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Climate change
On 24 January 2009 the Vatican
announced that it had lifted the
excommunication pronounced in
1988 on Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre,
Bishop Antonio de Castro Mayer,
and Bishops Bernard Fellay, Bernard
Tissier de Mallerais, Alfonso de
Galarreta, and Richard Williamson
- all of them, with the exception
of Castro Mayer, members of the
Society of St Pius X (SSPX).
The sentences were incurred
in connection with the episcopal
consecration of Fellay, Tissier de
Mallerais, Galarreta, and Williamson
performed, without papal approval, by
Lefebvre and Castro Mayer on 30 June
1988 at Ecône in Switzerland.

A crisis of
diabolical
complexity
This act elicited a blast from the
western media, directed at the person
and office of the Pope - a campaign
connived at by cardinals, bishops, curial
officials and theologians.

The New York Times, Der Spiegel,
The Guardian, Le Monde, The Times,
La Repubblica, and others, joined in a
rolling thunder of denunciation. The
message: here is a gaff-prone, cryptoNazi who should never have been
elected Pope and whom Catholic leaders
must now sideline while resuming,
under their own command, and at the
level of their national “churches”, the
approved agenda of ecumenism, interreligious dialogue, and baptising the

sexual revolution.
Given the media’s lack of interest in
religion and ignorance of the Catholic
Church and faith, the current editorial
line could hardly have been so quickly
framed without help from that section
of the Church’s leadership that has been
reeling since the election as pope, on 19
April 2005, of Joseph Alois Ratzinger.
The astonishment and pain inflicted
by that unforeseen event has been
compounded by subsequent papal
actions: the Regensburg address (12
September 2006), the liberation of the
traditional Latin Mass (7 July 2007)
and, worst of all, the lifting of the
Lefebvre excommunication.
The risks attendant upon healing the
discord with the Lefebvrist movement
were always going to be great; and they
were always going to be compounded by
some of the ill-formed characters among
those whom Archbishop Lefebvre made
bishops. Rescuing these men - and
those attatched to them - from the peril
of a permanent estrangement, was an
imperative for the Pope, its dangers
not withstanding. Not even the most
prudent planner, however, could have
foreseen how events would unfold once
the opening moves were made.
Among Lefebvre’s picks for
episcopal consecration was an English
eccentric, Richard Williamson, a long
time and undisguised exponent of a
crackpot “revisionist history” of the
Jewish holocaust. In an extraordinary
turn of events, on the evening of 21
January 2009 - the same day on which
in Rome Cardinal Giovanni Battista
Re, Prefect of the Congregation for
Bishops, signed the decree lifting the
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It was a day many believed would never come: on 24 January
2009 the Vatican announced that it had lifted the sentences of
excommunication pronounced in 1988 on Archbishop Marcel
Lefebvre, Bishop Antônio de Castro Mayer, and Bishops Bernard
Fellay, Bernard Tissier de Mallerais, Alfonso de Galarreta, and
Richard Williamson. Save for Castro Mayer, all five belonged to
the Society of St Pius X (SSPX), which Archbishop Lefebvre had
founded. The 24 January proclamation was merely the latest event
in the extraordinary saga of a movement whose obituary has been
repeatedly written, but which continues defiantly to survive.
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Missionary service
Archbishop Lefebvre, who died at the age of eighty-five in March
1991 (a month before Bishop Castro Mayer), had a sacerdotal career
stretching back to the 1920s. A native of Tourcoing – just on the
French side of the border with Belgium – he undertook his priestly
studies at Rome’s French Seminary. Here he imbibed the deep
attachment of the rector, Henri Le Floch, to the anti-revolutionary
and anti-liberal principles articulated by the papacy throughout
the nineteenth century. No other teacher had as great an impact
upon the young Lefebvre as Fr Le Floch. In a 1979 sermon, he
paid Le Floch a heartfelt tribute: “I will never thank God enough
for allowing me to know that extraordinary man.” After Pius XI’s
1926 condemnation of Action Française, Le Floch became a marked
man. His uncompromising opposition to political liberalism, and
his suspected sympathy for the forlorn project of a monarchist
restoration in France, put him offside with the French bishops and
with a pontiff who shared their aversions. During a summer vacation
he was discreetly purged from the Seminary. From this blow the
young Marcel never recovered. Henceforward he was always en garde
against what he later described as the “malice” of liberalism and its
machinations at the uppermost reaches of the Church’s hierarchy.
Beginning in 1932, he served in Africa as a missionary for the
Holy Ghost Fathers, based mostly in Libreville, Gabon. In 1947 he
became Apostolic Vicar of Dakar, Senegal’s capital; five years later
Pius XII elevated this vicariate into an archdiocese, and Lefebvre
remained Archbishop of Dakar until 1962, the same year that he
continued page 4
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excommunications - Swedish Television
put to air a November 2008 interview
with Williamson who leaped at the
opportunity to broadcast his bizarre
minimisation of Hitler’s genocide of
Europe’s Jewish people.

Dangerous to know
At a stroke Williamson discredited
himself, damaged the reputation of the
man who chose him for ordination,
brought into contempt the traditional
liturgy movement within the Western
Church, and, besides humiliating the
pontiff, thrust him into a diabolically
complex crisis. Whether mad or bad,
Williamson has proved dangerous to
know.
The real issue behind the resulting
hue and cry, however, was neither the
alleged anti-semitism of Archbishop
Lefebvre and his followers, nor their
“reactionary” fervour for worship in
a “dead” language. The real issue
was that, as part of the proposed
settlement, Rome had agreed to discuss
with the SSPX disputed questions
about the interpretation of Vatican II
relating in particular to its positions on
ecumenism and religious liberty.
The SSPX have interpreted this
agreement as a win for them. They
believe – or at least Tissier de Mallerais
does – that the conflict between Rome
and Ecône can only be resolved by
Rome surrendering to Ecône, and that
this improbable denouement is now
suddenly closer. Hubris in SSPX ranks
will make them stubborn “dialogue
partners”. Yet, as Pope Benedict
makes clear in his 10 March letter to
the bishops explaining his policy on
the excommunications (see enclosed
Oriens Library), he agrees with the SSPX
on this much: that the basis of their
detachment from Rome is doctrinal,
and should be tken seriously. So talks
on disputed points of doctrine will go
ahead. This does not mean however,

that the SSPX has been rehabilitated.
Far from it. The reintegration of the
Lefebvre movement into Church life
will depend on how the talks pan out.
Until then – and the Pope could not
have been more clear on the point - the
SSPX has no canonical standing and its
ministers do not exercise legitimate
ministries within the Church. This
ought to serve as a reality check to
bravura and complacency within the
Lefebvrist camp. Yet, for all that, it
does not diminish the fact – shocking
to liberal bishops and theologians –
that the SSPX has got what it asked for:
a seat at the table where the meaning
of Vatican II is discussed.
Realism is needed, however, about
the prospects for bridging the EcôneRome divide. One side systematically
rejects the Enlightenment and the
Revolution, and the modern world to
which they gave birth. The other wants
to identify, extract, and purify the
nobler elements in the Enlightenment
tradition that had been pillaged from
the older Christian storehouse. The
talks will be based upon opposite
sentiments and divergent readings
of history that profoundly influence
the theological orientations of both
parties. The best we can hope for is
that the experience of being treated
respectfully and seriously by a pope
will unbend the many, sometimes
superfluous, SSPX certitudes.
It is not, of course, unreasonable
of the SSPX to ask Rome to explain
how the older established tradition
of Roman teaching squares on
controversial points with what Vatican
II had to say about them. One does not
have to be a follower of Marcel Lefebvre
to wonder how to resolve convincingly
the apparent opposition between preconciliar and conciliar statements on
ecumenism and religious liberty - all
the more so when one considers that
no adequate and authoritative answer
to just these questions has been
provided by Rome in the subsequent
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44 years. Either Vatican II was an
unprecedented break with the past,
or the Council bequeathed to the
Catholic world a crippling enigma at
the heart of its teaching.

Meltdown
And here is the rub. A good many
Catholics want to understand the
Church’s position, and have laboured,
often unheeded, to interpret Vatican
II and its problematic texts from a
traditional standpoint. There are,
however, others. These are they who
are still reeling from the shock of
Ratzinger’s election. These are they
who fear a climate change within the
Church that would disperse the clouds
of ambiguity in which they move
and within which their establishment
has its being. For these, the present
masters of the Catholic universe,
merely to pose the question How
does one interpret Vatican II from the
perspective of Catholic tradition? is
like a thunderclap newspaper headline
reporting a sudden polar melt down.
It is an End of History moment.
Hence the rage against the Pope - a
fury sharpened by the failed attempt
by Rome to appoint, over the heads
of the local church power clique, a
conservative parish priest, Fr Gerhard
Wagner, as auxiliary bishop of Linz in
Austria. (See our story p.10) It is all
about control – control especially of
episcopal sees and, ultimately, control
of the papacy itself. While ever the
central question remained unasked,
and therefore unanswered, it could
be thought that the papacy had fallen
under the liberal spell. And, certainly,
during the pontificate of John Paul II,
liberals dreamed that it had. It has
been increasingly difficult, however,
to sustain such hopes under Benedict
XVI, and his readiness to use peace
talks with the SSPX to open discussion
of the undiscussable has triggered an
continued page 4
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explosion. The oceans are rising.
The fear of drowning is palpable.
Hans Kung, yet again, has called for a
Council.

was elected the Holy Ghost Fathers’
Superior-General. His experience
at Vatican II deeply troubled him.
A leading member of the Coetus
Internationalis Patrum – a belatedlyformed conservative lobby within the
Council – Lefebvre and his allies,
including Castro Mayer, signed all the
Council’s documents notwithstanding
severe criticisms of some of them made
during the conciliar debates. Not long
after the Council, in 1968, he resigned
as Superior-General of the Holy Ghost
Fathers, after a coup in the Chapter
during that year had left him isolated
and powerless within the Order.

For once, Oriens agrees with him.
Another Council is needed. But not
yet. For a Council we need a Pope and
bishops. We are fortunate to have a
Pope intellectually capable of mastering
the work of a Council and bringing it
to a definitive conclusion. With the
benefit of half-century hindsight we
can now see what Vatican II was all
about. Its much-reverenced documents
were simply preparatory papers for
Vatican III; and Vatican III will need
to employ dogmatic formulas to repair
the damage inflicted by Vatican II’s
first-draft failures.
The problem is not, however, the
quality of the Pope. The question
is about whether we have bishops
in sufficient number and quality to
second the project. Obviously the
grace of the Holy Spirit makes up for
a great deal of human weakness, but
equally one should not tempt God
by calling a Council before its time.
So probably a new Council cannot
be called until after the generation
educated, ordained, and consecrated
between 1940 and 2000 has passed
away – and, as we write, the forces
of demography are doing their work.
It is all part of the climate change
that has terrified Kung & Co.. This is
why they desperately want to neuter
Benedict and call a Council now.
On 11 October 2062 when, after
many false starts, Vatican III finally
opens, few of the Council fathers
will have heard of Hans Kung and
fewer still will have read his books.
Most of them, however, will have
read and absorbed just about every
word written by Joseph Ratzinger and
will have thought deeply about the
pontificate of Benedict XVI.



Ecóne
Expecting a tranquil retirement,
Archbishop Lefebvre was neither to
retire nor to know tranquillity. To satisfy
the wishes of various traditionalists who
wanted to establish a new seminary
formed along traditionally rigorous
lines, the Archbishop founded such
an institution in the Swiss town of
Fribourg; it was transferred in 1971
to another Swiss town, Ecône, where
it has been ever since. Meanwhile
Fribourg’s Bishop François Charrière
had given, in 1970, permission for the
founding of the Society of St Pius X.
In the same year Bishop Nestor Adam,
of the Diocese of Sion (which covered
Ecône), had allowed the seminary’s
establishment. The Society from its very
beginnings offered only the traditional
Latin Mass. In the seminary, the teaching
openly condemned ecumenism and
the French Revolution, as well as
the vernacular Mass promulgated in
1969.
Denounced as “wildcat” by most
of the French episcopate, the SSPX
underwent in 1974 an Apostolic
Visitation which took place at Ecône. At
the time Ecône had forty seminarians,
and was growing fast, while in France,
where Lefebvre’s critics were loudest,
mainstream seminaries were emptying.
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The Archbishop showed hostility to
the visitors, whose commitment to
Catholic tradition he doubted. Shortly
afterwards (November 1974) he
issued an explosive declaration, which
declared that, because of the SSPX’s
allegiance to what he called “Eternal
Rome”,
“… we refuse and have always
refused to follow the Rome
of neo-Modernist and neoProtestant tendencies such as
were clearly manifested during
the Second Vatican Council,
and after the Council in all
the resulting reforms. All these
reforms have indeed contributed
and still contribute to the
demolition of the Church …”
Six months after this statement,
the Society had its official approval
withdrawn by Bishop Charrière’s
successor, Bishop Pierre Mamie. In
July 1976, the Vatican announced
that Archbishop Lefebvre (who on
29 June had ordained thirteen priests
and fourteen deacons) was suspended
a divinis: that is, prohibited from
administering any of the sacraments.
During September 1976, at the papal
summer residence of Castelgandolfo,
Paul VI gave an audience to the
Archbishop, in the presence of
Cardinal Giovanni Benelli, Deputy
Secretary of State. At this meeting
– according to Lefebvre’s account – the
pope complained bitterly against him:
“You condemn me, you condemn me.
I am a Modernist. I am a Protestant. It
cannot be allowed, you are doing an
evil work, you ought not to continue,
you are causing scandal in the Church
...” He also accused the Archbishop of
compelling the SSPX priests to take an
oath against the Pope. The Archbishop
replied:
“An oath against the Pope? I
who, on the contrary, try to give
them respect for the Pope [!] …
Holy Father, let me continue.

Oriens
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You have the solution of the
problem in your hands. You
need say only one word to the
bishops: receive fraternally, with
understanding and charity all
those groups of traditionalists,
all those who wish to keep
the prayer of former days,
the sacraments as before, the
catechism as before. …”

that he could not trust the Vatican to
honour the bargain. He maintained
that he would need to ordain bishops
no later than 30 June, with or without
papal approval.

Thaw

Not fading away
Pope Paul was mistaken if he
imagined that a decree of suspension
would dissuade the Archbishop. The
SSPX underwent a slow but steady
growth that has continued since 1976.
Meanwhile, the Archbishop concluded
that he needed to consecrate at least
one bishop, against the time when
death or incompetence would put an
end to his ordinations. Under Canon
1382 of the 1983 Code of Canon Law,
“A bishop who consecrates someone a
bishop without a pontifical mandate
and the person who receives the
consecration from him incur a latae
sententiae excommunication reserved
to the Apostolic See.” That this was not
merely a theoretical possibility had been
confirmed when Pius XII pronounced
sentence of excommunication upon the
tame bishops of Red China’s Patriotic
Catholic Church.
Before taking his final steps toward
the threatened consecration, Lefebvre
signed an accord with none other
than Cardinal Ratzinger in May 1988.
This accord stated that one bishop
would be consecrated for the SSPX,
and that the Society would be made
an Apostolic Community largely
independent of local episcopates, in
return for confirming the fidelity of
the Society to the Roman Pontiff, and
for acknowledging the validity of the
Novus Ordo sacraments. But scarcely
had Archbishop Lefebvre signed this
protocol than he changed his mind,
reneged on the agreement, and decided

thirteen seminarians left the group and
founded the Priestly Fraternity of St
Peter (FSSP) with pontifical approval.
One of these priests, Fr Josef Bisig,
became the new society’s first SuperiorGeneral.

Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre

Consecrations
Accordingly he went ahead on 30
June at Ecône, and carried out the
consecrations. With Castro Mayer at
his side, Lefebvre created four new
bishops: Fellay, Tissier de Mallerais,
Galarreta, and Williamson. Then and
subsequently, he and his defenders
argued that his actions were justified
by a prevailing state of “necessity”, and
appealed to Canons 1323 and 1324,
which allow “reason[s] of necessity”
as mitigating factors in violations of
Church law. How Lefebvre and SSPX
spokesmen read canon law on this
point has been hotly debated ever
since, and will long remain so.
Two days after the consecrations
John Paul II released the apostolic
letter Ecclesia Dei, charging the
Archbishop with “a schismatic act”
and declaring that he, along with
his co-consecrator and the new
bishops themselves, had incurred latae
sententiae excommunication. Some
weeks afterwards, ten priests and
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Any assumptions that the
foundation of the FSSP (and of other
Vatican-approved groups subsequently
established to celebrate the traditional
Mass) would kill off the SSPX proved
as false as did earlier assumptions
that Archbishop Lefebvre himself
would be dissuaded from his cause.
Benedict XVI’s accession in 2005 led to
a thawing in relations with the Society;
among the meetings which the newly
elected Pope had during August of
that year was one with Bishop Fellay,
former SSPX Superior-General Franz
Schmidberger, and Cardinal Dario
Castrillón Hoyos of the Ecclesia Dei
Pontifical Commission. In addition
to various diocesan and independent
priests who have collaborated with the
SSPX, two bishops formally associated
themselves with the Society. One
was the late Filipino bishop Salvador
Lazo, and the other was the nowretired Thai bishop John Bosco Manat
Chuabsamai.
Since Benedict became Pope, the
Society has openly organised two
Rosary Crusades. The first was to pray
for the liberation of the traditional
liturgy, achieved by Summorum
Pontificum in 2007. The second was
to pray for the withdrawal of the 1988
sentences of excommunication; this
crusade, launched by Bishop Fellay
with a call for a million rosaries to be
said, actually notched up 1,700,000.
What the future holds for the SSPX
is anybody’s guess, and it would be
unwise to minimise the problems that
lie ahead before perfect communion
can be restored between the SSPX
and the main body of the Church. For
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one thing, liberal Catholic officialdom
remains utterly opposed to what the
Society stands for, and is unlikely to
have mellowed in its attitude after
reckless remarks about the Holocaust
spouted by Bishop Williamson in
a Swedish TV interview that went
to air in January, just before Rome’s
official announcement that the
excommunications had been lifted.
(Such irresponsibility by Bishop
Williamson is particularly deplorable
in view of the fact that the Archbishop’s
father, René Lefebvre, perished during
1944 in a Nazi concentration camp,
having been consigned there because
of his zeal in the French resistance.)
Those who regard the Second
Vatican Council – notably the French
bishops – as the sine qua non of
Catholic belief have demanded that the
SSPX accept this council’s legitimacy.
(Neither Bishop Fellay nor any other
Society clergyman disputes that it
was a validly convened council. What
they query are its practical results,
and also how much – if at all – the
council’s statements on ecumenism
and religious liberty are reconcilable
with previous Church dogma.)

SSPX ‘63’
All we can say for sure at present
is that the Society is not about to
disappear. As of 2008, it had around the
world six seminaries, fourteen districts,
eighty-eight schools (including three
in Australia), 491 priests (up from
336 in 1995), 215 seminarians, 117
brothers, five associated Carmelite
convents, and apostolic representation
in sixty-three countries. It follows that
what befalls the Society henceforth
will directly affect several hundred
thousand Catholics.

Remission of Excommunication
Saturday, January 24 2009
Decree of the Congregation for Bishops
CONGREGATIO PRO EPISCOPIS
By way of a letter of December 15, 2008 addressed to His Eminence Cardinal
Dario Castrillón Hoyos, President of the Pontifical Commission Ecclesia Dei,
Mons. Bernard Fellay, also in the name of the other three Bishops consecrated
on June 30, 1988, requested anew the removal of the latae sententiae
excommunication formally declared with the Decree of the Prefect of this
Congregation on July 1, 1988.
In the aforementioned letter, Mons. Fellay affirms, among other things: “We
are always firmly determined in our will to remain Catholic and to place all
our efforts at the service of the Church of Our Lord Jesus Christ, which is
the Roman Catholic Church. We accept its teachings with filial disposition.
We believe firmly in the Primacy of Peter and in its prerogatives, and or this
the current situation makes us suffer so much.”
His Holiness Benedict XVI - paternally sensitive to the spiritual unease
manifested by the interested party due to the sanction of excommunication
and trusting in the effort expressed by them in the aforementioned letter
of not sparing any effort to deepen the necessary discussions with the
Authority of the Holy See in the still open matters, so as to achieve shortly a
full and satisfactory solution of the problem posed in the origin - decided to
reconsider the canonical situation of Bishops Bernard Fellay, Bernard Tissier
de Mallerais, Richard Williamson, and Alfonso de Galarreta, arisen with their
episcopal consecration.
With this act, it is desired to consolidate the reciprocal relations of confidence
and to intensify and grant stability to the relationship of the Fraternity of Saint
Pius X with this Apostolic See. This gift of peace, at the end of the Christmas
celebrations, is also intended to be a sign to promote unity in the charity of
the universal Church and to try to vanquish the scandal of division.
It is hoped that this step will be followed by the prompt accomplishment
of full communion with the Church of the entire Fraternity of Saint Pius X,
thus testifying true fidelity and true recognition of the Magisterium and of
the authority of the Pope with the proof of visible unity.
Based in the faculty expressly granted to me by the Holy Father Benedict XVI,
in virtue of the present Decree, I remit of Bishops Bernard Fellay, Bernard
Tissier de Mallerais, Richard Williamson, and Alfonso de Galarreta the
censure of latae sententiae excommunication declared by this Congregation
on July 1, 1988, while I declare deprived of any juridical effect, from the
present date, the Decree emanated at that time.
Rome, from the Congregation for Bishops, January 21, 2009.
Card. Giovanni Battista Re
Prefect of the Congregation for Bishops
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Why Pope Benedict had to
action the SSPX file
Martin Mosebach* comments on recent papal actions towards the Society of St Pius X,
in an article that originally appeared in Der Spiegel, Germany’s chief news magazine, on
9 February.
The
Catholic
Church
is
experiencing an unprecedented
moment in her recent history. A
sacerdotal act of the Pope – the
removal of the excommunication
of four bishops who had been
consecrated contrary to the
prohibition of his predecessor in
the Petrine office – encounters an
outraged lack of understanding not
only of the non-Catholic public but
also of many Catholics and even
bishops, who have openly renounced
their loyalty to the pope. Forty years
after the Second Vatican Council,
which attempted an “opening of the
Church to the World”, the Catholic
Church has been struck dumb – as if
she does not recognise any more her
own institutions.

High Priests
What is a Catholic Bishop? Is he
a senior administrative official of
the Church? Is he a high-ranking
politician, who can be subjected to
party discipline? This is how nonCatholics (certainly contemporary
ones) view the bishop, because they
never have been told anything else.
For Catholics, the bishop embodies
the highest form of the priesthood,
connected with the capacity to
represent Jesus Christ Himself in the
giving of the Sacraments. He receives
this capacity irrevocably upon his

consecration and no pope or council
can take it from him. That is the
disturbing thing about the episcopal
office: even the most unworthy and
scandalous bishop always remains a
bishop, capable until his last breath
of adding new bishops to the line of
apostolic succession.

No untouchables
What
is
excommunication?
Exclusion from a political party? That’s
how non-Catholics understand it –
they like to call exclusion from the
communist party “excommunication.”
Catholics should know that a complete
exclusion from their Church is

the sacraments at death, she does
so always in the hope of soon lifting
the excommunication. Ultimately, no
spiritual authority wants to accept
the responsibility of letting a man
die uncomforted. Strictly speaking, he
who offends against the unity of the
Church excommunicates himself. The
cancellation of the excommunication
cannot be denied him if he honestly
desires to return to this unity.
The use of excommunication as a
means of political pressure (as it was
often done in the Middle Ages) has
been justly condemned. The Jewish
philosopher Simone Weil called such
excommunications a mortal sin of the

It must have been a tormenting
thought for the pope that these
bishops could succumb to the
temptation to schism
absolutely impossible. For the Church,
a baptised Christian cannot become
an untouchable by any deed, however
terrible it may be. If the Church, as
the most extreme punishment, forbids
a baptised Christian from confessing
his sins, from receiving the Eucharistic
Christ at Mass and from receiving
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Church. The fact that murderers and
child molesters are not automatically
excommunicated shows how little
excommunication has to do with moral
approval. The community that receives
again an excommunicated person is a
community of sinners.
These are likely to have been
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the principal considerations of
Pope Benedict when he lifted the
excommunication of the four bishops
who had been consecrated in a manner
sacramentally valid but contrary to
canon law. For the pope, it must
have been a tormenting thought that
these bishops, in isolation, could
have succumbed to the temptation to
perpetuate the schism and consecrate
additional bishops. The sacraments
form the heart of the Church. The

suspension from the office of bishop?
Instead, they indulged in conjectures
as to whether the Pope after all had
a secret inclination to anti-Semitism.
This, regarding a Pope, who, leaving
aside his addresses in Auschwitz and
in the synagogue in Cologne, has tried
in his theology – one could say, like no
other pope since Peter – to read and
understand the Gospel as the work
of the Jews. It even extended as far as
the laughable report that the pope had

What was true throughout the entire
history of the Church had been
forgotten: that Church and Liturgy
are identical
danger that they could be
permanently dispensed while in breach
of unity must have troubled the Pope
exceedingly.
Now, in the meantime, the whole
world has had the opportunity of
hearing on television one of the four
bishops, the Briton Williamson, utter
the most revolting theses regarding
the persecution of the Jews at the
time of Hitler. Behind the seemingly
dispassionate poker face of the prelate
there was revealed a paranoia bordering
on madness. This was linked, as had
been long known in the Fraternity, to
a complete, insane, system composed
of similar “secret knowledge.” It is
understandable that a general horror
prevailed, on seeing that such a man
might exercise his office as an official
Bishop, reconciled with the Pope.

Conjectures
Why, however, did the general
public not notice that Bishop
Williamson specifically cannot exercise
his office, because the lifting of the
excommunication did not affect his



set the conditions for the lifting of the
suspension of the bishops only under
the pressure of public opinion.
No one should deceive himself: this
pope does nothing under the pressure
of public opinion.

Pathology
The question was posed whether
Benedict XVI knew of Williamson’s
speeches. To be sure, he can’t but have
noticed the spiritual atmosphere in
the SSPX. Unreality and fanaticism
resounded from the many attacks
that the bishops of the Fraternity
directed against Benedict. And it is
very well possible that the knowledge
of a growing pathological narrowing of
minds drove the Pope to act.
Twenty years ago, as Cardinal and
Prefect of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, he had already
laboured with all his strength for a
reconciliation with the SSPX. At the
time their founder, the legendary
Archbishop Lefebvre, still lived. He
had participated in the Council and
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had only become an opponent when
the “movement of ’68” made inroads
in the Church and made a revolution
out of the reform. Lefebvre refused
to give up the traditional, ancient
Mass rite and Paul VI responded by
suspending him.

Sealed off
Cardinal Ratzinger attempted to
win over the old man and promised
that the Pope would name a bishop
faithful to tradition for the community.
Then Lefebvre’s distrust was aroused
– he felt he was being strung along.
He broke off the negotiations and
consecrated four bishops with whom
he was excommunicated immediately
thereafter. Had Lefebvre acted rightly
by following his hunch? Cardinal
Ratzinger in any case must have been
affected by the death of this man
in the state of excommunication.
For, unlike most bishops of this
time, it was impossible for him to
deny any justification to Lefebvre’s
strggle. “Whomever these teachings
do not please, he does not deserve to
be a man.” This hymn of liberalism
from Mozart’s Magic Flute became the
maxim of the Church that had become
liberal. The SSPX was hermetically
sealed off. It was not permitted to
participate in the discussions of a postconciliar Church so enamoured of
discussion. Its young priests celebrated
in basements and garages. One could
say that the Fraternity had circled
the wagons but around these wagons
yawned a void – nobody cared about
that.
Every sociologist knows what
quickly becomes of small oppositional
groups cut off from interaction with
reality. That this group was endangered
would have been sufficient for a
responsible priest to care for it. But
more was at stake here: as misfortune
would have it, exactly this group had
made its mission the preservation of
the greatest treasure of the Church.
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Even today it is a difficult undertaking
to speak of the importance of the
liturgy for the Church. Twenty years
ago it was almost hopeless finding a
sympathetic ear. It was a foregone
conclusion for many clerics that the
traditional, over 1,500-year old liturgy
of the Church was decorative mumbojumbo for the nostalgic and for
aesthetes. It had the same importance
for “emancipated Christians” as the
string quartets played on occasions of
state have for politics. What had been
true throughout the entire history of
the Latin Church had been forgotten:
that liturgy is the visible body of the
Church; that Church and liturgy are
identical. It is the mystic depiction
of the whole plenitude of revealed
truths. It is the locus of faith, where
subjective conviction and feeling
become objective contemplation and
encounter. It is this liturgy which
carried the Christian faith through the
centuries. The success of the mission
in the entire world was owed to its
sacrality in liturgical language and
chant.
The liturgy had soared above the
deep divides of European history
because it was equally removed from
every epoch into which it entered. It
is always unseasonable and therefore
always an image of the other reality
which awaits man. This great form of
the liturgy had been softened up by
Paul VI’s radical reform of the Mass –
an intervention unheard of in the entire
history of the Church. It splintered
into a thousand improvisations.

Lefebvre tragedy
But why was Archbishop Lefebvre
the only bishop in the entire world
who uncompromisingly rejected this
attack against the liturgy and thus
against the Church? With this no to
a process of decomposition so highly
dangerous to the Church, Lefebvre
entered ecclesiastical history. What

gave him the strength was the milieu,
only found in France, of a Catholic
laity which had acquired its world
view in the struggle against aggressive
republican secularism. This was the
tragedy of Lefebvre and his movement:
they rescued the ancient liturgy but
linked it to the struggle of political
parties in recent French history. The
only refuge that the traditional liturgy
had found threatened to become its
prison. Pope Benedict had already
freed it from this prison with his Motu
Proprio and had given it back with its
universal claim to the entire Church.

Might he not, however, have felt
a sense obligation to the SSPX; that,
for all its faults, it had become an
instrument for preserving the Holy
of Holies of the Church in a time of
crisis?
Whether the SSPX succeeds in
finding a place in the diversity of the
present-day Church remains to be
seen. Its historic mission, in any case,
has been concluded.
In the last few days it could
be heard again and again that the
Vatican is incapable of conveying its
concerns to the public. It is certainly
true that there would have been less
excitement among those of good will
if, for instance, one had emphasised
at the lifting of the excommunications
that Bishop Williamson remained
suspended until further notice. But
one cannot underestimate what
black holes of ignorance have been
created even in believing Catholics by
more than thirty years of neglected
religious instruction. These cannot be
closed even by the cleverest public
relations work. Regarding the Pope,
broad circles know only that he is for
human rights and against condoms. It
is happily declared that “the Church
can’t return to before the Second
Vatican Council.” Few, however, think
about the contradictions and need for
interpretation of the most important
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texts of this council.

Does anybody notice that the
Pope has acted exactly in accordance
with the theology of the council
in his magnanimous lifting of the
excommunications?

The Restoration
The restoration of the sacral visage
of the church must remain for the
majority of “worldly” observers foreign
and incomprehensible. Probably only
later generations will grasp that the
restoration of liturgical identity was
worth a great sacrifice. Building up is,
after all, slower than tearing down.
Naturally, things could reach
a point that the state and society
lose the taste for tolerating within
their borders a corporation, which
visibly stands under a different law
and defends values other than those of
the secular majority. The coarseness of
a chancellor in an election campaign
gives us a foretaste. As was done under
Bismarck, the accusation could be
made against the Catholics that they
are bad citizens of the state because
their heart is ultramontane; it clings
“over the mountains” to the Pope and
his authority.
Ultramontane – this word describes
perfectly the Catholic mentality: with
a small part of one’s consciousness to
be not German, not contemporary, not
cosmopolitan. Despite all distrust, the
commonwealth does not have to fare
ill with such members – the result of
the constant tension between the Pope
and the Emperor in the Middle Ages
was nothing less than the European
idea of freedom.

* German novelist, poet, and theologian
Martin Mosebach is author of The Heresy
of Formlessness, among other books.
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Debacle in Linz
Ralf Siebenbürger, a Viennese journalist and a former President General of Una Voce
International, reports on the Church in Austria and the Wagner affair.
Converging with the crisis in
Church affairs triggered by the lifting
of the Lefebvre excommunications
and by hostile reactions to it, were
extraordinary events in Austria and
in the Austrian diocese of Linz.
The Holy See announced the
nomination of an auxiliary bishop
for the diocese; some of the diocesan
deans protested; the Austrian
Bishops‘ Conference convened in an
extraordinary meeting and voted a
hostile pastoral letter directed at the
Pope and the Roman Curia; a few days
later the priest nominated for the post,
Fr. Gehard Wagner, requested the Holy
Father to withdraw his nomination;
and, finally, after a silence, Rome
acquiesced.
In order to understand what had
happened in Linz, one has to know the
background.
Linz is a quite chaotic diocese.
Bishop Maximilian Aichern, who
had been bishop there between
1982 and 2005, was a man who
allowed everything. He was the first
bishop in Austria who permitted the
Priestly Fraternity of St Peter to hear
confessions in his diocese and he paid
them for their pastoral work. On the
other hand, he allowed “left-wing“
Catholics a free hand as well. It was
in the Danube harbour of Linz where
in 2002 six women were “ordained
priests”. Due to Bishop Aichern’s policy
of “laissez-faire”, priests used not to
care too much about their episcopal
superior. They got support in doing
what they wanted from a group of
well organized left-wing professional
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laymen – including even the Governor
of the Austrian state of Upper Austria
(geographically identical with diocese
of Linz) who happens to be a graduated
lay theologian.
When Bishop Aichern resigned
in 2005, he was replaced by Bishop
Schwarz who previously had served
as auxiliary bishop in Vienna. Bishop
Schwarz is a kind and faithful man,
but he did not come to his new
responsibilities determined to reestablish discipline among the clergy
of his diocese. He needed, therefore,
an auxiliary bishop to undertake that
unpopular but necessary job. For that
task the Holy Father chose Fr. Gerhard
Maria Wagner.
Father Wagner is parish priest
in the parish of Windischgarsten, a
community of 5000 people in the
alpine countryside. Wagner, who
descends from a worker’s family from
Linz, graduated from the Gregorian
University in Rome. He has been
in charge of Windischgarsten for 20
years and his pastoral work has been
quite successful. The parish is well
organized, and Wagner is, for the most
part, popular among his parishioners.
And this although – or perhaps because
– he does not compromise with the
liturgical abuses widespread outside
his parish. For example, in his parish
church, which dates from the 16th
century, only altar boys serve mass.
That is quite unusual in a diocese
where altar girls are the norm.
Wagner is a member of the “Linzer
Priesterkreis” (Linz circle of priests),
a network of rather conservative
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priests in the diocese who, since 1988,
have organized an annual summer
academy on theological issues at Aigen
– another town in the diocese. Among
the participants at those Aigen summer
academies were personalities like
Cardinal Stickler, Cardinal Scheffczyk,
and Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope
Benedict XVI). Therefore, the Holy
Father knows Wagner and doubtless
judged him the right man for the job.

Wagner’s sins
In his first media interviews, after
his nomination had become public
knowledge, Wagner was asked about
some controversial issues. And his
answers were not what an average
Austrian bishop would say: he expressed
concerns about satanic aspects in J.K.
Rowling’s Harry Potter books; and he
described homosexuality as a curable
disease.
Such public statements gave an
opportunity to a well organized lobby
of journalists to write against him. He
was compared with Bishop Krenn, the
late conservative bishop of St. Pölten.
And the same alliance of journalists,
elderly professors of theology and lay
theologians that had settled Bishop
Krenn’s hash, started to attack Fr.
Wagner. They won the support of
the deans of the Linz diocese many
of whom, perhaps, feared being
disciplined once Wagner was installed
as auxiliary bishop. On 10 February a
meeting of deans took place and they
voted 31 to 35 against Rome’s choice
for the diocese. Five weeks later,
Bishop Schwarz, was forced to sack
one the “31“ deans, Fr Josef Friedl,

Oriens
Austria
parish preist of Ungenach, after it hit
the press that he had been living with
a woman for near on 25 years.
Another sad role in the drama was
played by a majority of the Austrian
bishops. On the very same day that
Fr. Wagner’s nomination had been
published by the Holy See, Cardinal
Schönborn, Archbishop of Vienna
and president of the Austrian Bishops’
Conference, complained lachrymosely
of his surprise that he hadn’t been
consulted by the Holy Father before
this decision was made. Remarkably,
Bishop Kapellari of Graz-Seckau, a
usually discreet and prudent man, said
in public that the Austrian bishops had
in fact got to know in advance of the
nomination.
Cardinal Schönborn called together
the Austrian Bishops’ Conference to an
extraordinary meeting. A majority of
the assembled bishops voted a pastoral
letter (dated 16 February) which dealt
with the lifting of excommunications
from the SSPX bishops and the
nomination of Fr. Wagner. It is an
ominous letter – in effect a protest note
to Rome – and clothes in the language
of reasonableness and canonical form
a claim to determine who is fit to be
appointed a bishop in Austria:

Austria vs Rome
“There is no question that the
Pope is free to appoint bishops.
The bishops do not want to go
back in time where - as in 1918
- the Emperor alone chose the
bishops. Even a ‘popular choice’
of the bishops would divide
the church into parties and
conflicts would be inevitable.
We bishops are convinced that
the procedure provided for in
canon law for the selection and
the examination of candidates
has proved its worth, if this
procedure is really followed.
Therefore, before the Holy Father

takes the final decision, reliable
and thoroughly tested basic
information must be provided
on which he can rely. In Austria
in the next few years a number
of bishops are to be appointed.
The faithful are legitimately
concerned that the process of
candidate search, examination
of the proposals and the final
decisions should be undertaken
carefully and with pastoral
sensitivity. This can ensure that
bishops are appointed who are
not ‘against’ but ‘for’ a local
church. We bishops will make
every possible effort to support
the forthcoming episcopal
appointments in the sense of
monitoring these procedures
in close cooperation with the
relevant Vatican offices.”

the nomination. It later became known
that, as of that moment, no such letter
had been written though the “fact“ had
been reported by all newspapers and
TV stations throughout the country.
Some days later, Wagner did, indeed,
write a letter asking the Holy Father to
withdraw the proposal to consecrate
him a bishop.

Second chance
Doubts have circulated about the
quality of Fr. Wagner. It is said that
a man who asks the Holy Father not
to make him bishop would not have
been up to disciplining the clergy of
Linz. Certainly, Wagner had been
put under enormous pressure by his
almost-fellow bishops to write a letter
to Rome that had been announced by
Cardinal Schönborn’s press officials
days in advance.

Those who are appointed
bishops ought to be ‘for’ and not
‘against’ the local church
To grasp the motivation behind
such a pastoral letter, one has first
to understand that most of the
Austrian bishops are anxious to gain
the approval of the aforementioned
lobby of journalists and thereby to win
applause in the mass media. To this
end, striking anti-Roman postures goes
down well. And then, one shouldn’t
overlook the uneasiness of the bishops
at the prospect of adding to their
number someone who (until now) has
not feared to tell the truth especially
when it is uncomfortable.
Interestingly, the day before the
meeting of the Bishops’ Conference, the
press office of the Catholic Church in
Austria announced that Fr. Wagner had
asked the Holy Father to relieve him of
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Wagner is not a man without
courage. As a teacher of the faith in his
parish, he has proved far more robust
than any current Austrian bishop. But,
as it happened, the pressure to which
he was subjected, proved too much.
It’s a sad fact that among the Austrian
clergy you will find few men with
courage to match Fr. Wagner’s.
The story, however, might not end
there. Unconfirmed reports suggest
that the Holy See has relieved Wagner
only of being appointed to Linz, not of
being consecrated a bishop. Perhaps
he will get a second chance. If the
history of the Apostles is anything to
go by, then, a mitre - and a cross - is
still on the cards.
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Time to plug in to the
pontificate
Pope Benedict XVI signed on 10 March 2009 an extraordinary letter to the bishops of
the Catholic Church. Its purpose - to explain his lifting of the excommunication from the
SSPX bishops on 21 January 2009 and respond to Church-wide reverberations set off by
this act.
The word “extraordinary” is
debased. But if we could recover its
forgotten sense – of what is above and
beyond the humdrum normalness to
which we are accustomed – then we
would grasp how this letter is truly
that: “extraordinary”.
The Letter of his Holiness Benedict
XVI to the Bishops of the Catholic
Church concerning the remission of the
excommunication of the four Bishops
consecrated by Archbishop Lefebvre
is a highly tensioned composition. It
is straightforward and clear, and yet
deeply ironic. It is humble, and at
the same time great. It is mild, but its
rebukes are stinging. It closes with a
quotation from St Paul to the Galatians
and a reflection of masterly brevity and
sharpness.
“ ‘But if you bite and devour one
another, take heed that you are
not consumed by one another.’
I am always tempted to see
these words as another of the
rhetorical excesses which we
occasionally find in Saint Paul
… But sad to say, this ‘biting
and devouring’ also exists in the
Church today, as expression of
a poorly understood freedom.
Should we be surprised that
we too are no better than the
Galatians?”
Well, no. Because, as the Pope
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had just finished saying, not only had
“some representatives” of the SSPX
their vices, but “some unpleasant
things have also emerged in Church
circles”. And these have been brought
to a head by the policy of the Pope.

Hate we must
“At times one gets the impression
that our society needs to have at
least one group to which no
tolerance may be shown; which
one can easily attack and hate.
And should someone dare to
approach them – in this case the
Pope – he too loses any right to
tolerance; he too can be treated
hatefully, without misgiving or
restraint.”
Weigh the phrase “our society”.
Obviously it refers to the broader
community in which we live, and
especially to western society with
its tolerance of everything except
Christianity. But it also refers to the
community of believers within the
Church – one that has become so
deformed as to require its own internal
objects of hatred and intolerance. And
these are not restricted to the Lefebvre
movement, and to those who would
reach out to them – to the Pope
in particular - but extends even to
the motives that prompted the Pope’s
move: to the preservation of Church
unity and Catholic tradition.
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Bear in mind here the most
important thing about this letter: that
it is addressed “to the bishops”. The
Pope is talking to them and about them
– or, at least, about a good number
of them, both liberals and so-called
“conservatives”. The former are happy
warriors in the assaults, conducted
through the media, upon the Pope; the
latter, often given to pro-pope chest
beating, went to the same media in the
wake of 21 January to express their
reservations about the wisdom, or the
timing, or the manner of the Pope’s
actions. In sum, all too many bishops
– our preachers-in-chief of love and
ecumenical fraternity – seem to have
little love, in practice, for the unity of
the Church or for the integrity of its
tradition, and little sense of fraternity
with those who would uphold them,
the Pope included.

Riposte
Perhaps, the Pope responds – and
here we translate - some of my critics
thought that there were bigger fish to
fry than reconciling with the SSPX.
Of course, they’re right. And, as it
happens, from Day 1 of my pontificate
I’ve focused consistently on the main
game. What is it? The fact that “in vast
areas of the world [covered by your
dioceses] the faith is in danger of dying
out like a flame which no longer has
fuel.” Consequently,
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“ … the overriding priority [of
this pontificate] is to make God
present in this world and to
show men and women the way
to God. Not just any god, but the
God who spoke on Sinai; to that
God whose face we recognize
in a love which presses ‘to the
end’ (cf. Jn 13:1) – in Jesus
Christ, crucified and risen. The
real problem at this moment
of our history is that God is
disappearing from the human
horizon, and, with the dimming
of the light which comes from
God, humanity is losing its
bearings, with increasingly
evident destructive effects.
“Leading men and women to
God, to the God who speaks in
the Bible: this is the supreme
and fundamental priority of the
Church and of the Successor
of Peter at the present time.
A logical consequence of this
is that we must have at heart
the unity of all believers. Their
disunity, their disagreement
among themselves, calls into
question the credibility of their
talk of God.”

Prelates unsavoury
There it is. The complete rationale
for this Pope’s policy and for his move
to reconcile the SSPX: to convert men to
the One true God, and to no other, and
to promote unity among the believers
so they can preach Him with greater
credibility. The message is succinct,
all of a piece, and flies straight back
at the bishops who preside spiritually,
but without saline effect, over “vast
areas of the world” in which the faith
is about to fade out.
In other words, stop snuggling up
to the media; get off the SSPX’s back;
get back to your altars and to your
pulpits; preach the God of Love and
practise His love especially among

the brethren. At the same time, Pope
Benedict set the record straight about
the present status of the Society of St
Pius X. Sure, the excommunications
have been lifted, but the SSPX is not
yet in the clear. The SSPX has asked for
discussions with Rome about certain
“reservations” over particular teachings
attributed to Vatican II. The letter
describes these as being “in the area
of obedience to [the Pope’s] doctrinal
authority and to the authority of the
Council.” The final status of the SSPX

has been forced, in good number, to
chastise openly, including among them
some of his nearest “collaborators” in
the Vatican itself “A[…] mistake, which I deeply
regret, is the fact that the extent
and limits of the provision of 21
January 2009 were not clearly
and adequately explained at the
moment of its publication.
When Summorum Pontificum,
which liberated the traditional Latin

Did key Vatican officials still reeling from the shock of
Regensburg - decide to “Take No
Action” on the SSPX case?
depends upon how these questions are
resolved:
“… until the doctrinal questions
are clarified, the Society has no
canonical status in the Church,
and its ministers – even though
they have been freed of the
ecclesiastical penalty – do
not legitimately exercise any
ministry in the Church.”
This clarification draws us back
to the beginning of the document.
Here, right up front, is where we hit
the disturbing bits. Here the Pope’s
humility and even vulnerability are
on display. There is something else,
however. A secular commentator
might call it “political weakness” - and,
if one could ignore the authority from
God to which a pope lays claim, there
would be truth in the assessment. Let’s
call it, rather, “leadership dilemma”:
the dilemma confronted by a Pope
within a Church whose bishops he

Mass, was released on 7 July 2007, an
explanatory letter to bishops, dated
the same day, accompanied it. From
logistical and PR perspectives, that
“operation” went off smoothly. True, a
lot of people took it badly, and many
bishops still refuse to implement the
decree. The actual proclamation itself,
however, went off without a hitch. Not
so on 21 January 2009 when the SSPX
excommunications were lifted.
How come? Where was the
necessary explanatory letter that ought
to have been timed to come out at
the same moment? Was the need
for one not foreseen? Was a draft
ordered up, but not delivered? Did
key Vatican officials – still reeling
from the shocks of Regensburg and
Summorum Pontificum – decide to
“Take No Action” on the SSPX file?
Sandro Magister, vaticanistà for Italy’s
L’Espresso, has suggested as much.
continued on page 23
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The Cross and the Crescent
Do Christians and Muslims worship the same God? Fr Ken Webb FSSP* explores the
question.
In his book Crossing the
Threshold of Hope, published in
1994, Pope John Paul II wrote that
“In Islam all the richness of God’s
self revelation, which constitutes
the heritage of the Old and New
Testaments, has definitely been set
aside. Some of the most beautiful
names in the human language are
given to the God of the Koran,
but He is ultimately a God outside
of the world, a God who is only
Majesty, never Emmanuel, Godwith-us. Islam is not a religion
of redemption. There is not room
for the Cross and the Resurrection.
Jesus is mentioned, but only as a
prophet who prepares for the last
prophet, Muhammad. There is also
mention of Mary, his Virgin Mother,
but the tragedy of redemption is
completely absent. For this reason
not only the theology but also the
anthropology of Islam is very distant
from Christianity.”
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Pope Benedict XVI, in that widely
reported paper delivered to scholars
at the University of Regensburg, saw
fit to quote one who based upon hard
experience had a rather dim view of
the practical and concrete expressions
of the doctrine of Muhammad, namely,
the Byzantine Emperor Manuel
Paleologus II, who wrote: “show me
just what Muhammad brought that
was new, and now you’ll find things
only evil and inhuman; such as his
command to spread by the sword the
faith he preached.” The Pope then
went on in his speech to contrast
the Christian conception of God as
rational with the Islamic notion of
a God who is utterly transcendent,
beyond reason, inaccessible to reason,
and indeed, a God who could be
equally in accord with or opposed to
reason. God is love, God is rational,
God is Truth – all of these profound
theological doctrines of the Catholic
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faith are utterly incompatible with
the God conceived and described by
Muhammad in his Koran.

Islam and the Trinity
The question of Islam, and how it
relates to the Catholic faith, has been
one much considered and spoken of
in recent years. Yet there has been
not much discussion or reporting of
how Islam should be viewed from a
Catholic point of view: for example,
is it true that Catholics and Muslims
worship the same God? Do Muslims
respect Jesus? Do they confess that he
is God, or merely a human prophet?
What does the Koran have to say
about the doctrine of the Trinity?
This brief article does not attempt
an exhaustive study of Islam, of the
collections of sayings of the prophet, or
an examination of the various schools
of Islamic jurisprudence. Rather, it
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simply examines various doctrines set
forth in the Koran, which Muslims
imagine to be the word of God dictated
to Muhammad, and based on such
an examination to answer the above
questions for Catholics.
Let us begin with a brief historical
review of who Muhammad was, and the
religion that he preached. Muhammad
came from a tribal group of originally
pagan Arabs, whose practice of idolatry
was long established and well known.
The religion which he invented is
called Islam, which means submission
to the will of God. Its adherents,
those who submit to Islam, are called
Muslims.

Stark simplicity
The creed of Islam is very stark
and very simple. Its primary beliefs
are summed up in the “shahada”, the
Islamic confession of faith: “there is
no god but Allah, and Muhammad is
his prophet.” Muslims often imagine
that this simplicity, as opposed to
the complexity and mystery of the
Nicene Creed and the doctrine of
the Trinity, are proofs of the truth of
their religion and of the falsehood of
Christianity. The Koran, which is the
book containing Muhammad’s alleged
revelations from God through the
archangel Gabriel, is held by Muslims
to be the literal word of God, dictated
from heaven.
Let us examine now what
Muhammad has to say in the Koran
about what his followers are to believe.
Sura 3 [67] in the Koran tells us that
“Abraham was not a Jew nor yet a
Christian; but he was true in Faith,
and bowed his will to Allah’s (which
is Islam), and he joined not gods
with Allah.” And what about Jesus
and the religion which He founded?
He ascended into heaven almost 600
years before Muhammad died, but,
according to the Koran, he was also a
great prophet, and – now this might
surprise you a little bit, but according

to the Koran, he was also a Muslim.
Sura 3 [52] tells that Jesus appeared
among the children of Israel, and
“when Jesus found unbelief on their
part he said: ‘who will be my helpers to
the work of Allah? Said the Disciples:
We are Allah’s helpers: we believe in
Allah, and do thou bear witness that
we are Muslims.”
Now, it might not be ecumenically
sensitive, but from a Catholic point
of view, whether or not a person, or
a religion, confesses the divinity of
Jesus Christ is actually very important.
If a person, or a religion, explicitly
rejects the divinity of Christ, the
crucifixion, the resurrection – that
is to say, if one denies the doctrine
of the Incarnation - then it follows
that any claim of compatibility with
orthodox Christianity must be rejected
as delusional or utterly duplicitous.

Divinity denied
In the Nicene Creed, Catholics
confess that “I believe in ... One Lord
Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son
of God, born of the Father before all
ages, God of God, light of light, true
God of true God; begotten, not made;
consubstantial with the Father, by
Whom all things were made.” Now
those doctrines, asserting the divinity
of Christ, are found in all approved
Creeds of the Church, and they are
regarded as basic touchstones of
orthodoxy. Let us see then what the
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Koran has to say about the divinity of
Christ.
At the risk of spoiling the surprise,
the Koran repeatedly and explicitly
denies the divinity of Christ. In the
Koran Muslims are taught that Christ
was human, that he was a prophet,
just like Moses, Abraham, and
Muhammad. In Sura 4 [171] we are
told: “O people of the Book! Commit
no excesses in your religion; nor say of
Allah ought but the truth. Christ Jesus,
the son of Mary, was (no more than)
a Messenger of Allah, and his Word,
which He bestowed on Mary, and a
spirit proceeding from Him: so believe
in Allah and his Messengers. Say not
‘Trinity’: desist: it will be better for
you, for Allah is one god: glory be to
him: (far exalted is he) above having a
son.” And in the next line we are told
that “Christ disdaineth not to serve
and worship Allah, nor to the angels.”
The denial of the divinity of Christ
does not stop there however. This
is a matter which Muhammad, and
whoever it was that gave him his
revelation, really wants to emphasise.
Sura 5 notes that: “In blasphemy indeed
are those who say that Allah (God) is
Christ, the son of Mary.” Also, “they
do blaspheme who say: ‘God is Christ,
the son of Mary.’” According to the
Koran, “Christ, the son of Mary, was
no more than a messenger.” It was
apparently revealed to Muhammad
that: “...The Christians call Christ the
son of God. That is a saying from their
mouth; (in this) they but imitate what
the Unbelievers of old used to say.
Allah’s curse be upon them; how they
are deluded from the truth.” [Sura 9,
30] In Sura 19 there are several denials
that God would ever beget a son.
Finally, in Sura 39, we are told that
“Had Allah (that is, God) wished to
take to himself a son, he could have
chosen whom He pleased out of those
whom he doth create; but glory be to
him! (He is above such things.) He is
Allah, the one, the irresistible.”
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TriaLogos in Tallinn
Marija Svilans reports on a wonderful Baltic cultural festival.
Something
extraordinary
is taking place. The time is late
September 2008. The place is the
capital of a small and not very wellknown country in Europe. More
specifically, the place is the Latin
Quarter, hidden in the old part of
the town, so-called because, starting
with the thirteenth century and
continuing through the fourteenth,
when Dominican monks founded
the town’s first school, right up
until the time of the Reformation,
the educational and intellectual
language of this region was Latin.
The extraordinary event taking
place in Tallinn, the capital of Estonia,
is the TriaLogos festival. It has been
specifically organised to take place in
late September to coincide with the
Feast Day of St Michael the Archangel,
which falls on 29 September in the
traditional Catholic liturgical calendar,
because St Michael is the Patron of the
Latin Quarter. Inaugurated in 1998,
the festival has been an annual event.

Latin Mass devotees
Not the least extraordinary aspect
of the festival is that the two main
organisers are devotees of the traditional
Latin Mass – these days sometimes
known as the extraordinary rite – in a
country which since the Reformation
has been largely Protestant, with the
lowest number of Catholics of the
three Baltic states (the other two states
being Latvia and Lithuania). The
older of the two men, Taivo Niitvägi,
is a violinist and friend of the late
Alexander Solzhenitsyn. The younger,
Varro Vooglaid, is not long out of law
school, but already actively involved in
pro-life issues. In an age where English
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is an international language – and the
festival aspires to be international in
scope and appeal – Varro plays an
important role because he is Englishfluent (Taivo isn’t).
Another extraordinary aspect of the
festival is the audacity with which it

Surely
this is an
undertaking
of the David
and Goliath
variety.
is willing to pit itself against a Europe
which seems so determined to deny
its Christian roots and identity. Surely
this is an undertaking of the David
and Goliath variety. At a time when
Europe is deathly silent about some
1,500 years of formation in a Christian
context, the questions TriaLogos poses
ring out loud and clear: what is the
Christian European culture and who
is a Christian in the midst of all
the ideologies and religions storming
across the globe?

Broad programme
And so, with these questions as its
unifying theme, the festival presents
a broad programme which comprises
theatre, music, poetry, and philosophy.
Typically one day of the festival
includes talks and panel discussions as
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well as something from the performing
arts: a musical concert, a play, a poetry
reading.
The talks touch upon a diversity
of specific subjects: religion, such as
“The Notion and Role of the Papacy in
the Past and Today”; philosophy, such
as “What is Truth?”; art, such as “Art
Through the Ages: The Expression of
Catholicism in Art and its Competition
with Secular Art”; music, such as “The
Systematic Teaching of Byzantine
Music”; science, such as “The Concept
of Unity in the Sciences, and What
it Means”. There are also talks where
the broader context is examined, such
as “Seeing All Things in Christ”, “The
Churches of East and West: rich in
their diversity”, and “St. Augustine’s
The City of God: Empire Versus
Civilisation.”

East and West
The references to East and West
highlight this year’s particular topic:
“ECCLESIA UNA – in search of the
common Roots and Perspectives
of East and West in the Christian
Culture”. In 2007 the topic was “In
Search of Europe’s Cultural Identity”
and in 2006 it was “Culture Wars”.
However, the crowning glory of the
festival is the importance that it gives
to the traditional liturgy.
Each day begins with Lauds and a
traditional Latin Mass. This year there
are also a couple of sung Masses, one
of them a Requiem. It is obvious that
the Mass of the Ages is welcome here
as a spiritual and cultural treasure.
Several countries are represented in
the line-up of contributors to the 2008
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Given what we have seen of the
very clear denial that Christ is God,
that Christ is the Son of God, it should
be pretty clear that Christians and
Muslims do not “worship the same
one God.” The Koran repeatedly and
explicitly denies the divinity of Christ,
and that God could have a Son, still
less that such a Son could take upon
Himself a human nature. This utterly
thorough Koranic rejection of the
doctrine of the Incarnation, however,
would not really be complete without
an explicit denial of the crucifixion
and redemptive mission and the
resurrection of Christ as well.

No crucifixion
That is why we should not be
surprised to read that in the Koran, like
some of the ancient Gnostic heretics,
Muhammad denies that Christ was
ever crucified. Such a fate would be
unseemly for a prophet of Allah. So in
Sura 4 we are told: “That they said (in
boast), ‘We killed Christ Jesus, the son
of Mary, the messenger of Allah’ – but
they killed him not, nor crucified him,
but so it was made to appear to them,
and those who differ therein are full
of doubts, with no certain knowledge,
but only conjecture to follow, for of a
surety they killed him not – Nay, Allah
raised him up to himself.”
And there you have the Islamic
repudiation of the whole Incarnation.
continued from page 16 - TriaLogos

TriaLogos festival. Estonia of course,
but also France, Greece, Russia, Israel
and the USA.
It is inevitable that an event of
such a counter-cultural character as
the Trialogos festival should from
time to time stir up some controversy.
This year the question of Palamatism,
which arose out of discussions about
East and West, caused some friction.
In other years people have walked

Muhammad taught that Christ was
only man, and a prophet like other
prophets. He utterly denied the Trinity.
With the rejection of the Incarnation
goes the entire sacramental system
– there is no Real Presence in the
doctrine of Muhammad. No Mass, no
priesthood, no sacrament of marriage
(Muhammad had fourteen wives,
eleven at one time; he married the
youngest when she was nine years
old), along with no prohibition on
divorce in such polygamous relations.
In the Creed Catholics confess
belief in the divinity of Christ, in His
crucifixion, death and resurrection. All
of these are denied by Muhammad.
Christians also confess belief in the
Trinity. In the Nicene Creed we affirm
our belief in “The Holy Ghost, the Lord
and Giver of life. Who proceedeth from
the Father and the Son, Who, together
with the Father and the Son is adored
and glorified.” But Muhammad says
in Sura 5 that “they do blaspheme who
say: God is one of three in a Trinity: for
there is no God except one god.” As
well as “say not ‘Trinity’: desist: it will
be better for you; for allah is one god;
glory be to him; far exalted is he above
having a son.”
It should by now be quite clear
that those who claim that Christianity
and Islam share the same faith, or that
ultimately we worship and confess
the same God, are manifestly in error.
The Islamic denial of the Trinity, the
out of talks in protest, and organisers
have resigned. Still, it is well to
remember that we live in a time when
in one of the most populous nations
on Earth Catholics have just voted
overwhelmingly to empower a leader
who has promised to take the culture
of death to yet unprecedented depths.
This has happened because for many
years those whose role it has been to
speak out have not done so for fear
of appearing foolish in the eyes of the
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divinity of Christ, the Incarnation,
the crucifixion and resurrection, all of
which are clearly set out in the Koran,
must settle the matter for anyone who
grasps even the most basic teaching
of the Apostle’s or the Nicene Creed.
We do not worship the same God.
Islam and Christianity are utterly
antithetical to one another. If one is
true, the other must necessarily be
false. If the Nicene Creed is true, then
Islam is necessarily false. Keep that in
mind the next time someone tells you
that Islam and Christianity ultimately
worship the same God, and ask th
em about the Trinity, the Incarnation,
and the divinity of Christ, and how
they reconcile the claims of the Nicene
Creed with those of the Koran.
* Fr Ken Webb FSSP lives in Canberra
and is a frequent contributor to Oriens.

world. Perhaps it is just as well that
there are still to be found fools for
Christ who are not afraid of asking
the difficult questions. You just might
find such “fools” at a TriaLogos festival.
Extraordinary.

Marija Svilans is a Brisbane musician,
teacher, and writer.
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Church music by the
unchurched: Verdi
This is the third article of a series. R. J. Stove discusses eminent composers who spent
most of their lives outside orthodox Catholicism, but who made notable contributions to
sacred music.
Giuseppe Verdi died on 27
January 1901, five days after Queen
Victoria. In terms of pomp and
circumstance, the commoner’s
obsequies, if anything, outdid the
sovereign’s. All Italy’s newspapers
had black-bordered front pages;1
and no fewer than 200,000 persons
accompanied the cortège on the 30th
as it bore the composer to Milan’s
Cimitero Monumentale, where his
spouse Giuseppina (née Strepponi)
already reposed.
Less than a month later, on 27
February, husband and wife were
both translated to the grounds of the
Milanese rest-home which he had
established for aged musicians. At
this latter ceremony, where the crowd
numbered a scarcely credible 300,000,
Toscanini conducted 820 singers in
the Chorus of the Hebrew Slaves from
Verdi’s youthful opera Nabucco.2 One
member of the honour guard, on seeing
a relative of Italy’s king following the
bier, “exclaimed in amazement: ‘What’s
the world come to? A prince of the royal
house at the funeral of a bandleader!’”3
Not till 1957, when Sibelius received a
comparably patriotic envoi, would any
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other great composer be so eulogised
in his interment by an appreciative
nation.
Verdi’s own odyssey had begun
almost eighty-eight years beforehand,
in the north-western Italian village of
Le Roncole on either 9 or 10 October
(the baptismal register is ambiguous
on this point) 1813. The son of an
innkeeper, Giuseppe – he never used his
middle names “Fortunino Francesco”
– exhibited early if not spectacular
musical gifts. Having become organist
at Le Roncole’s San Michele Arcangelo
church at the age of eight, he worked
similarly from his tenth year as organist
at the nearby town of Busseto. Already
he had displayed the stubbornness
that characterised him as an adult.
When a young altar-server at San
Michele Arcangelo, he failed to carry
out his liturgical functions during
Mass, so entranced was he by the
beauty of the music. Furious at this
dereliction of duty, the priest knocked
him over. Picking himself up, the boy
snapped “May God strike you down!”,
and took great subsequent pleasure in
recounting how, eventually, a lightning
bolt did strike the priest down.4
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Struggle Street
Like many another genius of humble
stock, Verdi relished querulously
exaggerating the initial disadvantages
he had needed to overcome. In truth,
Busseto, far from being the Italian
equivalent of Li’l Abner’s Dogpatch,
offered competent teachers of several
disciplines. For further study there
was always nearby Milan, where the
novice Verdi benefited from a skilled
instructor in counterpoint named
Vincenzo Lavigna, even if the city’s
conservatoire earned his lifelong ire
by foolishly rejecting him as “too old”
to enrol.
All his life Verdi read widely, two
of his favourite authors – on whose
output he subsequently based operas
– being Shakespeare (nothing like
as popular in Italy as in Russia or
Germany) and Schiller. The distinction
that Schiller drew between naïve artists
and sentimental artists – the former
intuitive, the latter calculating – formed
the foundation of a brilliant essay
by Sir Isaiah Berlin, which explains
Verdi’s lifelong allegiance to the naïve
category, and which demands to be
quoted:
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“Verdi is perhaps the last
complete, self-fulfilled creator,
absorbed in his art; at one
with it; seeking to use it for
no ulterior purpose, the god
wholly concealed by his works
… suspicious of anyone curious
about his inner life, wholly,
even grimly, impersonal, drily
objective, at one with his music.
A man who dissolved everything
in his art, with no more personal
residue than Shakespeare or
Tintoretto. In Schiller’s sense,
the last great naïve poet of our
time.”5

“Not much of a believer”
This preoccupation with human
dignity and bravery in extremis
inevitably raises the question of Verdi’s
religious outlook. Of all eminent
composers who lived and died before
the Bolshevik Revolution, none – not
Berlioz, not Wagner – was less devout
in adulthood than Verdi. Giuseppina
(his second wife, incidentally; his first
wife and both his children had all
perished miserably young between
1838 and 1840) said of him: “I won’t
say he is an ‘atheist’, but certainly

Credulity lost

Accordingly, Verdi considered
musical creation to be a chore rather
than a privilege. He recollected in
weary, joyless words his decision to
keep composing after an early comic
opera had disastrously failed to appeal:
“If I went on with this unfortunate
career, it was because at twenty-five, it
was too late for me to do anything else
and because I was not physically strong
enough to go back to the fields.”6
Stoicism and pessimism: these two
habits dominated Verdi’s thinking,
resulting in not just intimations of, but
a veritable obsession with, mortality.
When reproached for the profusion of
corpses at Il Trovatore’s final curtain,
he replied: “But after all, death is all
there is in life. What else is there?”7
Nonetheless his pessimism remained
free (as has several times been noted)
from fatalism. His operas abound in
characters who, although doomed, go
down fighting: such as Monterone in
Rigoletto, Azucena in Trovatore, Paolo
in Simon Boccanegra, Carlo in La
Forza del Destino, Posa in Don Carlos,
and Amonasro in Aîda.

Yet a closer examination of Verdi’s
behaviour reveals a more complex
picture than one of ordinary
godlessness. It seems that Verdi had
towards religion an attitude rather like
that of a Victorian Englishman towards
sex: he could neither straightforwardly
accept it nor leave it alone. While
he stated in his will that “I do not
want any of the usual rituals after
my death,” and that he wished “No
singing and no music to be played,”11
he also expressed the hope of having
at his funeral “one priest, one candle,
one cross.”12

Giuseppe Verdi

not much of a believer.”8 When the
couple had settled down on their
property in the village of Sant’Agata, it
was noted that “[H]e would drive his
wife to church but not accompany her
inside.”9 To Teresa Stolz, distinguished
singer and alleged mistress of her
husband, Giuseppina wrote in 1876:
“[S]ay a Sunday prayer and, while
saying it, think of me sometimes and
beg for me the mercy of God, that
God that the beautiful souls refuse to
believe in, because they do not want
to look at their own consciences.”10
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Poet-composer Arrigo Boito, who
wrote the libretti for Verdi’s two last
and finest operas Otello and Falstaff
– who, indeed, came to know Verdi
better than did anyone except the
latter’s immediate family – made the
intriguing suggestion that Verdi had not
wanted to eschew his belief. Describing
Verdi’s fondness for Christmas Eve,
Boito referred to “the holy wonders of
childhood, the enchantments of faith
… he [Verdi] had lost that credulity
early, but, perhaps more than us, he
kept a poignant regret for it all his
life.”13 When, in his eighties, Verdi
had completed his Four Sacred Pieces
(Quattro Pezzi Sacri), he apparently
asked that the score of one of these
pieces, the Te Deum, be buried with
him.14 His other major religious work,
the Requiem which he wrote as a
memorial to the novelist Alessandro
Manzoni, may reveal little interest
in redemption but indicates an all
too immediate dread of damnation.
Biographer John Rosselli observed of
it: “The prospect of hell appears to
rule; the cataclysm unleashed by the
Dies Irae not only dominates with its
choral Niagara and offbeat strokes on
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the bass drum, it haunts the work in
unliturgical reprises – two in the first
half and another just before the end …
[Fauré’s] vision is consolatory; Verdi’s,
troubled to the end, is not.”15
The fact that, during the
Risorgimento, Verdi had pledged his
political allegiance to Count Cavour,
rather than to outright radicals such as
Mazzini and Garibaldi, is instructive.
Cavour, for all his quarrels with the
Vatican, remained a faithful Catholic
and insisted on a priest attending
his deathbed.16 (Verdi actually served
for four years in the new national
parliament, at Cavour’s specific
request.) The few friends Verdi ever
had included a priest, Giovanni Avanzi;
and on his Sant’Agata estate Verdi built
a chapel, where he compelled all his
servants to attend Mass.17 Clearly,
he regarded agnosticism as far too
precious a jewel to be allowed into the
hands of the hired help.
Ultimately, Boito, in describing his
hero’s religious stance, hedged, as later
chroniclers also must. “He gave,” Boito

remarked, “the example of Christian
faith by the moving beauty of his
religious works, by the observance of
rites … by his homage to Manzoni,
by the ordering of his funeral, found
in his will… In the ideal, moral and
social sense he was a great Christian,
but one must be very careful not
to present him as a Catholic in the
political and strictly theological
sense of the word …”18 A century
later John Rosselli, having admitted
to finding Verdi’s character in many
respects disagreeable, nevertheless
concluded that “Verdi can be trusted
in a fundamental sense: not only
would one rather have professional or
business dealings with him – at the cost
of some rough moments – than with
many other people; a deep integrity
runs beneath his life, and can be felt
even when he is being unreasonable
or wrong.”19
Beyond dispute is the affection that
Verdi, for all his cantankerousness,
could engender. “[N]ever,” Boito
lamented at the news of the old man’s
demise, “have I experienced such a

feeling of hatred against death … It
needed the death of this octogenarian
to arouse those feelings in me.”20
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A selective discography of sacred Verdi
Verdi’s Requiem, unlike Mozart’s and Fauré’s, makes huge and protracted demands upon its vocal soloists: demands
which many a performance fails to meet. The Requiem recordings conducted by Sir Georg Solti and Claudio Abbado
are both, in different ways, sabotaged by at least one soloist inadequate for the task. What is needed, but is seldom
found, is a champion team rather than merely a team of champions. Something close to the ideal occurs in the CD
version led by Riccardo Muti in 1989 (on the EMI label), with Pavarotti in the tenor role, and – more consistently
– in a 1963 live performance with Carlo Maria Giulini on the podium (recently issued by BBC Legends), where the
less than stellar, all-English vocal quartet sings more creditably than do many bigger Continental names on later
records. For those on a budget, Naxos supplies a 1997 account with mostly Hungarian forces under a fairly obscure
but decidedly impressive Italian conductor, Pier Giorgio Morandi; again, no marquee names among the soloists, but
no failures either. Naxos also includes an interpretation of the rarely tackled Four Sacred Pieces, and still manages to
charge less for the whole package than many another company requires for the Requiem alone. Also at budget price,
and not to be overlooked, is Toscanini’s characteristically ferocious Requiem performance on RCA, where the soloists
include the late Giuseppe Di Stefano at his all-too-brief peak; pity anyone deterred from this magisterial production
by the shortcomings of 1951 sound quality. – RJS
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Thomism in our time
The Scope of Philosophy, by John Young; Sydney,
Warrane College Monographs, 2008; 339 pp.
Reviewed by John Lamont*
John Young’s The Scope of
Philosophy belongs to a genre that
has been much disparaged in the
past, so successfully that examples
of this genre are now hard to find −
that of the neo-scholastic philosophy
textbook. The usual themes of
criticism of the genre are that the
works belonging to it, although
claiming to be Thomist, do not in fact
give an accurate representation of St
Thomas’s thought; that they neglect
the history of philosophy; and that
they do not give a fair coverage of
opposing positions, but instead tend
to dismiss a caricatured version of
them (a danger warned against by
Pius XII in Humani Generis 9).
None of the critics of this genre ever
provided or proposed a replacement
for such texts, with the result that the
success of their criticism gave rise to
a philosophical vacuum in Catholic
education − a vacuum that was not
itself made a topic of criticism. This
fact raises some doubts about the
honesty of the critics and the value
of their claims, and suggests that the
genre should be reconsidered. John
Haldane of St Andrews’ University in
Scotland has in fact done something
to promote such a reconsideration,
by arranging for the reprinting of
five Thomistic textbooks in Modern
Writings on Thomism (Bristol:
Thoemmes / Continuum, 2003).
Meanwhile John Young’s book
establishes that the dismissal of this

genre is unwarranted. The book
attempts the difficult task of giving an
introduction to the whole of philosophy.
It provides a brief history of Western
philosophy, a delineation of the scope
of philosophy, and discussions of the
basics of epistemology, metaphysics,
natural theology, aesthetics, and
ethics.

A genre much
disparaged
for which a
replacement
has not been
provided
The exposition is clear and easy to
read, displaying the pedagogical talent
of the author. Many of the discussions
of philosophical issues are very good;
they identify the crucial issues and
grasp the essential points connected
with them. The clarity of exposition,
as well as being a help to the reader,
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shows the author’s understanding of
his topic − such clarity cannot be
obtained in philosophy by someone
with a merely superficial grasp of the
subject. The only real shortcoming in
the book, considered as an overview
of philosophy, is an absence of any
treatment of logic. The category of
knowledge that logic belongs to is
considered, but there is no exposition
of its principles, and no direction
given to the student to acquire a grasp
of these principles somewhere else
before embarking on the study of
philosophy.

Issues
There are inevitably particular
issues where the author’s philosophical
claims might be challenged, but a
review of this character is not the place
to discuss them. A few more general
points can be made about the content.
It would have been desirable in a
presentation of Thomistic philosophy
to give somewhat fuller references to
the work of St Thomas, that the reader
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can follow up in order to deepen
his understanding of St Thomas on
particular points; as, for instance,
with discussion of knowledge. The
author’s appeal to common sense in
his discussion of knowledge has more
in common with Thomas Reid than
with St Thomas; and the order of his
exposition, which places a discussion
of knowledge before a discussion of
metaphysics, and which devotes more
consideration to knowledge than to

they are considered under the aspect
of objections to the author’s position.
This is a perfectly good approach for
more advanced works that presume
some prior grasp of the area under
discussion, and are addressed to readers with a background in philosophy
who can provide their own criticisms
of the position being argued for, but it
is not suited for an introduction.
Philosophy resembles mathematics
in that it can only be learnt by working

Philosophy resembles
mathematics in that it can only
be learnt by working through the
proofs.
metaphysics, does not correspond to
the order of St Thomas’s thought, for
which knowledge of what is comes
first, and knowledge of our knowledge
of what is comes second.
However, these features of the
book do not make it bad philosophy,
and the focus on knowledge could
be seen not as a concession to a
Cartesian approach but as a needed
pedagogical adjustment to an epoch
where the Cartesian approach has
marked people’s mentalities, and the
question of knowledge is the first one
that strikes them when they consider
philosophical questions.

Alternatives weighed
An overall evaluation of the book
will depend on the use it is intended to
be put to by a reader. As an introductory
philosophy text, despite its merits,
it has too much of a point of view.
It presents a particular philosophical
position as the correct one; it presents
and discusses alternatives fairly, but
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through the proofs. An introductory
philosophy text that argues for a
particular position can include the
proofs − as John Young’s book does
− but it is rather like a mathematics
text that proceeds by giving you the
answers to questions, and then telling
you to work out the proofs for them
(with help from the author). The
proper approach for an introduction is
to set out the philosophical alternatives
and then help the student in the task
of working out which one is correct,
without beginning with much in the
way of presumption about which
philosophy is to be preferred.
The danger of an approach like
John Young’s is that it risks giving the
student an exaggerated idea of his
own grasp of philosophy − just as a
mathematics textbook that proceeded
by giving the answers and asking for
proofs of them would give students an
exaggerated idea of their mathematical
proficiency. This danger may be partly
responsible for the disrepute that
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neo-scholastic texts fell into. Some
of this disrepute must have been
deserved, in light of the fact that many
priests trained on such texts ended
up accepting modernist theological
positions that are derisory in the light
of philosophy.

Basic concepts
However, not everyone who wants
to read an introduction to philosophy
is going to go on to further study of
philosophy, or is even intending to
develop some degree of philosophical
habitus. Many Catholic readers will
feel a need to inform themselves on
the basic philosophical notions that
underlie Catholic teaching, and that
are at odds with the philosophical
assumptions of our unbelieving society,
without being willing or able to pursue
a course of philosophical study.
Such readers will only ever read
one book on philosophy, or not many
more than one. What these readers
need is precisely what John Young’s
book provides: a clear explanation
of the broadly Thomist philosophy
that is worked in to the teachings
of the Catholic Church, together
with a defence of this philosophy
against its current competitors. This
is a need that should be felt by every
educated Catholic. Not every Catholic
can acquire even a basic level of
philosophical competence, but every
educated Catholic should have some
conception of what philosophy is
about, why it matters, and what are
the important truths it teaches and the
harmful errors it guards against. To
this large class of Catholic John Young’s
book can be heartily recommended.

* Dr John Lamont, born in Canada and
a DPhil from Oxford, is the author of
Divine Faith (Ashgate, 2004), and now
teaches at the Catholic Institute of Sydney.
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Scenario
For now we must speculate. It’s
possible that the pontiff judged that
some of his senior “collaborators” had
gone on strike, or that a key element in
his administration had failed. Perhaps
both. The announcement in the 10
March letter that the Ecclesia Dei
Commission would be absorbed into
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith appears to confirm bureaucratic
breakdown. In any event, the usual
Vatican channels were unusable.
Benedict and his personal bureau
decided to press on alone – under
the lash, possibly, of some imperative
that brooked no further delay. It
was, inherently, a riskier-than-usual
gambit.
Add to that the explosive impact
of the unpredictable: the Williamson
interview on Swedish television.
Unknown to the Pope or to Cardinal
Hoyos, the papal minister for
traditionalist affairs, the interview was
done in November 2008 and only went
to air – by an astonishing coincidence
– on the evening of 21 January.
“An unforeseen mishap for me
was the fact that the Williamson
case came on top of the remission
of the excommunication.
The discreet gesture of mercy
towards four Bishops …
suddenly appeared as something
completely different: as the
repudiation of reconciliation
between Christians and Jews
…”
Counter-intuitively the Pope has
opened his letter with his weakest
cards. He admits – what else could he
have done? – that he was caught off
guard by the Williamson affair. Then
he concedes to his critics that, had
the Vatican paid more attention to the
internet, it might have made it possible
to “perceive the problem early on.”

“I have learned the lesson that
in the future in the Holy See we
will have to pay greater attention
to that source of news.”
What an admission. Just what his
critics wanted to hear. Proof that we
have an anti-tech duffer floundering in
the pontifical chambers.

Cut and thrust
Let’s not be so quick though.
Candid, true. Humble, yes. Hapless,
we think not. A close examination of
the opening paragraphs, read in the
context of the whole double-edged
text, reveals a man with whom it is
dangerous to bandy words.
If the internet-savvy clergy and
catholic commentariat knew, as
they allege, all about the holocaustdenying proclivities of Bishop

their thoughts were upon “issues and
tasks facing the Church” of their own
framing rather than upon Benedict’s
“plan of action” for his pontificate “set
forth clearly in the addresses which
[he] gave at its beginning.”
For sure the Pope has his regrets,
but what he is really saying is that the
chief reason why the bishops have
been taken by surprise is that they have
not been listening since his pontificate
began. So the punch line to the letter
is not about how the Vatican is going
to plug into the internet. It’s about
how the episcopate needs to plug into
the pontificate.
Now that is going to be hard. The
way a lot of western bishops frame the
key mission of the Church is at odds
with the way the Pope frames it. We
have a liturgical pope with a strong

The reason why the bishops
have been taken by surprise is
that they have not been listening
since this pontificate began
Williamson, how was it then, as the
pope puts it in his opening paragraph,
that many
“bishops felt perplexed by
an event which came about
unexpectedly and was difficult
to view positively in the light of
the issues and tasks facing the
Church today”?
How come that up-to-the-mark
SSPX watchers were taken by surprise
by the lifting of the excommunications?
Because they had not been attending at
all closely to current developments in
the Church, let alone to the history
of Bishop Williamson’s ideas. They
were not attending, moreover, because
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sense of how tradition defines his
role, and largely non-liturgical bishops
with a weak sense of how tradition
binds them. That a pope has had to go
around the Vatican bureaucracy, and
has had to rebuke bishops, in order
to confirm the tradition to which he
is bound, and that a large number
of these are still yowling their anger
and pain in the media, indicates just
how deep the crisis within the Church
really is.

Gary Scarrabelotti
Editor
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Language

Latin … as I please
Never studied Latin? Well, David Daintree* writes, you probably know more Latin
already than you think you do.
Plato thought that all learning was
remembering. We may nowadays
doubt the truth of that, but when
it comes to learning to read Latin
it’s dead right. Did you know, have
you ever considered, that even if
you think you know no Latin at
all in fact you already have a huge
vocabulary just waiting to be put
to use? It’s a bit like a car idling in
neutral: the power is there waiting,
and all you have to do is put it in
gear. Or an unfocused camera: just
twist the dial and the picture comes
clear.
Let me try to prove it.
We’ll start with all those hundreds,
no thousands, of English words ending
in the letters –ion. Every one of them
began life as a Latin third declension
noun and was borrowed or adopted
into English. To find the original
Latin nominative just drop the final
–n. Or leave the –n and add the other
endings –em, -is, -i and so forth. Just
take a look at these: statio, optio,
descriptio, constitutio, restitutio,
relatio, conversio, positio, natio, dictio,
missio. Do they look familiar? They
should, because they are all equally
Latin and English words, part of our
enormous shared stock.
But when it comes to meaning
there may be a problem.
Latin is a much less abstract
language than English. Latin likes to be
concrete. A statio is literally a standing.
As opposed to a motio, a moving. If
I want to stop a train at a particular
place I might call that place a statio. Or
if I want to settle down and graze my
sheep on a particular spread of good
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country I shall call that a statio. Or I
might talk about my statio in life, my
rank - or positio!
Get it? Look for the concrete, literal
meaning of these words and in most
cases you will find the meaning of the
Latin original. It’s not always obvious,
of course: ambitio literally means a
going around, as when a political
candidate goes round canvassing votes.
You wouldn’t easily guess that one, but
most are guessable. Looking at my first
list above, the literal means of those
words are:

statio, standing
optio, hoping
descriptio, writing down
constitutio, putting together
restitutio, putting back
relatio, carrying back (that’s a hard
one to get a semantic handle on, but
the idea is that of a reference point
with which one has a connection)
conversio, turning around
positio, placing
natio, being born; birth group
dictio, saying
missio, sending
Grammatically, all these Latin nouns
are third declension and feminine,
and they are all formed from the past
participles of verbs. To refresh your
memory they decline like this (I shall
take statio as our model):
stationes

statio
stationem
stationis
stationi
statione

stationes
stationum
stationibus
stationibus

And the really good news is that
they all behave the same way!
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Let’s now look at a different
category of nouns that are common
(with really tiny adjustments) to both
English and Latin. These are the nouns
ending in English in –ty. Quantity,
quality, fecundity, university, dignity,
peculiarity, familiarity – and hundreds
more besides. What is the original
Latin form? For the nominative, drop
the -y and add -as. For the stem (to
which the ending are added) add –at.
This is what it looks like:
quantitates
quantitates
quantitas
quantitatum
quantitatem
quantitatibus
quantitatis
quantitatibus
quantitati
quantitate
Caution: be careful of city, which is
a syncopated form from civitas!
And the meanings? Again, just
think in the concrete rather than the
abstract, but this time I leave it to you
to work them out from a dictionary.
If you use a Latin dictionary you are
more likely to see how the meanings
evolved from (in most cases) literal
and simplistic to figurative, abstract or
metaphorical.
I would be surprised if some readers
haven’t learned something new. It’s just
a matter of adjusting the focus knob.
Next time we’ll look at more nouns
and adjectives, and then at verbs.
How does it feel to have a readymade vocabulary of many thousands
of words that you once thought were
foreign?
* Dr David Daintree is President of
Campion College, Sydney.

