to do well at school. And so he did well at school, and at university, not because he intended to be a priest, but because he could not help himself. Prayer proved to be the greater challenge. Prayer was about submitting one’s will to the will of God, and that, Duggan learned, was no easy thing to determine.




  “Belief is the cement that holds the whole thing together, Jack. What would you have us do?”




  “That’s no longer my concern.”




  “I remember you as an inspiration.”




  “I was a pain in everyone’s arse!”




  “You were a pain to Fr Michael and we loved it!” Timothy’s delight was genuine. “You gave him a right run for his money.”




  “He hated me.”




  “Damn it, Jack, you had a doctorate and he didn’t! What did you expect?”




  “I expected honesty.”




  “He died three months after you left - may the Lord have mercy on his soul.”




  “He was a frightful man.”




  “There’s no doubting he was tough.” Fr Timothy paused; then with intent he said, “His replacement was a different kind of man altogether. If you had still been around, things might have turned out differently”




  “I fell on my own sword, not theirs.”




  “You would have got on with Fr Martin.”




  “I doubt it. I was in self-destruct mode. I’d had all I could take of intellectual flannelling.”




  “Are you as bitter as you sound?”




  “Bitter, but not twisted.” Duggan’s gaze was steady. “Best thing Fr Michael ever did was have me thrown out.”




  “I told him I didn’t believe in a literal hell, Jack. He said I would by the time I had completed my studies. He wasn’t wrong. From that moment he made my life hell.”




  “And here you are a priest and proud of it.”




  “I’m not a very good priest, Jack.”




  “If you thought you were you’d be in trouble.”




  “I sometimes wish they’d kicked me out.”




  “You don’t mean that.”




  “I get disheartened at times.”




  “To have almost been a priest is not something I’d recommend.”




  A guffaw of laughter from reception caused Fr Timothy to look round. He looked back at Duggan and said, “You have no regrets?”




  “Everyone has regrets.” Duggan offered a qualification. “I don’t mean by that that I regret what happened. My wanting to be a priest was an adolescent fantasy that got out of control.”




  Fr Timothy doubled back. “It’s not all about power, Jack. You can’t possibly believe that.”




  “Authority is power.” Duggan snorted a laugh. “You either toe the line, or you don’t.”




  “My reading of things isn’t quite that bleak.”




  “I’d be surprised if it were.”




  “You’re speaking as if the Church is just an organization. It’s more than that.”




  Duggan conveyed disinterest.




  “We can’t just dump everything and start all over again.”




  “It could be argued that that’s how Christianity got started.”




  “Yes, but – ”




  “But it’s not an argument I would make.”




  Fr Timothy waited, but Duggan fell silent. It was as if a switch had been thrown.




  “I’d like to chat further, Jack. Would that be possible? ”




  “You won’t like what I have to say. I’m even more of a ratbag now that I was then.”




  The priest extended a hand. “I’ll take that risk,” he said.




  * * *




  Archbishop Donaghue’s body twisted at the waist as he looked round at Bishop Peters’ angular face on television - he would have known that voice anywhere, and that voice was dinning across the room at him. The conference was about to start and here was Sam sounding off on television. And such nonsense, too. The man could not see good Catholic wood for tree-trunks of Protestant apologetics.




  “Why is he doing this?”




  A rhetorical question to which canon lawyer Bob Carter, Donaghue’s right-hand man, nevertheless replied.




  “He thinks we’re interfering busybodies.”




  “The Church does not interfere; it instructs!” A blunt appraisal of the truth. And then, “Is this really what we can expect?”




  “It’s faith versus human experience,” Bishop Peter was saying. “What we’re doing is overlooking a child’s developmental stages and attempting to cram a particular religious view into their heads by the end of primary school. What is a year-one child supposed to think when told that the first parents of the human race - Adam and Eve no less - chose to sin? How are they going to take in literary forms later? How are they going to handle biblical myth when it crops up? These are just some of the questions that are not being thought through.”




  When the broadcast was over, Carter offered his thoughts on the Bishop’s injudicious notions. Yes, the man was a menace, there was no doubt about that. He had not properly grasped the Church’s intention in making such demands. It was not a matter of setting the clock back; it was a matter of rebuilding the almost shattered Wall of Faith so that people could rest easily again. Anyone with half a brain could see that. The new guidelines were not doctrinaire, they were a moral bulwark against relativism.




  Switching off the television set, Archbishop Donaghue stood, hands in pockets, in the middle of the room and stared out at the golf course that flanked the hotel. Fresh wheel tracks were plainly visible on the wet grass, but he saw neither the tracks nor the course’s emptiness.




  “Should I talk to him, Bob?”




  “Not advisable.”




  Donaghue collapsed back into a leather armchair. “He thinks I’m a crank. He thinks I don’t understand the issues, but I do. What people believed in pre-Enlightenment times may seem naive by today’s standards, but are we any better off? Are we less irrational than they were? I don’t think so. I don’t think this age’s faith in materialism and freedom is getting it anywhere. Being rights-driven may sound good, but where’s it carrying us? Straight down into the gutter, that’s where. Did you pick up on that bit about religious education. . . what was it?




  “Inculcating young people into the framework of the Church’s defunct religious assumptions,’” said Carter, the bishop’s words readily available because of their inbuilt cadence. “He’s good at one-liners.”




  “How dare he!”




  “Rhetoric,” said Carter, who had compiled a thick dossier on Bishop Peters. “It’s always easier to criticize than it is to do something constructive.” He added quickly: “The other side are of course having the same problem. They’ve been forced to develop an accelerated Christian education program to combat what’s going on out there.”




  The Archbishop could remember the swish of black habits in school corridors and the gentle clunk of wooden rosary beads as priests and nuns went about their business. Everyone had known their place then, their limits - particularly the laity. The laity was now flexing its muscles, and Bishop Peters was an advocate for that as well. With this in mind Donaghue said: “Laity involvement is a two-edged sword, Bob; they’re beginning to think they can run the whole show just about.” Borrowing a folksy idea from science, he added, “It’s a virus, and it’s spreading.”




  “Intellectual freedom has its own inbuilt brand of myopia,” said Carter, delivering a favorite one-liner of his own. “That’s what hasn’t dawned on them yet.”




  “And we can’t afford to wait for their enlightenment,” said Donaghue, his face a study in seriousness. “The whirlwind is upon us.”




  * * *




  Room 326 was spacious and in darkness when Duggan entered. Drawing the drapes, he found glass doors and a small balcony overlooking a golf course. A practitioner of the art was moving down the fairway in an electric cart. He watched the man’s progress for a moment or two, then, opening his duty-free, he poured himself a single malt and returned to the window to stare up at a cloud-riven Californian sky. He and Timothy had agreed to meet later that evening, after the theologian Peter Atkins’s opening address, and as he contemplated that arrangement he wondered if he had done the right thing. If Timothy hoped to return him to the faith he would be bitterly disappointed. Closing his eyes, Duggan savored the whisky’s soft rawness and the fact that if Fr Michael had died sooner rather than later, things might have been different. Would he have had the cheek to go through with ordination if given the chance? A wry smile formed. He could have carried the fight right into the heart of the enemy camp. The enemy? His smile faded. The enemy had once been the love of his life and the life of his love.




  After a shower and a change of shirt he went downstairs again. The barman, a foxy-looking character, was talking animatedly to a man in a slightly disheveled raincoat - shades of Columbo - hunched over a glass of red wine. Glancing in Duggan’s direction, this individual nodded, then looked away. Minutes later two clerics stopped to chat with this man. During the banter it was revealed that he was a journalist from San Francisco. When the crows departed, Duggan introduced himself.




  “David Mayle,” said David Mayle. Then, “Sydney? You’re a long way from home.”




  “I’m filling in. I should be in Darwin sipping a cold one.” He added quickly, “I’m a political correspondent.” Mayle was about to reply, but Duggan interjected a second time. “Yeh, I know, plenty of politics around here.”




  An accommodating nod from Mayle, followed by an observation, “Your kind generally end up in New York or Washington.”




  “I got talked into this. Who are you with?”




  “San Francisco Tribune,” said Mayle “Fifteen years’ hard labor.” His smile suggested contentment. “I’m here to keep an eye on the bastards.”




  Duggan laughed at the American’s bluntness.




  “My father was a Baptist minister,” said Mayle “Okay, so that isn’t the same as being Catholic, but it’s a head start.”




  The barman was hovering. Duggan ordered a whisky and said that Mayle could help keep him on track




  “I get the feeling that won’t be necessary. I saw the welcome mat go out.”




  “That was Fr Timothy,” said Duggan. “He’s an Aussie. I haven’t seen him in years.”




  Mayle pursed his lips. An Australian angle might be worth considering, he said. American interest in Australian was growing.




  “You’ve been Down Under?”




  “Never had the pleasure.” Mayle changed direction. “So what made them send you?”




  “Catholic education’s become an issue in Australia,” he said, parodying Timothy. “Bishop Peters’s recent outbursts caught the attention of our editor.”




  “Rumor has it he won’t survive the weekend. CDF already have him in their sights. You’re familiar?”




  Duggan gave a nod. The Congregation for Doctrine and the Faith was known to all Catholics. “You’re sure about that?” he asked.




  “Their claws are out.”




  “His book isn’t all that threatening.”




  “He’s come a long way since he wrote that.”




  “You’ve read it?”




  “I helped edit it.” Mayle changed direction a second time. “Are you Catholic?”




  “You helped edit it?”




  “He asked me to. I got to know him years ago.” Mayle repeated his question.




  “I was brought up Catholic.”




  “Does the name Robert Carter mean anything?” It being obvious from Duggan’s response that it did not, Mayle continued. “He and the Archbishop are close, very close. He’s a big-time lawyer and canon law expert. Set up the Catholic Watch Society in California about six months ago and hasn’t been out of trouble since. It’s rumored he has a network of spies at his disposal. Snoopers. There have been reports of strangers taking notes during the sermons of certain priests in the California area. Carter has been blamed for the intrusions and hasn’t issued a denial.” A smile from Mayle. “He made two trips to Rome during February lugging a heavy briefcase.”




  “You’re keeping tabs on him?”




  “Someone has to. Carter’s Donaghue’s adjutant. Donaghue’s mission is to put Catholic America back on its knees. He’s tipped to have a cardinal’s hat before the end of the year.” Mayle’s smile became devious. “I have it on good authority that he and Carter report directly to Cardinal Menenger.”




  “Peters hasn’t been barred from speaking at the conference.”




  “That was arranged months ago, before he laid into them.” Mayle laughed. “His outburst on television this afternoon must have been the final straw.”




  “I didn’t catch that”




  “He gave it to them with both barrels.”




  “A Bishop taking up the cudgels is unusual.”




  “That’s what’s worrying them.” Mayle swirled his wine round and round in his glass. “It’s different for ordinary priests. Most of them favor an open Church, a sympathetic Church. It’s the trend these days. A high proportion of religious are of the same mind. Human rights are to the fore. The laity have found their voice and won’t any longer put up with the kind of nonsense that used to be dished out. Enter Donaghue, Carter, and a sprinkling of hardliners whose strategy is a return to the old certainties. Question the Church’s authority and you’re immediately in their sights. They’re trouble-shooters. I saw Carter shred a local bishop on TV a few nights back for not holding to traditional teaching. Donaghue’s been publicly haranguing Catholic intellectuals for over a year.”




  “Same thing is beginning to happen in Australia,” said Duggan. He took a sip of whisky. “The new papa’s probably too busy trying to be the new papa to take much notice.”




  “Seventy-two years of age and hasn’t a thought of his own to play with, so I‘m told,” said Mayle. “It’s rumored he’s not a well man.”




  “It’s rumored he had a bit of a turn when the final ballot came through. Can you imagine the shock of being told you’ve just been elected pope to someone like that?




  Mayle chuckled into his wine.




  “This Carter fella had a go at a bishop?”




  “Have a go? He demolished the poor bastard with an avalanche of doctrinal legalese. Billy Graham couldn’t have done a better job quoting Scripture.”




  “I’ve never had the privilege.”




  “You’ve never heard Billy preach?”




  “I’ve seen him on television. In snippets.”




  “Billy was fabulous!” Mayle beamed at Duggan. “I got converted when I was sixteen.”




  “And?”




  “Lasted about a year.”




  Duggan struck what he thought was a sensible note. “Believing that a man walked on water never struck me as a sound basis for a spiritual life.”




  Mayle came back in quickly, dexterously. “According to Carter’s gospel you can’t be that choosy.”




  “Choice is the essence of democracy.”




  “Choice is by definition heresy,” said Mayle, reminding Duggan of an ancient truth. “You can’t have choice if truth is a fixed entity. You either believe, or you do not believe.”




  “Then I am by definition a heretic,” said Duggan. “I choose not to believe.”




  “You won’t get away with that either. Everything’s tied up with a doctrinal bow. In their book unbelief isn’t a state of mind, it’s a condition of the soul. You can’t chop up Carter’s kind of truth and get away with it.”




  “And the doors of the Bastille shut.”




  “Something like that,” said Mayle. Then, surprising Duggan he said, “What is the basis of a spiritual life in your opinion?”




  “I don’t think I’m the right person to ask,” said Duggan. “I’m not even sure I believe in God any longer.”




  “When Christians lose Jesus they generally lose God as well. I find that interesting.”




  “It’s a package,” said Duggan, impressed by Mayle’s insight. “It’s two for the price of one.”




  * * *




  The conference got under way that evening, in the Grand Ballroom, with a blistering introductory address from Philip Atkins, theologian and sometime novelist. Atkins, it was soon evident, believed evil to be an intelligent force, a force that could invade a human life and destroy it. The fatal thread, he said, staring down at his audience of clergy and general religious, was secular society’s unquestioning acceptance of evolutionary theory, its belief that we had evolved from lesser forms over many millions of years. Using this as its yardstick, society’s interpretation of how the world worked had systematically undermined faith and eaten away at Christianity’s core beliefs. Inch by inch we had lost out to a disabling spirit, a spirit of the times expert in its ability to make as nothing everything once held sacred. We were, according to this theory, brothers to the Earth and sisters to the stars, co-beings with plants and animals. We had emerged from the material world, and at death would merge again with our planetary mother. Redefining God’s plan of salvation in terms of the evolutionary process, the historical Jesus had been turned into a metaphor, a point of reference in future time through which a self-perfected humanity would arrogantly stride.




  There was no doubting Atkin’s had his audience’s attention; they seemed to be holding their breath.




  The language of the lecture became philosophical at that point, the propositions offered sculpted in terms of this or that thinker, the arguments presented couched more and more in abstract formulae. Duggan’s head reeled as Thomas Aquinas and Augustine were bashed off modern apologists and the question of evil was tapped into with ever increasing complexity.




  Slightly dizzy from the bottle of red wine he had shared with Mayle over dinner in the hotel’s restaurant, and from the heat generated by so many bodies in an already overheated banqueting hall, he fought off the desire to close his eyes and drift towards sleep. Mayle, legs askew, hands dangling, his body hunched forward slightly as if in search of a bar to lean on, was, conversely, all attention. Rallying, Duggan heard the lecturer say that Teilhardian concepts were no more than delicious mental play things used to reduce Christ to the status of a hero as pitifully mortal as Prometheus in the Greek myths. That’s what we were left with, and it was high time we put things to right.




  “Have you read Blackwell on possession?” Mayle asked quietly.




  Duggan shook his head; he had little interest in such matters. He stared dully at the platform. What was the point of reading nonsense when you knew it was nonsense. If he had gained anything from philosophy, it was that questions were more important than answers. From theology he had gained nothing at all. Glancing at Mayle, he wondered why the lanky Californian bothered with such stuff.




  What we were left with was a vacuum, the speaker was saying, a spiritual vacuum clearly detectable by the 1960s as the changes introduced by Vatican II took effect. Doing away with much of the Church’s ancient symbolism, Catholics had been left all but shorn of mystery, their reliance on practices and associations that went back hundreds of years reduced to the twanging of electric guitars. Flushed with excitement as the Church modernized itself, congregations had been robbed of the external rites, words, actions and objects that had been so much a part of Catholic life.




  Duggan had heard it all before; it was, as far as he was concerned, the chant of those to whom the quirky externals of the Catholic faith had become the faith itself, those to whom the movement of a hand or the swish of a vestment had taken on an almost magical significance. He himself was still infected with such nonsense, and that in spite of having not been inside a church for many years. Without looking at Mayle he said:




  “I should never have taken on this assignment.”




  “Evil as an experience is a reality. All one has to do is read Camus, Dostoeyevsky or Hardy to realize this. Evil plays a distinct role in the lives of their characters.”




  Duggan closed his eyes and began to drift.




  “We have to reject modernism’s belief that it has solved the problem of evil.”




  A round of applause brought Duggan back to his senses.




  “We have to remain sensitive to the philosophical questions that surround this subject, but we must not allow philosophy to blind us to the routine forcibleness of evil in human experience.”




  “If there be a God, from whence proceed so many evils?” said Duggan under his breath.




  “What?” said Mayle.




  Duggan got to his feet. “You know where to find me,” he said, ignoring the stares of those in the rows behind.




  His departure from the seminary had been equally abrupt. Betrayed by those he had trusted, by those from whom he had expected so much, he had stepped back into the world vowing never to have anything to do with the Church again. He was, he had been told, a mischief-maker. Head bowed, Fr Michael had sorrowfully delivered the Board’s verdict, his podgy hands clamped palm down either side of the lengthy report he had helped compile. They had given him every chance. Every chance. But he had refused to listen.




  Duggan headed down the wide, marquetry-floored corridor of the main lobby to the bar. The foxy-looking barman nodded, but did not smile - he was not the smiling type. Armed with a double scotch, Duggan chose a quiet corner, settled himself and took a few sips of the raw spirit. After a few minutes his eyes wandered in the direction of a dark-haired woman on his far right. She was reading a book, had taken off her shoes and stretched herself out on one of the heavily cushioned bamboo sofas.




  That was when David Mayle turned up.




  “I concluded you were having a better time than I was,” Mayle said, easing himself into a low chair. “They’re really getting down to it now. I think the devil’s going to appear in person any second.”




  “It was too much for me,” said Duggan. “Even the little I heard was too much.”




  “You don’t believe in the devil?”




  Duggan smiled and pushed himself up. “Shug pinot?”




  A nod from Mayle.




  When he returned, Mayle was smoking a cigarette. “I allow myself three per day,” he said. “What are Jack Duggan’s vices?”




  “I have only one,” said Duggan, reaching for his whisky.




  They sat in silence for a moment, then Mayle said, “What was it you said before you upped and left?”




  “‘If there be a God, from whence proceed so many evils?’ I don’t remember who said it.”




  “You’re full of surprises.”




  “You aren’t?” said Duggan, remembering how the American had so deftly outmaneuvered him when speaking about Carter’s hardline Catholicism.




  “And if there isn’t a God?” asked Mayle.




  “Then it’s how things are and that’s the end of it.”




  “What caused you to break with them?”




  “It was a gradual awakening; I began to notice things.”




  Mayle toyed with his glass. “My folks had been together for years before my father decided to train for the ministry.” He glanced away, then back. “Wasn’t her kind of thing at all.”




  “He saw the light.”




  “Saw something.”




  “You aren’t tempted to hedge your bets?”




  “That’s nice,” said Mayle. “I like the idea of being tempted to believe.” Then with a smile he said: “Bottom’s all but fallen out of my bucket I’m afraid.”




  The girl who had been reading got up and left. They watched her go.




  “And here we are, the pair of us,” added Mayle.




  In the ballroom, the speaker was savoring a theological delicacy as if it were a hand-made sweet.




  “I should be in Darwin,” Duggan said for a second time.




  2




  Mother’s Milk




  Being early April, it rained heavily during the night. The noise woke Duggan and kept him awake. Switching on the bedside lamp, he lay thinking about his conversation with Mayle. It was just after three when he fell sleep again. He dreamt that the little electric cart he had seen on the golf course blew up, pieces of it shattering the thick glass of his balcony’s sliding door.




  There was no sign of Mayle in the crowded breakfast room. Duggan chose a side table and managed to order straight off - his coffee came immediately. When Mayle appeared, he looked as rough as Duggan felt.




  “Get a decent newspaper,” said Mayle, laying a blue folder on the table.




  Duggan put the hotel’s tourist newspaper aside.




  “Carter’s on this afternoon.”




  A nod from Duggan.




  “Sleep well?”




  “Like a dog. You?”




  “Woke around two with the old heart doing the express train bit.”




  “Scotch is kinder.”




  “Yeh, I can see that.” He picked up the menu. “What did you think of our rain?”




  “Impressive.” Mayle’s hand shot up; a waitress acknowledged his signal but kept going. He looked back at Duggan. “Have you been following the Brindle case? Fr Brindle. The Australian priest who’s taken on the CDF.” Mayle opened his folder and pulled out a handful of newspaper cuttings. “This guy,” he said, pointing at a bespectacled, middle-aged man with a face as rakish as his own. “He’s been fighting off the Congregation for about three years.”




  Lifting the cutting, Duggan read about Fr Brindle, the priest who had incurred the wrath of Rome for speaking out against his Church’s centralization of power.




  “Makes for good reading,” said Mayle.




  “You think Carter’s in with the CDF?”




  “He keeps files on people.”




  “You know that for sure?”




  “He’s got a file on me and I’m not even Catholic.”




  Duggan stared at Mayle. “How could you possibly know that?”




  “He told me.” Mayle sighed. “I wrote a damning article on him a few months back. He tackled me on it. Put in a stiff complaint to my editor. When that didn’t work, he phoned me at home.”




  “To say what?”




  “To say that he had compiled a file on me because my bias was showing. In future, he said, I should be more careful when writing about the Catholic Church. I told him to mind his own business. He said it was his business, that there was a vendetta among print-media journalists to persecute the Church. I argued that it was our job to report on the Church’s activities whether flattering or unflattering. He said we were consciously targeting the Church because we were, on the whole, a God-forsaken bunch of atheistic bullies who didn’t give a damn about anything.”




  “Pugnacious.”




  “He called it the new anti-Semitism, said that he was setting up a Catholic anti-Defamation League.” Mayle laughed to himself. “To be frank, I didn’t know what to say to that.”




  “He’s threatening legal action?”




  “That’s his pitch.”




  There was a picture of the Vatican’s chief inquisitor - Frederick Cardinal Menenger - beneath that of Fr Brindle; it was the face of man confident in his own brand of truth. Duggan stared at that face for some seconds, then shifted his attention to Fr Brindle. The eyes looked pained, the mouth drawn. Then, realizing that all of the articles in the folder were from current Australian newspapers, he asked Mayle how he had come by such a collection.




  “Cuttings service,” said Mayle.




  “And you just happened to have them with you?”




  “I’ve got a campervan in the carpark stuffed with this kind of thing.” Mayle laughed to himself. “Twenty volumes of cuttings covering eight subjects complete with cross-referenced index. I’ve got an obsessively tidy mind.”




  The waitress appeared with Duggan’s scrambled eggs; it was an enormous helping with hash brown and what looked like a fruit salad on the side. Mayle ordered and Duggan asked about Bishop Peters. What kind of man was he. What had brought about the change in him.




  “He describes himself as a left-brained mystic.” Mayle paused, chose his words carefully. “He’s deeply spiritual.”




  Duggan’s brief had been slight - a book and two articles written by Peters. He looked up from his plate. “He’s been fairly careful up until now.”




  “He broke the reticence barrier yesterday afternoon. Gave them a right old hiding.”




  “I’ll need a transcript of that.”




  “I’ll get you one.”




  “What’s your angle?”




  “The whole bag of tricks - as viewed from the bar.”




  “You’ll send me a copy?”




  “Of course. Likewise, please.”




  Mayle’s coffee arrived.




  “I’ll never finish this,” said Duggan.




  “You’re in America.”




  For want of something to say, Duggan said, “Married?”




  “I was. My darling wife of twelve years ran off with the features editor of a rival newspaper about six months ago. You?”




  “Never got round to it.”




  “I ought to have seen it coming. I tell a lie. I did see it coming but kidded myself on that it wasn’t happening.” Mayle took a sip of coffee. “I knew the guy. Got a lovely place top end of Chestnut in Frisco.” A smile. “Nice area.”




  “I’ve got a hankering to see Haight Ashbury.”




  “Not much to see - apart from a few decrepit hippies and a second-hand clothes shop the size of an aircraft hangar.”




  Mayle’s breakfast arrived; the waitress was stressed and hurried off. He poured maple syrup onto his pancakes: the pale yoke of a solitary fried egg bled out into the syrup to form a cloudy paste. The crispy bacon was the crispiest Duggan had ever seen. He asked for more information on Carter.




  “Not much more to tell,” said Mayle. “As I said, a big-time lawyer with a nose for trouble. He’s been speaking to conservative Catholic enclaves all over the country for the last couple of years. A kind of roving ambassador without portfolio.”




  “But you think he’s Vatican-backed.”




  “A personal mission that the hierarchy approves of.” A piece of crispy bacon splintered and Mayle resorted to his fingers. “Question is, will the Donaghues and the Carters of this world succeed in slamming the stable door shut?” He corrected himself. “The door of the Bastille.”




  “They’re running scared.”




  “Peeved, not scared. Those who know themselves to be in possession of the truth are seldom scared. Why should they be? They have a direct line to the Almighty.”




  There had been no shadow of doubt in Fr Michael Flynn’s eyes as he pronounced the Board’s verdict on Duggan. Out. Rejected. Ejected. How dare he question the Church’s foundation doctrines and think he could get away with it. He had been warned on countless occasions to pull his head in, that a seminary was not the place in which to air those kinds of views. Not the right place at all. He had entered the seminary in the hope of becoming a priest, not a philosopher, to learn humility and submit himself to the will of his Maker, not argue the toss over issues amply dealt with elsewhere. So there was nothing else for it but to suspend him until he came to his senses. If he came to his senses and showed himself to be properly contrite then they might reconsider.




  “I spent two years in a seminary.”




  Mayle did not reply.




  “They threw me out for theological insubordination.”




  “They didn’t pick up on your train of thought prior to entry?”




  “I was an attractive candidate; I had a doctorate.”




  “Philosophy?”




  “Ancient Greek and history. I ended up specializing in documents of the sixth century.”




  Mayle seemed more amazed by Duggan’s subject choices than by his admission that he had been in a seminary.




  “Most of us had good degrees,” said Duggan. “I went in thinking a seminary was the place where questions of ultimate concern would be tackled. I was wrong. I found myself facing a system designed to smooth difficult questions out of existence. But you’re right to have assumed that philosophy was the culprit, the battle’s always been between religion and philosophy.”




  There was a queue standing at the open-plan entrance to the restaurant waiting for tables to be vacated. A roar of laughter went up from a large table crammed with clergymen.




  “Some of their jokes don’t bear repeating,” said Mayle. He pushed his plate aside and reached for his folder. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll square mine up at the desk.” As they rose, he said, “Carter’s here. He’s the big guy in the blue suit near the entrance. He’s with two priests. Black hair. Built like a quarter-back. He saw me come in.” A wry smile formed. “That’s your cover blown.”




  As they passed, Carter glanced at Duggan.




  Back in the foyer, Mayle checked his watch. They had half an hour before the first session started, time enough for an inspection of his mobile office. His office, it turned out, was a cream-and-brown Dodge with a coach-built rear.




  “1990 and as good as new,” said Mayle.




  Everything had been so carefully arranged the interior appeared larger than it really was. There was even a fold-down single bed at the far end. The bed was down, and unmade.




  “You’re sleeping here?”




  “It saves the chore of travelling in each day.”




  Computer gear on a narrow desk backed by a fax machine, a printer and backward-tilted shelves stacked with Mayle’s boasted-of newspaper cuttings completed the scene. The cuttings books contained fifty folded A3 sheets, which in turn afforded one hundred sides per volume. A cross-referenced index gave Mayle full control over his little kingdom of facts and figures.




  “You’ve put a lot of work into this.”




  “By the time I’m eighty I’ll need a trailer. The electrical stuff runs off batteries; there are four big ones under the floor. I can change over to mains if I want.”




  “Have you always been this well organized?”




  “It’s a pathology.” Mayle grimaced. “My marriage fell apart as a result of my fetish with order.”




  “Your bed’s unmade.”




  “I’m learning to loosen up,” said Mayle.




  * * *




  Bishop Peters arrived by taxi at 10-45, one hour and forty-five minutes after the first session of the conference got under way. As reception was momentarily unattended, he stood waiting, his mind preoccupied with a stabbing pain in his left knee. He would, he resolved yet again, have the damned thing seen to the moment he returned home.




  The banqueting hall was packed. The platform was set out with a crescent of tables draped in wine-colored cloth. A grey-suited Archbishop Donaghue sat at the crescent’s center, his grey-green eyes scanning the audience of clergy and religious as questions, answers and observations came from left and right. Robert Carter was on his right, sandwiched between a Fordham University man and one from St Francis College whose combined paper on the desert Fathers was at that moment under discussion. The paper had delicately set the tone Donaghue wanted for the conference.




  Mayle and Duggan were at the very back of the hall, near an exit, the Australian having given in to Mayle when he realized that the paper being dealt with had to do with the early Anchorite communities. As a red-jacketed receptionist attended to Bishop Peters, an unexpected observation from one of the older scholars on the platform regarding this community caused Donaghue to snap his head round in the man’s direction.




  “Professor Donald Mercier, Pembroke, NC,” he said, by way of introduction. And then: “It’s certainly true that the early Anchorites behaved, prior to the introduction of the Pachomian rule, more like fakirs than Christians, but do you really think that what followed was entirely satisfactory? Was complete deference to superiors really the answer? Did not this, too, degenerate into an unhealthy practice?”




  The scholar on Carter’s left signaled to Donaghue that he would take up the question. Launching into a justification of the Pachomian rule, he said that it had brought stability to a large colony of monks at Mount Nitria in the Egyptian desert - some five thousand to be exact. Commendable as their solitary practice had been, it had, in essence, been about an exercising of the individual will. The obedience prescribed by the Pachomian rule had required a renouncing of the individual will and a strict observance of everything laid down by authority. It was true that this had later provoked a certain rivalry - some monasteries had gloried in their strictness - but on the whole it had been a move for the better: obedience had provoked humility. But at no time had the rule deteriorated to the extent of the fantastic competitions in spiritual perfection engaged in by the early Anchorites.




  It was obvious from the questioner’s reaction that this answer did not entirely satisfy, but he did not return serve, and the proceedings moved on. The next question had to do with St Basil’s breaking up of the Pachomian community into smaller, more manageable units.




  Duggan’s expression was impassive, but his mind was racing. He did not agree with the view that all had been well in the Pachomian camp. It was true that some monks had been no better than Manichee heretics - Jerome had been taken aback by the ferocity with which many Anchorites had rejected the world at large - but it was a sweeping generalization to say that they had all been of the same ilk. The more probable reason for the Church’s clampdown was that teachings banned by the Church were still being used by these communities. Free to do as they wished, these undisciplined searchers for truth had sought salvation by way of unregulated ascetic and contemplative practices, and the efforts of St Pachomius and St Basil, and later St Benedict, had been to stamp the Church’s authority on the situation.




  It was ironic to think that a collection of subversive manuscripts found in Upper Egypt had probably been hidden by monks belonging to the monastery of St Pachomius. Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria had been forced to purge the monasteries of heretical books, and that meant alternative views on Christianity’s shape and purpose had been available. It hadn’t just been a matter of monks trying to outdo each other in the spiritual stakes, it had also been a matter of documents antagonistic to Catholic doctrine being in wide circulation. With the four Gospels hailed as canonical, texts previously considered spiritually wholesome had, from that moment, been rejected and outlawed. Books that had previously been viewed as sacred had been placed on the Church’s index of forbidden texts, many a monk being forced to live a double life.




  When the session ended, Duggan and Mayle made straight for the bar.




  “Heavy stuff,” said Mayle.




  “Mother’s milk,” said Duggan.




  When served, they retreated to a table.




  “They wouldn’t have known what hit them.” Duggan articulated his thoughts. “There’s a lot more to what happened in the monasteries than you heard in there. It wasn’t just a matter of a few regulations being added to the monastic mix to control enthusiasm; it was a full-scale blitz on an open-ended system of belief and practice backed by the threat of excommunication. What had been okay for you to believe on Monday was, by Wednesday, anathema. Any texts that contradicted what the ecclesiastics in Rome had decided was canonical were declared subversive, any person, or group of persons, continuing to use such texts were earmarked as disobedient to the faith - the ‘faith’ as it had been defined in Rome.”




  “Why didn’t you say something? You had ample opportunity at the end.”




  “It’s no longer my concern. I’m out of it. I’m here under protest.”




  “Is it possible to just walk away?”




  “Arguing with them is pointless - they’re inside a paradigm that has no exit.” Duggan got to his feet. “Enough. I’d better check and see if Peters has turned up.”




  “Brindle’s having a go.”




  “He’ll go the same way as all the others.”




  “At least he’ll go down fighting.”




  A shrug from Duggan. “I’ve got better things to do with my time.”




  “Sam doesn’t believe Jesus walked on water.”




  “Sam? You’re on first name terms?”




  Mayle took a sip of wine and continued. “He believes in God, but not in a God who interferes in history.”




  “That’s almost a contradiction in terms.”




  “Only if you think of God as a great big person out there somewhere. He doesn’t talk about God that way. He says he gave up believing in that kind of God years ago, but only recently admitted to himself that it had happened.” Mayle gave a little laugh. “He talks about that moment as a moment of discovery, a revelation almost.”




  “It’s not how most people would describe it.”




  “Maybe they’ve missed the point.”




  “The point being?”




  “That God has to die for Christianity to live.”




  Duggan blinked at Mayle.




  “Nice twist, don’t you think? He said it was the beginning of his spiritual life.” Duggan made to turn away, but Mayle wasn’t finished. “How can you ignore what’s going on with these guys.”




  “With ease.”




  “Whisky’s an alternative?”




  Looking at Mayle with astonishment, Duggan said edgily, “Red wine’s better?”




  “I don’t read ancient Greek.”




  “What the hell’s that got to do with anything?”




  “More than you could ever guess,” said Mayle.




  3




  The Windle Woman




  Bishop Peters agreed to see Duggan immediately after Bob Carter’s afternoon lecture; he would be able to spare about an hour, he said drawlingly into the telephone. When Duggan hung up, the little bishop from Illinois turned to face the man in question.




  “We have to have some idea of parameters,” said Carter. “The press will be there in force.”




  “I understand your concern,”




  “But not the need for circumspection, it seems.” Carter’s manner was that of a diplomat on a difficult mission. “Do you appreciate the position you will put Archbishop Donaghue in if you publicly reject Vatican policy? Can you imagine the repercussions of that?”




  “It’ll put this conference on the map.”




  “It will put you on the map,” said Carter unflinchingly. “That’s not quite the same thing.”




  “I can’t in all conscience stand by and see decades of work discarded. I can’t do that.”




  “I would remind you that decisions based on conscience alone can be in error.”




  “I’m well aware of the distinction between true and false propositions. Please do not lecture me!”




  “I am not lecturing you. I am reminding you of your responsibilities as a bishop.”




  “I’m fulfilling those responsibilities by speaking out.”




  “Not in the Archbishop’s opinion.”




  “I can’t believe Michael sent you to do his dirty work.”




  “I’m not here at the Archbishop’s instigation. I felt it my duty to speak to you on his behalf because —- ”




  “He doesn’t know you’re here?”




  “Because I happen to know how deeply pained he is over this matter.”




  “We all carry our share of pain, Mr Carter.”




  “Wouldn’t prayer be more appropriate than a press conference?”




  Staring at Carter, Bishop Peters terminated their discussion with a single word. “Out!” he said, and to drive the point home he thumbed the direction in which the door lay.




  * * *




  Bob Carter’s lecture was, to say the least, unconventional and to the point. Lashing out with gusto at the liberal Catholic stance on education, he at the same time supplied some surprising facts and figures in relation to the Protestant educational system in America where, he said, the modernist approach had resulted in a backlash from parents against deteriorating standards. From mid-town Manhattan to Orlando, Florida, Protestant Christians were founding alternative community-based educational groups at an extraordinary rate, and Catholic parents were now asking the same fundamental questions about the education and instruction of their children. Middle-income parents on both sides of the religious fence had come out against the breakdown in standards of public schools and opted for institutions that demanded uniforms, dress codes, discipline and old-fashioned learning. And as old-fashioned learning included old-fashioned religion, there was now a move across the width and breadth of America to re-establish educational order and instill religious values. With that said he launched into a second volley of invective against liberal Catholic education policy, pointing out that the same concerns had arisen in Canada, Australia and Great Britain, and with a lawyer’s dexterity catalogued just about every move made by educational modernists in America over the previous ten years. It was quite a performance, and when it ended, the audience showed its appreciation with a solid bout of applause and a barrage of questions.




  Duggan scanned the audience, but there was no sign of Mayle. Had he stayed away intentionally? That bothered the Australian. The American had refused to elaborate on his cryptic remark and had added insult to injury by reminding Duggan that it was only a quirk of circumstances that had changed a would-be priest into a journalist. If the seminary had been more flexible, he would have followed the vocation of priest and had to deal with his questions and his doubts at some other time. That. too, had not gone down well with Duggan - it had reminded him of a lost idealism. When the question period finished, he made his way out into the aisle and towards the exit.




  “Stirring stuff.”




  “Where were you?”




  “Over there on the right. I was buried behind that big guy.”




  “Look, I’m sorry . . .”




  “Not your fault,” said Mayle quickly. “I stuck my nose in where it didn’t belong. I apologize.”




  “I was ungracious.”




  “You had every right.”




  They emerged from the hall and headed for Reception; neither spoke until they were there.




  “I’m seeing Peters in a few minutes,” said Duggan. “He’s given me an hour.”




  “Give him my regards. And keep this evening free - there’s someone I want you to meet.” Mayle consulted his watch. “What say we meet back here at six?” Before Duggan could reply he said, “You like chicken?”




  “Yup.”




  “Good. See you then.”




  Duggan watched the swing doors settle, then headed upstairs to collect his recorder. Glad to have cleared the air with Mayle, he strode down the long corridors with a sense of relief, his thoughts concentrated on the kinds of questions he would raise with Peters. Was he aware, for instance, that Carter had already stolen the march on him, that the audience for Carter’s lecture had more than warmed to the lawyer’s careful orchestration of conservative Catholic fears on education? There had been no mention of Peters’ insistence that intellectual acuity was being undermined through myth being treated as incontrovertible fact. Just a barrage of statistics drawn from Catholic and Protestant sources supporting the notion of modernism’s dire effect on Christian values. Secular education had its place, Carter had assured everyone, but when it systematically undermined the ability of our children to live a Christian life then it was time to call a halt. Duggan smiled to himself, collected his bits and pieces from his room and pulled the door shut behind him. Timothy had been right, there was more than enough politicking going on to keep the likes of him happy. Timothy? Duggan stopped in his tracks. He had forgotten all about Timothy.




  * * *




  Bishop Peters greeted the Australian warmly and commented on how far he had travelled. He was a small, lean man with greying hair and arresting grey eyes to match. When they were seated, Peters said that he had fond memories of Mel-bourne, which he had visited twice. He had been there to publicize his book, but had taken the opportunity to meet up with friends and see something of the countryside.




  “You got to Sydney?”




  “I had a day and an evening in Sydney, the same in Bris-bane. Four days and I was back home.”




  Duggan placed his recorder on the coffee table and switched it on. “Will you be heading back our way some time?”




  “Yes, I think so. My book sold well in Australia.”




  “Contact me if you do.” He handed over his card. “I read your book during the flight over.”




  “I should have been a little more forthright.”




  “You didn’t know what was coming.”




  “I should have guessed.”




  Duggan doubled back. “When exactly were you in Australia?”




  “May ‘99. Your draft proposals on religious education had just been released. That was when they moved up a gear.”




  “Perfect timing.”




  Bishop Peters smiled, but did not reply.




  “You’ve been described by one American journalist as an intellectual mystic. Would you care to comment on that?”




  A laugh. “I get high on ideas. I’m very much a left-brained animal.”




  “What decided you to take a hard line on education?”




  “I don’t see it as hardline. I see it as fundamental to the education of children that they be given the opportunity to develop a mental landscape in tune with reality. You can’t function properly if you believe God suspends the laws of physics whenever it suits Him. The Christian God is not a resident of Mount Olympus.”




  “You’re also sometimes referred to as a ‘modernist’; recently as an ‘obdurate modernist’.”




  “I’m unwilling to waste time on arguments that are patently absurd. The moves presently being made to reintroduce theological terms belonging to a time when it was believed Earth was flat is not, to my way of thinking, a move towards authenticity, it is a throwback curriculum specifically designed to undermine decades of hard-fought for advances in Catholic education. The educational materials now appearing are a prime example of the sharp divide that exists in the Church between faith and experience. Faith is more than knowing doctrine and Church teaching; it is discovering God in experience and allowing experience to inform conscience.”




  “You devote a chapter of your book to the developmental stages of young children, and suggest that the present movement in Catholic education all but ignores those stages. Why do you think they’re taking this route?”




  “Because they want the job of religious instruction completed before the end of primary school, which is ridiculous. Young children and abstract reasoning do not go together. Teach Genesis as a literal event to a child and see the trouble you have later trying to teach him the difference between literary forms and biblical myths. Now that ought to be obvious - obvious to any educated, thinking person - but it seems to have completely evaded those presently resculpting educational policy for the third millennium.”




  “As directed by the Vatican.”




  “Yes, as directed by the Vatican.”




  “Which I believe you spoke out against strongly on television yesterday.”




  “And which I will continue to do until the subject is properly debated.”




  “In his role as canon lawyer, Robert Carter has just given a stirring lecture on the need to return to doctrinal basics. “ Duggan, consulted his notes. “He believes that moves must be made to redress the imbalance in Catholic education policy caused by, and I quote, ‘the existentialism of the 60s and 70s’. Using your approach, isn’t there a danger that the multiple theories of the modern secular world will simply swamp Catholic religious sensibility altogether?”




  “If we refuse to change, then perhaps we should have our religious pins knocked from under us.”




  “That’s a pretty daring thing to say.”




  Bishop Peters’ smile was sardonic. “Death comes before resurrection. If the Catholic faith is to survive, it will have to die to its old self. Resuscitation of the medieval corpse is not an alternative. The only reason J.F.K. got the presidency was because liberal intellectual non-Catholics were aware that his educational background was untainted by Catholic authoritarianism. In fact he had no Catholic education in his background at all. He attended an exclusive and expensive non-denominational preparatory school and then went straight to Harvard. If he’d had an old-time Catholic education he’d have been run out of town. I’ll be talking at length about Catholic education in America tomorrow afternoon.”




  Intrigued, Duggan proceeded to ask questions on a range of issues, and Peters, firing from the hip, commented robustly on non-inclusive language, the exaggerated importance given to rules, the Church’s obsessive interest in theological technicalities and a Church locked into an outmoded world view. What they were trying to do was stick Christianity back in the museum, he said, and that was not helpful. The three-tier universe and doctrines of the medievalist were no longer of practical use, and that being the case, we had to face facts and make every effort to transpose Christianity into a new key.




  “And if we fail?”




  “Then we will disappear without trace.” Peters smiled. “Not in the sense of vanishing from the scene, that’s unlikely. More in the sense of progressively ceasing to be relevant. If we don’t get our act together, that will be our fate.”




  The interview ran overtime. When it was over, Duggan passed on David Mayle’s greeting. Peters asked about Mayle’s whereabouts, and on learning that he was at the conference said that he would like to speak to him. Impressed with the man’s candor, Duggan thanked him and prepared to leave. But Peters wasn’t finished. As they moved towards the door he asked Duggan how long he had being doing what he was doing.




  “On and off for about twenty years.”




  “You have a good grasp of your subject.”




  Duggan smiled, but did not reply.




  “Are you Catholic?”




  “I was brought up Catholic.”




  “You’ve left the faith?”




  “I’m in exile.”




  “Most thinking people are.”




  “That’s not the impression I’ve got here.”




  “There’s always an old guard.”




  “They’re moving on a wide front.”




  “It will take time and a much prodding.”




  “You’re optimistic about the future?”




  “It’s a failing.”




  As the door opened, Duggan framed a final question. “It’s said that you don’t believe Jesus walked on water.”




  Bishop Peters’ smile had a weary edge. “Apples fell to earth in the first century just as they do now. What more can I say?”




  “A lot of people here seem to have overlooked that fact.”




  “I’m not one of them,” said the Bishop.




  * * *




  Duggan was a few minutes early for his appointment with David Mayle, so he walked down the corridor towards the restaurant and stood, hands in pockets, staring out through the picture window that afforded a view of a paved area complete with pergola. Workmen had been there during the day doing repairs, and that very afternoon the painters had dismantled most of their scaffolding, the cream and rust refurbishment of the hotel’s facade being now all but complete. As he retraced his steps he glimpsed Bob Carter in the restaurant. As usual, the man was deep in conversation, his companion, a priest in full clerical garb in obvious agreement with some point being made. That was when Duggan decided to interview Robert Carter. When Mayle turned up, he let him in on his decision.




  “He’s been known to terminate an interview halfway through




  “It would help balance things out.”




  “How did you get on with Sam?”




  “Fine. He wants to speak to you.”




  A nod from Mayle. “You got what you wanted?”




  “And more.”




  The American said something about eating at a nearby franchise house, but did not enlarge on who they were going to meet up with. They walked through the carpark in silence, crossed the road and headed for a shopping center at the hotel’s rear. An octagonal building bursting with patrons was their destination. As he pushed open the door Mayle said that the grilled chicken was the best he had ever tasted. Making their way between packed tables, Duggan was led to where a woman in her late thirties sat by herself. She looked up and smiled when she saw Mayle.




  “Jane Windle,” said Mayle.




  “Jack Duggan,” said Duggan.




  They shook hands and he sat down opposite. Mayle took up residence on Jane Windle’s left.




  “You were in the bar area of the hotel the other night,” said Duggan. His gaze moved to Mayle. “What’s going on?”




  “A little necessary subterfuge,” he replied.




  “David says you’re Australian. My father’s been in Australia a number of times.”




  “Your father is?”




  “Professor James Windle. He’s an historian.”




  Duggan glanced at Mayle, but he was busy signaling to a waitress who was too busy to notice.




  “He’s just returned from the Middle East. He was doing research with Fr Paul Merle. Merle . . . ”




  “Merle is Professor of Semitic languages at the Sorbonne,” said Duggan. “He’s known to everyone in the field.”




  A waitress complete with baseball cap and stubby pigtails came and took their order. When she moved away, Jane said that her father and Merle had been doing Vatican-sponsored research on the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, and had stumbled on an additional handwritten letter in Greek pasted into the backboard of the 1646 Isaac Voss Collection. The letter had proved to be of such importance that Rome had put an embargo on news of the find getting out.




  “And then the whole collection went missing.” said Mayle. “The authorities haven’t accused them of theft, but as they were the only ones in God knows how long to show any interest in that particular collection, and they photographed it extensively, questions are being asked.”




  “What does your father think happened?”




  “He’s at a complete loss; as is Fr Merle. There’s a Vatican lawyer in Jerusalem right this minute trying to sort things out with the Department of Antiquities.”




  “Point is,” said Mayle, “if that collection doesn’t turn up, then the photographs are worthless.”




  “Tell me about the photographs.”




  “There are three sets,” said Jane. “One went to Rome with a translation, one to the Sorbonne with Merle, the other to the university of Essen in Germany with my father. He’s visiting professor of ancient history there.”




  “Did Merle do the translation?”




  “They worked on it together - my father’s a Greek specialist in his own right.”




  “A translation went to Rome before they returned to their respective universities?”




  “It wasn’t a polished translation, but it was, as you can imagine, pretty thorough. Vatican specialists have taken over the task.”




  “Have you any idea what’s in the text?”




  “The barest idea,” said Jane. “Anyway, I can’t talk about it - it’s verboten.”




  “So what’s this got to do with me?”




  “There’s a fourth set of photographs,” said Mayle.




  The little pig-tailed waitress returned with their drinks and swooped off again.




  “So?” said Duggan.




  “Merle doesn’t know about the extra set. If the Voss Collection doesn’t turn up we may have to leak the letter’s contents to the media.”




  “Why the concern? The Department of Antiquities will publish the letter in their own good time.”




  “Exactly,” said Mayle. “That could be some time never.”




  “Okay,” said Duggan. Then, “Whoever publishes will have to explain how they came to be in possession of the photographs. Merle and your father will be implicated whether they like it or not.”




  “The fourth set is different from the other three.” Jane’s smile verged on the apologetic. “They were taken with a different camera.”




  Duggan digested the implications of that. “You want me to arrange for publication in Australia?”




  “No. We want you to do a separate translation.”




  “Why? You’ve already got one.”




  “That would be to break the Vatican’s embargo,” said Jane, her tone careful; it was as if she were explaining something to the tax man. “If exactly the same translation turned up its origin would be immediately obvious.”




  Duggan accepted Jane’s reasoning. They needed the idiosyncrasies of a fresh translation to draw attention away from Windle and Merle.




  “A separate translation won’t annul the fact that the original documents have disappeared.”




  “No, but we’ll have the sworn testimony of my father and Merle that the photographs in their possession say fundamentally the same thing as the published photographs.”




  “You think Merle would own up to that?”




  “He can’t lie - wouldn’t lie.”




  “He could stay silent.”




  “That would be tantamount to approval.”




  “It’ll still be good night career if the photographs are traced back to your father. And need I remind you that we’re sitting here in full view of everyone.”




  “These are locals,” said Mayle. “They don’t know who we are.”




  Duggan reached for his whisky. “There’s more to translating this kind of thing than I think either of you realize. It isn’t something you knock off in a couple of hours.” He looked away, looked back. “The Jerusalem authorities will be on to this in a flash.”




  “Of course they will,” said Mayle. “And they’ll conclude that the theft of the Voss document is linked to these photographs. That’ll take the pressure off.”




  “It would mean my taking the photographs back to Australia.”




  “We realize that.”




  “You’re willing to take that risk?”




  “You’re the safest risk we’ve come up with.”




  Duggan huffed a laugh. “Friend of bishops and scholars? You’re a man of parts, David.”




  “My father wouldn’t be doing this if he didn’t think it important.”




  “Obviously.”




  Jane completed her overture. The Voss document had obviously been stolen to undermine confidence in the photographs, she said. That could be turned to their advantage. On publication they would use that very fact to emphasize the importance of what had been found.




  “You don’t even know if I’m up to doing this.”




  “I’m sure you’d tell us if you weren’t.” Jane’s look was quizzical. “Are you up to it?”




  “I’ve kept my hand in.”




  “That’ll do me,” said Mayle.




  * * *




  Duggan slept well, woke early, breakfasted without seeing anything of David Mayle, and arrived late for the morning forum. Archbishop Donaghue was defending a paper he had written on the post-modern approach of scholars to Jesus and his intentions. But as Duggan listened, it was dark-eyed Jane Windle who occupied his mind. Donaghue’s voice droned on. Liberationist, feminist, process, and post-modern theologians had changed the character of meaning-making in relation to Jesus in his time, and in our time, and this had all but destroyed the Church’s two-thousand-year-old faith tradition in a matter of decades. Duggan smiled. The old guard were fighting back in the hope of a return to the simple faith, but the mishmash of history and mythology that underpinned that faith was no longer tenable. It would not be argument that would win the day, it would be empty pews that would bring the walls tumbling down.




  When the forum’s wrangle completed itself, he went out to the carpark in search of Mayle, but the campervan was locked and there was no sign of the man. The bar, too, afforded no success. Back in his room he lay down and again considered what had been asked of him. Perhaps he should get involved. A smile as he detected the real reason for his interest. Then a frown. Did he really need such a complication in his life? Everything had been moving along nicely until Dave Perry’s pneumonia, then without warning he had been asked to acknowledge an old self, a self whose hopes and ambitions he had thought laid to rest. Duggan the would-be priest. Duggan the scholar. And now there was Jane Windle to complicate an already complicated situation, a woman with a wicked smile who knew he was attracted to her, a woman who had known it the moment their hands touched. And somewhere in the building Fr Timothy White waiting for his call, waiting to corner him for God and the Catholic Church.




  * * *




  The anteroom chosen for Bishop Peters’s lecture was about one-third the size of the banqueting hall and not anywhere as well attended as hoped by those who sympathized with his viewpoint. But a good sprinkling of press people and photographers were present, and a television crew was in evidence. Tackling fear of change in his opening remarks, Peters said that such a fear had dogged the Church’s footsteps for centuries, and not just in the sense of fearing that it might misinterpret the will of God, but in the sense of being unable to fulfill the urgings of the Holy Spirit. Why unable? Because fear of change was actually fear of fear itself, the fear of glimpsing our own vulnerability, our helplessness, our isolation, our weakness and fragility in a limitless and often incomprehensible universe. And so we barricaded ourselves in with mental constructs, and found it difficult to change our minds for fear of falling through the cracks in our own reasoning. That, more than anything else, was what we were afraid of, the cracks in our own reasoning. Fear of fire, fear of flood or terrorist bomb was bad enough, but fear of the danger lurking inside of us was worst of all, the danger of losing even the little bit of security we had.




  From there he launched into an analysis of religious development in America, an analysis that suggested that the crisis undergone by American Catholicism in the 1890s had never been satisfactorily resolved. That crisis had been the so-called ‘Americanist heresy’, he said, his gaze ranging across that section of audience where Duggan sat, and the patterns of contention surrounding that heresy were still with us. Any major change in Church authority, or attitudes to that authority, were likely to be fought along similar lines to those of the heresy debate of that time, and it was our responsibility to familiarize ourselves with the issues involved.




  In response to his own directive, he then ranged through a mass of historical detail to do with the development of the Catholic Church in America, and tackled what he described as the central issue, the issue of education and the change over for ordinary Catholics from being second-class citizens to that of equal partners in the shaping and building of American democracy. The Church’s fear of democracy had lain at the heart of the accusation that American Catholics had abandoned their faith, and it was only when this unfair and treacherous accusation from the past was dealt with head-on that the present problem with Church directives on education could be properly understood. History was repeating itself, and it was our job to take a stand against the ultra-conservative faction that had, for the moment, usurped papal authority for its own unscrupulous ends.




  A number of people walked out at that point; it was as if a prearranged signal had been given. One of them, a woman, shouted “Mirari Vos!” as she made for the door. On looking round, Duggan saw David Mayle standing at the back of the room. Mayle saw him in the same moment and raised a hand in salute.




  “For those of you not familiar with 1832 Encyclical Mirari Vos,” said Bishop Peters, “it teaches that throughout history states have perished as a result of excessive liberty, freedom of speech and constant reform. The Encyclical also condemns the liberty of the press, believes that the Apostles burnt books, and congratulates the Council of Trent on instituting an Index on which books believed to contain impure doctrine could be placed. If that is the direction in which you wish to travel, if that is the kind of Church you wish to see reinstituted, then feel free to join our brothers and sisters in the lobby.”




  The silence was electric; no one moved.




  Showing little reaction to what had happened, he went on to talk of an illuminating experience he had had while doing research in the Paulist Archives in Washington DC, archives previously preserved in the 52nd Street Paulist Library in New York City. What had interested him were clippings dealing with the unofficial feelings of ordinary Catholics when accused by fellow Catholics in Europe of being dangerously close to a particular heresy, or insufficiently respectful of traditional values. The frank and sometimes gossipy tone of the information provided, and the strong feelings motivating their publication, had revealed a different stratum of thinking from that reflected in ecclesiastical correspondence. Put bluntly, these ordinary Catholics hadn’t given a fig for the blinkered theological arguments being offered against the democratic freedoms they enjoyed. In response to the claim that they were in error, they had shown an unshakeable confidence in Republican values and directly equated those values with God’s purposes.




  A few people clapped, but the bulk of the audience remained silent. Smiling down at them, Bishop Peters said that good Catholics loved not only what was good and beautiful, but also what was true. The remedy for the confusions caused by a little learning was more learning, not less learning. Those who dreaded knowledge were as far away from the life of this century as the dead whose bones had crumbled into dust a thousand years before. Each century called for its own type of Christian perfection, and the call today was for a high standard of learning, not midnight flagellations or Compostellan pilgrimages. God had never at any time worked miracles to make up for human deficiency. We had to work as if everything depended on us, and pray as if everything depended on God. There was too much waiting on the actions of others. Laymen deferred continually to priests, priest to bishops, bishops to the pope, and while this was going on the promptings of the Holy Spirit were all but ignored. In this vein, it was time to establish a contemporary identity for the Church, and the only way in which this could be done was through the rejection of attempts to reintroduce some version of Pius IX’s Syllabus Errorum. The idea that only absolutist policies could save Catholicism and, ultimately, Christianity, was a myth created by insecure, autocratic minds.




  He ended his lecture by pointing out that two views of the Catholic Church were prevalent in American society: the communal and the hierarchical. It was believed by some that the Church’s hierarchy exercised leadership through the communal, and that this worked well, but the truth was noticeably otherwise. As a self-enclosed hierarchical institution, the Church’s behavior was often corrosive, its contribution to community an ongoing tension that many were now unwilling to ignore. Community, not hierarchy, was the key to a vibrant Church in the future, and attempts to hijack community by ultra-conservatives, or, to be more exact, neoconservatives, should be blocked at every turn. As the swamp of speculative theology had, in the past, been rejected as unhelpful in the building of American democracy, so the harsh, unbending and altogether unfruitful harangues of ecclesiastics bound to the autocratic model should be rejected in the present. In the autocratic model, community had no place in ministry; it was there simply to service and sustain the clergy’s view of itself. In the community model, however, each and every person was a productive and essential element in the body of Christ, a point of contact with the Church as a living entity. On that challenging note, the lecture reached its conclusion. Having gone well over time, questions were few.




  As his audience filed out, Bishop Peters gathered together his notes and placed them in a rather worn leather briefcase. When the buckles were done up, he thanked the young clergyman who had introduced him and turned to deal with the journalists who had gathered. Duggan watched as his colleagues went about their business, the photographers moving to and fro in search of an interesting shot. The hall was completely empty of its audience by the time they were through with him. Duggan and Mayle waited as a final question was dealt with, then walked down the aisle towards the little bishop and his helper. Seeing them approach, and recognizing Mayle’s slouching form, Peters came towards them.




  “David!”




  “Hello Sam,” said Mayle, astonishing the young priest who was deferentially hovering. “They haven’t locked you away then?”




  “I’m on a good behavior bond.”




  “Huh,” said Mayle.




  Turning to the priest who was now standing awkwardly to one side, Peters again thanked him, and by tone of voice intimated that he was no longer required.




  “You’ve already met our resident Aussie.”




  “Mr Duggan,” said Peters.




  “Jack said you wanted to have a chat.”




  “Is the bar still open?”




  “Yes, I think so.”




  “Then let’s do it there. No, you too,” said Peters, seeing Duggan’s reaction. “There’s more that has to be said.”




  4




  Eating Glass




  “A bishop’s a damned sight more difficult to get rid of than an ordinary priest,” said Peters, having chosen a spot in full view of Reception, “and I have no intention of making it easy for them.”




  “Is this off or on the record?” asked Duggan.




  “On,” said Peters. “If they’re going to do me in, or try to do me in, then I want their every move put before the public. It’s the only way I can hope to hold them in check.”




  “We’re talking CDF?” said Mayle.




  “We are,” said Peters. He was leaning forward over the low table now, glass of whisky in hand, elbows on his knees. “They opened a file on me about six months ago - must be pretty thick by now.” A laugh. “Palazzo del Santo Uffizio - the Holy Inquisition. Who’d believe it still exists?”




  “Inquisitio,” said Duggan.




  “The man has a little Latin,” said Peters, glancing at Mayle, who was already scribbling. And then to Duggan he said, “Did you know that they imposed a new anti-modernist oath on priests and teachers in ‘89?”




  “I’d heard,” said Duggan.




  “We all thought we’d seen the back of that one. The previous oath - the one introduced by Pius X - was dropped in ‘68. I, unfortunately, was ordained in ‘64.” Another laugh from the little bishop. “As I said during my lecture, history is repeating itself. Catholic scholars at the turn of the twentieth century pointed to the need of coming to terms with modern, critical scholarship - particularly in biblical studies and church history - and here we are at the end of the twentieth making the same mistakes. They’re even targeting popular writers and accusing them of doctrinal deviancy. Did you ever hear of anything so absurd!”




  “And Menenger’s head of the pack,” said Mayle




  “Cardinal Menenger is cozily ensconced in the little building next to the Basilica, just behind the left side of Bernini’s colonnade,” said Peters, having taken a close look at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s headquarters when last in Rome. “The CDF’s previous prefect got things rolling and Menenger has taken up the task with enthusiasm.”




  Duggan came back in. “Weren’t the CDF’s archives opened to scrutiny last year?”




  “Yes, but only up until 1903, a significant cut-off date if you think about it. It means that everything to do with the modernist crisis of 1907 is excluded. Not much of a treasure trove for scholars there. And as the French Revolutionary occupiers of Rome burned most of the Inquisition’s records in 1798, a pretty thin haul for anyone trying to build a coherent picture of CDF behavior in the modern period.”




  “Are you sure you want to go public on this?”




  “I have to; they do not engage in open dialogue. I might get a couple of words in about four years down the track, but it’ll be too late by then.”




  “What are the charges?” asked Mayle.




  “Questions, not charges; the charges will come later.” He looked at Duggan. “They tried to get me on not appreciating the true harm of modernism, but that backfired. Even the CDF can’t argue a case like that. They have the right to tackle me on theological interpretation, but observations dealing with historical reality are completely beyond their brief.” A smile. “Then they got heavy. I’d been involved in a television debate - along with a fellow priest and a panel of literary experts - on the merits and demerits of a controversial novel on the life of Christ, and within minutes found myself involved in a silly discussion with the priest over whether Jesus had ordained his apostles to the priesthood at the Last Supper. The book denied that he had. The priest said that the book was in error. I said that such a belief was no more than that, a ‘belief’, and that belief for its own sake should never be taken too seriously. He said that not to believe that Jesus had ordained his apostles to the priesthood at the Last Supper was to deny the Holy Father apostolic authority. I said that such a notion




  was deeply unhelpful to anyone trying to understand the Christian message. You can imagine what the press did with that the following day.”




  “I’ve got the cuttings,” said Mayle.




  “Bishop denies Pope’s infallibility,” intoned Peters.




  A question from Duggan carried them back a step.




  “How did you find out you were in the CDF’s bad books?”




  “Through my Archbishop. Clarification on my views was requested by the Congregation.”




  “You were delated?”




  “I presume so; it’s generally a complaint that starts the ball rolling.”




  “The priest you disagreed with?” said Mayle.




  “Any arch-conservative who heard the broadcast could have been responsible.”




  “What do you think of the process itself?” asked Duggan.




  “I think it’s a travesty of Christian values. There’s no place for inquisitorial procedures in the Church. Never was and never will be.”




  Mayle wanted to know about the ins and outs of the CDF’s approach. Peters obliged. The Congregation was run, he said, by a congregatio, a committee of around twenty-three cardinals and bishops who, on the evidence put before them by a ‘consulter’, decided whether or not to take action. If action were required, then the delated individual was informed through a superior and asked to submit a clarification of his views. If the clarification were deemed adequate, the matter was dropped. If deemed inadequate, the process of doctrinal examination went ahead. A sigh from Bishop Peters. He had won the argument hands down in relation to ‘modernism’ as a stage of history, but in trying to unravel the intricacies of history in relation to theology and mythology, he had come unstuck. There was little room in CDF thinking for such niceties, no room at all for the suggestion that the Church’s theologically driven traditions could, or should, be questioned.




  “Can you really expect any other kind of reaction?” said Duggan. “The Church is the Church is the Church.”




  “I expect exactly what I get, but that does not stop me from being disappointed each time my expectations are realized. It is the cusp of the new century after all. We no longer believe that the sun revolves around the Earth, or that the Earth is the center of the universe. We no longer believe that women are merely receptacles for male sperm. We no longer believe that heaven is above our heads or that hell is beneath our feet. We’ve moved on. We’ve got rid of the idea that epileptics are possessed by demons or that sickness is a punishment from God because of sin. All of that is behind us, way, way behind us. Yet we persist in hanging on to religious ideas that by their very nature make a nonsense of everything we know. I can’t ignore that. It is my duty as a human being to uphold intelligent inquiry, my duty as a bishop to encourage honesty over lies, love over hate, and, above all, courage over cowardice. If I fail in that duty, then I fail as a Christian.”




  The fluency and sincerity of the bishop’s remarks impressed Duggan, as did the wave of energy that seemed to emanate from him. Mayle, too, picked up on the sudden change that had come over the man.




  “If you go public you’ll be censured automatically,” said Duggan. “Is that what you want?”




  “It’s not what I want; it’s what I can’t avoid.”




  “They’ll throw you out.”




  “They’re going to have to throw an awful lot of us out over the next few years. It’s the end of the line in that regard.”




  Mayle took up the question. “How does that translate? What would you say was the fundamental problem facing the Church?”




  “Wornout formulas,” said Peters without hesitation. “The Nicene Creed is a formula for Christ, it is not Christ. It is an attempt to define and express Christ through language at a specific time in human history. As such it is subjective and imperfect. End of story.”




  “We need a new formula?”




  “Yes, I think so. And not just in the sense of juggling words. More in the sense of rediscovering the inclusive nature of Christianity, the Christianity of the Gospels, the Christianity that did not exist when the Gospel story was being acted out in real life. In a word, Jesus was not a Christian; he was a Jew who attempted to extend religious comprehension, not truncate it.”




  “The old formula’s been around for a very long time,” said Duggan. “Resistance will be considerable.”




  “This is not 1907; we’re not going to fall back and toe the line.”




  “You could end up with two Catholicisms.”




  “It is my hope that we will not. Vatican II opted for a community model. That’s the model I believe we have to nurture.”




  “You’re pitting yourself against people of deep conviction, people of immense power and influence in the Church. Some of these people have been entrusted with the process of change itself. How can you hope to win?”




  “Because the community model for Catholicism is already up and running. The hierarchy can threaten as much as it likes, but it can’t halt what has taken place, and what is taking place. The Catholic cat is out of the ecclesiastical bag and it will not go back in again.”




  Duggan had scribbled a few notes at the back of his diary; he consulted them. “How would you define ‘cowardice’ in the sense you used it earlier? Your exact words were ‘Courage over cowardice’.”




  “Courage in the sense of not falsifying reality. It’s one thing to be afraid, to shy back from the vastness of reality, to feel inadequate and overpowered in the face of mystery; it is quite another to feign an irrefutable understanding of that mystery and foist that understanding on others for the sake of power. That’s the bottom line here, not some great universal truth that has to remain unaltered for ever and ever, just power and the preservation of the status quo. The Church is afraid of its own shadow, Mr Duggan, and so it ought to be; it has avoided the blatantly obvious for the last hundred years or more. What thinking men and women have to do is switch on the light of reason so that faith can complete its journey. Faith without reason is a travesty of every God-given talent that we possess. Blind faith is fear masquerading as courage. The truly courageous are not those who believe in spite of every reason to the contrary, they are those who trust in life and love and experience even when shaking to bits inside.”




  “You want people to stop believing in the Christian message?”




  “No, I want them to realize that that message has been turned into a cheap replica of itself, and that the promises of a Christmas-cracker type faith won’t see them through to the end. That’s all.”




  There was a silence; it lasted some time. Mayle broke it. “So what’s your next move?”




  “More of the same until the dyke breaks.” Bishop Peters glanced at his watch. “I have to be in San Francisco by six.”




  “Has Donaghue spoken to you?” asked Duggan.




  “Not a word.”




  “I’m surprised he let you speak at all.”




  “Rope to hang myself with; it’s to their advantage.” He made to get up, but changed his mind. “Mr Duggan, it’s been a pleasure.” They shook hands across the table. “I look forward to reading your piece.”




  “I’m almost looking forward to writing it,” said Duggan.




  * * *




  When he opened the door and found Jane Windle in the corridor he was, to say the least, surprised. David did not know she had come, she said. When the door closed behind her she came straight to the point - would he, or wouldn’t he help them out? He said that there were responsibilities and questions of ethics attached to what they had asked him to do, and he was not at all sure that he wanted to shoulder such responsibility. Did she want a drink? She said No. He agreed that her father would not have done what he had done if the find had not been important, but there had to be someone out there better suited to the task.




  “David wants you to do it.”




  “David be blowed!”




  “My father will check whatever you come up with.”




  “Sorry, that’s not a route I can take. Getting the nod from your father would be tantamount to collusion. I’d end up having to skew my translation to fit in with his opinions.”




  “Fr Merle had the last word, not my father.”




  “It was a rushed piece of work, Jane.”




  “My father agrees with Merle’s findings.”




  “Your father might want Merle to be right. His liberal sensibilities have obviously been titillated.”




  She turned away, turned back and said, “Okay, so you don’t want to do it.”




  “It’s better that I just disappear back to where I came from.”




  “Aren’t you even curious?”




  “It’s taken me twenty years to slip the noose.”




  “What’s that supposed to mean?”




  “It means I’ve developed an aversion to things religious.”




  “You wanted to be a priest!”




  “We were kids. We didn’t know our arse from our elbow.”




  “You must have had some idea of what you were getting yourself into. You’re not exactly an idiot.”




  “That’s your idea of flattery?”




  “You were willing to contemplate being celibate for the rest of your life for God’s sake!”




  Duggan smiled in response. “It was a bit like an arranged marriage; devotion to the job was expected to come later.”




  “If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for me.”




  Duggan’s expression was almost comic. “Why the hell should I do that?”




  “Because it’ll give you a way out of your dilemma.”




  “My dilemma being?”




  “That you still want to be a priest and can’t admit it to yourself.”




  “That’s absolute rubbish!”




  “Are you sure?”




  “As sure as I’ll ever be about anything. It was a young man’s folly. I’ve hardly given it a second thought in twenty years.”




  Not quite the truth, but not far from it.




  “Fine.” Jane’s smile was pragmatic. “You know as well as I do that you fit the bill perfectly.” She gave a little laugh, stared at him. “I couldn’t believe our luck when David described your background.”




  “I should have kept my big mouth shut.”




  “You know why this has to be done. If anyone knows, you know.”




  “You’ve turned into a pushy American.”




  “Pushy? You haven’t seen pushy,” she said back. Then, as if to prove her point, she said, “We’ll pay you for your efforts. I should have said. Should I have said?”




  “Don’t be ridiculous.”




  “We wouldn’t expect you to do something like this for nothing.”




  “The question of money never crossed my mind.”




  “Why not? You’re a professional. We want to hire your services and services have to be paid for.”




  “You know what I mean.”




  She paused in her onslaught, pushed her slim hands into the pockets of her jeans and looked down for a moment. Her head came up. She had just assumed that he’d be interested, she said. It seemed like a foregone conclusion that he’d want to help.




  “It’s an aversion thing.”




  “Think of this as therapy.”




  “I’m not disabled; just pissed off.”




  “You mean angry.”




  He hesitated, then he said, “It wasn’t all their fault, Jane. I should have known better. They put up with a lot before kicking me out.”




  “You stood your ground.”




  “I expected them to roll over in awe. They didn’t.”




  She looked to the side as if searching for something, looked back. “I know you’re the right person for this. You know it, too.”




  Duggan’s smile was accepting of that possibility.




  “I think you should take a look at the photographs before deciding.”




  “You don’t give up easily, do you?”




  “It’s too important, Jack,” she said.




  * * *




  Bishop Peters got into the waiting taxi with Archbishop Donaghue’s perturbations following him. He had to think things through, the Archbishop was saying. He was good man and the Church needed good men, but there was a limit to the Holy Father’s patience. Bishop Peters said that he would keep that in mind. The door closed. They stared at one another through glass, two men with the same steely resolve. They had never seen eye to eye - not even before the brouhaha over education - but Peters had always had a sneaky admiration for Donaghue’s dogged stance on matters of faith: the man was like a rock when it came to questions of belief and tradition.




  Yet the same man had shown himself capable of selling his faith short. A glaring example of this had been his unwillingness to warn against a report from Florida that an image of the Virgin Mary had appeared on the side of a building. Many thousands of people had visited Clearwater in the hope of catching a glimpse of this phenomenon, and all Donaghue had managed to come up with was something inane about it being the Blessed Virgin’s right to appear wherever she wanted. That had shocked Peters. It had shown the Archbishop to be someone to whom keeping the faithful in tow was more important than facing reality. But his heart was in the right place; there was no doubting that. As a champion of the underdog and a strong advocate for women having a greater role in the Church he was courageous to a fault. As the taxi swept down the drive Peters closed his eyes and acknowledged that fact, took it into himself and allowed it to do its work. It was what he termed ‘eating glass’, and as he sped away it seemed to him that he was having to eat glass more often than he would have liked.




  * * *




  David Mayle and Bob Carter eyed one another with the kind of distrust reserved for dogs in an alleyway. Carter had just returned from Santa Rosa, and as luck would have it had bumped into Mayle in the carpark. He was the first to speak.




  “It was my hope your paper would send someone a little more sympathetic,” he said straight out, setting the tone for what was to follow.




  “You’re a bit of a mouth, aren’t you,” said Mayle.




  “I speak my mind; I have that right.”




  “We all have that right ,” said Mayle.




  “Within limits.”




  “I know where the boundaries are.”




  “Not that I’ve noticed.”




  “I tell it like it is.”




  It was as if they had folded their arms and were pushing one another across a schoolyard.




  “Your bias is an affront to journalism,” said Carter. “You’re selective in your choice of evidence.”




  “Everybody has a take on something. You have yours, I have mine.”




  “I try to be fair.”




  “You try to look as if you’re being fair. That’s not quite the same thing.”




  “At least I make the attempt.”




  “Yeh, before you ride roughshod over whatever poor bastard you happen to have set your sights on!”




  “If you’re saying that I defend the faith, then I accept that.”




  “You’re out of step with what’s happening out there. Hardly anyone agrees with you.”




  “That’s not my impression.”




  “Try selling your brand of Catholicism on the street. You’d be laughed out of court.”




  “I’ve never once been laughed out of a court,” said Carter, literalizing Mayle’s metaphor. “You should perhaps keep that in mind.”




  “Is that a threat?”




  Carter’s smirk was unforgettable. “Read it any way you like,” he said, turning away.




  When Duggan heard the details of their conversation, it hardened his resolve to interview Carter.




  “Nasty piece of work,” said Mayle, tucking into his salad. A glance. “So what’ve you been up to?”




  “I had a visit from Jane.”




  “Little hussy!”




  “I’ve seen the photographs.”




  Mayle looked up. “And?”




  “I’ve agreed to help”




  Smiling into his salad, Mayle said, “I thought you might.”




  “What’s that supposed to mean?”




  “She obviously fancies you.”




  “She did everything but kick me in the chins.”




  “Exactly. She wouldn’t have bothered if she didn’t fancy you.”




  Duggan didn’t know how to respond.




  Mayle was smiling an odd smile; Duggan couldn’t work out what that smile signified.




  “You couldn’t keep your eyes off her,” said Mayle, glancing at Duggan. “I’m not blind.”




  “She’s attractive. So what?”




  “If you play your cards right you’re in with a real chance there.”




  Duggan’s perplexity over Mayle’s tack was in his frown. He, too, changed tack. “How long have you known Jane?”




  “As long as I’ve known her father. Nine, ten years? She’s a good kid, but she’s impulsive.” A laugh from Mayle, and another glance. “But you’ve already found that out I think.”




  “I agreed for all the wrong reasons.”




  Mayle pushed the empty salad bowel aside. “She doesn’t pull her punches.”




  Duggan huffed a laugh, but remained silent.




  “So what did you make of the photographs?”




  “If he was trying to make the special batch of photographs look unprofessional, he succeeded. They were obviously taken in a hurry.”




  “They were. Clear enough for your purposes?”




  A nod from Duggan.




  “Difficult?




  “Everything will depends on how I construe the overall meaning of the text. If it was just a matter of translating words anyone with a dictionary could do it.”




  “What did you make of the script?”




  “Fascinating.”




  “How long will it take?”




  “Two, three weeks if I have difficulty dating the thing. There are three full pages of script. Windle’s photographed them from different angles to show how the letter was attached to the main document. That’s important.”




  “Any chance that it’s a fake?”




  “That’s always a possibility.”




  “Will you be able to detect if it is a fake?”




  “I’d need the original to be sure. All I’ll have to go on is the text - photographs of the text - and the fact that Merle and Windle eventually treated that text as if it were authentic.”




  “And then it goes missing.”




  “Two possibilities. Someone knew it was there, or they put two and two together while Windle and Merle were doing their stuff.”




  “Could it have been a plant?”




  “Unlikely. It’s not the kind of thing you do at short notice. It’s more likely to have been done years ago, even centuries ago. Concocted stories bearing important names were all the rage in the early centuries. The Gnostic heretics were into that kind of thing in a big way. It could be authentic as far as age is concerned, but still be a fake. There again, it could have been stolen to remove the possibility of it being identified as a fake. That leaves us with three possibilities. It’s a bad fake, a good fake, or it’s authentic. What I’ve got to do is read the damned thing through Merle’s eyes. What would he look for? What would he be suspicious of? What caused him to freak out and send a hurried translation to Rome?”




  “The fact that it’s signed must make things easier.”




  “There were a lot of Theodores in the early centuries.”




  “It’s a head start.”




  “It’s a distraction, actually. The temptation is to filter everything through the signature. It’s the text that’s important.” Duggan changed course. “How did they get the photographs out of the country?”




  “They were lumped in with the general photographs of the Ignatius text. It would have taken a special set of eyes to pick up on that.”




  “How long afterwards before the original went missing?”




  “Three days. Some monk noticed it wasn’t in its usual place and informed a superior.”




  “What’s Windle like?”




  “First generation American. Jewish mother, German father. His wife was Jewish. She died of cancer a few years back.”




  “You knew her?”




  A nod from Mayle.




  “How long were you married?”




  “Seven years.”




  “I’ve never met what I thought was the right person.”




  “I thought Emily was it. I was wrong.”




  Their main courses arrived. They ate in silence; then Duggan said, “She’s not interested in me, David. I’m too old for her.”




  “Old be bold.”




  “She’s said something?”




  A shake of the head.




  “Well, then . . . “




  “Body language.”




  “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”




  “She’s interested, Jack. I can tell.”




  “I think you’re mistaken.”




  “Maybe I am, but I’m not mistaken about you. Am I?”




  * * *




  The scholars had their own private drinking hole in room 518; it had been set aside by management for that specific purpose. By ten that evening it was all but packed out. An assortment of wine bottles decorated the bar, some open, some yet to be opened, and an assortment of people talked and laughed and gesticulated as Archbishop Donaghue, deep in conversation with one of the keynote speakers, completed a point on Johannine Christianity’s importance to the Church. Bob Carter entered the room in that moment. Donaghue acknowledged the lawyer’s approach and showed little reaction to the confided titbit of information he delivered. Minutes later he excused himself and followed Carter out into the corridor.




  “You’re sure about this?” he asked.




  “I checked. He’s in the casualty section of the Santa Rosa Memorial Hospital.”




  “When did it happen?”




  “Not long after he left here. The taxi collided with a private car. I heard it on the radio about twenty minutes ago. He was mentioned by name. They said he’d just come out of surgery.”




  Donaghue moved into gear. “Arrange for a car to pick me up in about fifteen minutes.




  “It’s a terrible night, and it’s Saturday. It could take longer.”




  “Explain the situation. Use your charm.”




  “Shall I come with you?”




  Donaghue said Yes, turned away, then turned back. “Convey my apologies in there first - particularly to Phil. But don’t say anything about Peters. Keep that to yourself.” With that said he walked off to get his coat and the odds and ends he might need if Bishop Peters’ condition was as serious as it sounded.




  With Donaghue gone, the topics in room 518 hotted up a little, a heated discussion breaking out between Phil Atkins - the theologian who had delivered the opening address on the reality of evil - and a visiting French cleric who believed that the question of evil had been handled badly by St Augustine. Suggesting that Augustine had introduced Manichaeism by another name, the Frenchman found himself on a losing wicket in spite of a spirited defense.




  Housed in splendid isolation, a mass of tubes and wires sprouting from his body, Bishop Peters looked terrible, and felt worse. But the spirit that had driven him to speak his mind at the conference still burned bright, and the arrival of Donaghue and Carter further fuelled that spirit. A floating rib had punctured Peters’ right lung, they were told, and he had a broken leg and an ugly gash down the right side of his face. Only just visible beneath a swathe of bandages, a metal cage making the bedclothes bulge, Peters signaled with a wan smile and the tiny movement of a hand that he was still in the land of the living. They had ten minutes, the nurse said.




  “How are you, Sam?” asked Donaghue.




  “Sore. I thought I was a goner.”




  “I think we’re fated to have you with us for a little while longer.”




  “A warning shot across my bow, do you think?”




  “Not for me to say,” said Donaghue.




  “My mouth’s dry as an old bone. Is there any water there?”




  “None that I can see,” said Donaghue.




  “I’ll ask the nurse for some,” said Carter.




  “Proves I’m not in hell,” said Peters, when Carter was gone. And then, “He makes an unlikely guardian angel.”




  “He’s a good man, Sam. Give him a chance.”




  “That’s what you said I was.” Peters took a breath and let it out slowly. “What time is it?”




  “It’s after eleven. We were lucky to get in.” Taking one of Peters’ hands, Donaghue held it between his own. “You look done in, Sam. What you need is sleep.”




  “I doubt I’ll be doing much of that tonight.”




  “You’re alive; that’s what matters.”




  “Is it?”




  “You’re not ready for heaven yet.” Donaghue pressed the pale hand between his own. “What are we going to do with you?”




  “You mean what are they going to do with me?”




  Carter returned in that moment; he had a nurse with him. She checked her patient and went off to get some water.




  “Could you leave us for a moment,” said Donaghue. “Sam and I need a moment or two alone.”




  Carter removed himself and Donaghue turned back to Peters. He said that he was deeply concerned over what he had heard about the CDF’s investigations, but that he, Sam, only had himself to blame. He could not expect to say the kind of things he was saying and hope to get away with it. Criticism was one thing, castigation of the hierarchy was altogether another.




  “When I was a child, I thought as a child.”




  “They’re tearing the heart out of the faith, Sam. We can’t let them get away with that.”




  “An unexamined faith is worse than no faith at all.”




  “You’re not up to this, Sam.”




  “There’s more to faith than a string of beliefs.”




  Donaghue released Peters’ hand; it flopped back onto the green counterpane. “They’ve, you’ve gone too far, Sam. We’re called to a specific service, and only a Church convinced of its own truth can deliver that service.”




  Peters sucked in breath and changed position; it was an agony to watch him. “I won’t go quietly,” he said.




  “Six, seven months from now it’ll be as if you’d never opened your mouth.” Donaghue’s smile was that of man well aware of how things worked. “Faith is more important than facts, Sam. I would have thought you’d have learned that by now.”

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
The Mar Saba
Codex

A Novel

Douglas Lockhart

O

BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE
MAR SABA
CODEX

A NEW KIND OF FICTION FOR
THE NEW CENTURY

DOUGLAS LOCKHART





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
The Mar Saba
Codex

A Novel





