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‘O Vatican:’ J uicy Goss1p w1th a Darker

‘O Vatican, a Slightly Wicked View of the Holy See,”
by Paul Hoffman. Congdon and Weed (New York, 1984).

306 pp., $18.98.
- . Reviewed by
" James C. O’Neill
NC News Service
Paul Hoffman, a former
Rome correspondent and
Rome bureau chief for The
New York Times, writes
about the Vatican almost
exclusively in terms of power,
both ecclesiastical and politi-

His style is easy to read and
his text, supporting its jaunty
subtitle, is chock-full of
gossipy anecdotes about
popes, cardinals, bankers,
nuncios, papal princes and
what-have-you
" Most of the stories seem to
have been culled from news
clippings of the past 40 years.
They serve to brighten the
book and relieve the tedmm

MOVIES

of writing (and reading) still
another 300-page book on
how-the-Vatican-works —
or doesn’t.

But behind the juicy tidbits
and underscoring the clerical
and journalistic gossip there
is a darker theme: that of
power, its use and abuse in
the highest circles of church
government.

Chapter 1 is titled
‘“‘Powerhouse at St. Peter’s.”’
Other chapters have similarly
catchy names: °‘‘Cardinal
Power,’”” ““The Church’s
Mandarins,” ‘‘Mammon at
the Holy See,”” and ‘‘Lobby-
ing in the Sacred Palaces.”
As can be expected the
chapter dealing with
‘“Mammon’’ covers all that is
known publicly about the

Vatican bank scandals as well
as what’s known of Vatican
finances in general.

As examples of the abuses .

of papal power, Hoffman
cites the autocracy of the last
years of Pope Pius XII. He
recalls the stories about the
power Mother Pasqualina,
the nun-housekeeper of Pius,
exercised over the aging
pope. The power gained by
the so-called Milan Mafia,
the inner circle of associates
around Paul VI, is re-
examined. The waning power
of the Jesuits and the grow-
ing influence of Opus Dei —
an ominous infiluence, ac-
cording to the author — is
given lengthy treatment,

In “‘Pitfalls of Vati-
canology,”” Hoffman says
that the Vatican press office
holds downright can-
tankerous contempt of the
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workmg press The pot shots
he takes ‘are easy, although
often _;u tified. The author
also gives an example of
reading between the lines, a

favorite practice of newsmen
assigned to cover the Vati-
can. Practiced mostly on
dead news days, it can at
times be| useful to scan a
Vatican publication to see
says and what it

he mstance cited by
Hoffman, L’Osservatore
Romario,, the Vatican daily,
ran a long review of a book
by a conservative, 88-year-
old cardinal attacking the
of Father Karl
and Father Hans
Kung. A| couple of weeks
later, Father Kung was
stripped |lof his title as a
“Catholic theologian.”” No
one should have been sur-

pnsed says Hoffman.

Well, maybe yes, maybe
no. Rome abounds in retired
cardinals who have little
trouble getting long reviews
of their books in Vatican
publications. Father Kung
has been on the griddle for {
years, so the action was not
unexpected, cardinal’s book
or no cardinal’s book.

There is a lot of inter-
esting, if not necessarily new,
material in ‘O Vatican,’’ not
all of it completely fair to its
subjects. For anyone rela-
tively well-informed about
the Vatican during the past
30 years, $18.98 may seem a
stiff price to pay for a review
of the familiar. For anyone
not familiar with the Vatican,
the book is a somewhat
limited, even myopic vision
of the central offices of the
Catholic Church and the
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Catholic Céogfelence has classified it A-Hi

" — adults. The'

of America rating is PG — parental guid-
ance suggested. :

people who run them.

| Like spending too much
ime reading between the
Enes, wrmng about the Vati-
¢an solely in terms of the
pursuit, attainment and
{ exercise of power doesn’t
ly tell the whole story.
he papacy and its bureau-
racy have not survived

ecause of man’s lust for
ower. As a priest 1 once
new in Rome remarked,
araphrasing a former New
is honey-combed with

ork City mayor: ‘‘The Vati-
oly men.”’
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