Symposmm tackles hzatorzcal truths ( and - myths’

By John Thavis

Catholic.News Service -

On the final day of an unprecedented

" * Vatican symposium on the Inquisition,
Pope John. Paul II thanked historians for

shedding light on a “tormented” chapter of

church history and confirmed plans fora -

"“mea culpa” statement in the year 2000.
"Without offering his own judgment on
the lnqunsmon the pope said the Inquisi-
-tion’s actions require a moral evaluation by
church leaders today.

He said the Vatican mvued some 50 his- -

torians and other experts to the Oct. 29-31

* © symposium because the chiirch needs ob-

J(.CllVC detailed information on a topic t that
is oflen clouded by emotion.

- He said the church ultimately wants to
make a theological appraisal of the Inqux-
sition, and it “certainly cannot consider
making an ethical judgment like the request -
- for forgiveness without first being-accu-
r'ucly informed 'lbout the situation of that

time.”
~ “But neither can it rely on 1mages of the
past that are circulated by public opinion, -
since these images are often overloaded
with a passionate emotionalism that pre-
vents a calm and obJectlve dngnosrs he
said.

The pope sald the Vatican had conVened -

_ ‘the experts (0 help lay a factual foundation
_about the Inquisition — its activities; its

methods and its memallty as seen in hlS-

torical context. Now the church can pon- -

der the results, and examine how “meth-

-ods of intolerance and even violénce in the

service of the truth” fell short of the_

- Gospel, the pope said.

“The problem of the Inquisition belongs
to a tormented phase of church history, up-
on which T have invited Christians to reflect
with smcemy, he said.

" The pope is scheduled to pronounce a
“request for forgiveness” on Ash Wednes-
day in the year 2000, a statement expected

to address the Inquisition and other dark |~

periods in the church’s history. .
From the beginning of the symposrum,
it was clear that the Vatican expected the

_ encounter not only to document church

misdeeds but to help rémove what it con-
siders exaggerations and even “myths” in
the public perception of the Inquisition. _

Cardinal Roger Etchegaray, who heads

| a Vatican planning cominittee for the mil-

lennial jubilee, opened the meeung by an-
nouncing that the church “is not afraid of -

- submlttmg its own past to the judgment of -

historians.” He said that while legitimate
distinctions of responsibility may be drawn

Tregarding the various forms taken by the -

Inqulsmon, it was essentially a smgle insti-
tution of an ecclesial nature.

Swiss Dominican Father Georges | Cotti-
er, the papal theologian who helped orga-

_ nize the encounter, sald the church’s ex-

amination of conscrence was part of what
the pope has called a “purification of mem-
- ory.” This will allow the church to admmit
past mistakes and face the new millennium
freed from the burden of “paralyzing spir-
. itual trauma,” the theologian said.

‘But, he added, by clarifying the historical ~
record on the Inquisition, the symposium
could also help free the cdllective memory
from “distortions,” discarding unfounded
criticisms and “eliminating myths.”

A similar tone was struck by-a back-
ground paper released by the Vatican on
the eve of the symposnum, in which one of
the Vatican participants, Agostino Bor-
romeo, described the historical context as

a mitigating factor in the judgment on

church tribunals. For example, he said,
when the use of torture by inquisitional tri-
bunals was approved in 1252 by.Pope In-
nocent IV, it was already in use in civil

courts. Moreover, he-said, the pope stipu- _

lated that torture in church tribunals must :

not result in physical mutilation or endan-
_ ger the life of the defendant.

Overall, Borromeo said, modern experts .
agree that defendants facing church in-
quisitors had fairer treatment than in most
‘civil court systems of their day. He also said
the death toll from the Inquisition was

- smaller than popularly thought; in several

periods, the numbers of supposed heretics
who were executed totaled less than 3 per-
cent of those tried.

One symposxum participant, who asked
not to be named, said that despite the Vat-
ican’s interest in deflating some of the
“black legend” aspects of the Inquisition,
the symposium was honest and openinad-
dressing the facts. He said there was no at-
tempt to “whitewash” the past.

William Monter, a historian from North-

- western University who participated in the .

encounter, said the Vatican’s theologlans

and experts wanted to “listen and learn
from us.” After the meeting ended, he said
it was clear that “the Vatican feels the need
to acknowledge a degree of its responsibil-

-ity for the errors” of the Inquisition.

He said the symposium “spent a lot of

time drawing distinctions,” as was proper ..

for any historical conference. For example,
he said, there were different levels of papal
and Vatican control over the three basic
forms taken by the Inquisition through the
-centuries: the early tribunals established by
the pope, which spread throughout Eu-
_rope; the infamous Spanish Inquisition,
over which the pope had much less control;
and the Roman Inqursmon that’ operated
“in.the pope’s backyard :
The symposium’s sponsors hxghhghted
the fact that participants were chosen
with no regard to nationality, religion or

_ideological orientation. The Vatican said
the symposium’s results would be pub- -

lished sometime. soon, but did'not give a
date.
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such as the Third Lateran Council (1179).

In 1231, Pope Gregory IX issued Ex-
communicamus, to help organize the sep-

- arate investigations. This .document’

marks the beginning of the formal Papal
Inquisition. In the decument, Pope Gre-
‘gory required that repentant heretics be
sentenced to life imprisonment, and that
"unrepentant ones be put to death by the
secular government. The tribunal net-

work spread through parts of Europe, and |

inquisitors were recruited from Domml- .

cans.and Franciscans.
"The inquisitor often arrived in a vil-

lage offering a grace period in which sin- |-
ners and “heretics” could gain leniency by |
confessing their transgressions — such as .
missing Mass, or speaking against church

authorities~ and naming other suspects. -

" “After this period, th€ inquisitor-could
-bring charges against anyone, based even
on public rumor, and the accused did not-

know- who his accusers were. Those who |’
persisted in denying heresy could be im-

prisoned. Torture was introduced by pa-

" _pal decree in 1252 as another-standard

method to extract confessions.
Inquisition tribunals handed out fines;
penances such-as pilgrimages, the wear- -

ing of yellow crosses and floggings; and
. ‘prison sentences, but the church could |

notcarryout:the deaih_pgnalty That was,
done by:civil courts, actmg at the church’s

behest.

Historians note that compared to the

| number of people investigated, the per-

centage of people sentenced to death was
small — duﬁng his career as a prominent

inquisitor in Southern France from 1307

24, Bernard Gui, for example, only .
. turned over for execution 40 of the 930

people he sentenced. Nevertheless, thou-.
sands of people were burned to death
publicly over the span of the Inquisition.
Even by the early 1300s, the abuses of -
the Inquisition prompted a papal inquiry
into the tribunals, which were curbed but
continued to function in many places.

" The “inquisitional fervor gradually de-

clined in many areas simply because the
investigators.began to run out of suspects.

'However, as national governmems grew,

|3

they began taking over control of the lo-
- cali mqulsmons, often to promote political
ends. .

" Such was. the case in Spam

“The. Spamsh Inquisition was an organ
- of the Spanish government, not even un-
der the direct authority of the pope,” Thi-
“bodeau explained., ., _ .

The Spanish government under ng

Ferdinand and Queen Isabella useditasa

. device to target converted Jews and Mus-
lims in the late 1400s. Under Dominican
" Tomas de Torquemada, an estimated
2,000 individuals were burned at the
stake. The papacy protested the excesses,
but the Inquisition in.Spain lingered until
1834 when it was finally abolished.

The Roman Inqunsmon resurfaced ear-
ly in the 16th century in response to the
growth of Protestantism. Pope Paul Il in
1542 created the Congregation of the
Holy Roman and Universal Inquisition -
later called the Holy Office. This office
focused on ensuring intellectual and the-
ological orthodoxy. It was through this of-
fice, for example, that Galileo was tried

and condemried in 1633. Meanwhile, in |

conjunction with these efforts, an Index

" of Forbidden Books was eréated in 1557.

The Holy Office remains today, its
name changed to the Congregauon for

the Doctrine of the Faith in }965. The In- -

dex was abolished in 1966.

Historians note that while the Inquisi-
- tion in its heyday did result in thousands
of individuals being tortured and:killed,

* it must nevertheless be judged in part in’

light of the times in which it was situated.

During the Protestant Reformation, for
_example, Catholics were subject to in-
quisitorial trials and executions. Thi-
bodeau cited the case of England.

“After the Reformation, it was a crime

to be a Roman Catholic: or a Puritan in
England under Elizabeth the First,” he
noted.

Indeed, it is estlmated that between
1534 and 1685, some 600 Cathohcs were
executed in England because of their
faith. -

Meanwhlle, the witch mals of the 16th
and 17th centuries — conducted with
equal fervor by Protestants and Catholics
- resulted in thousands of deaths.
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Announcements " Help Wanted Wanted to Buy
. ADOPTIONS: The Catholic - S :
Courier does fot publish adop- | DeSales sﬁ‘;’{,“n‘“’:n}'&'f,,m
tion advertising. To obtain a list | Regional High School Wantel: ool ¢ csues and.
. of agencies that serve birth {coed, Middie States Accredited] households. Sell to me-for cash o
‘mothers and adoptive parents, in Geneva, NY- . . © Lwill conduc:aszle[oryou
~call 716-328- 4340. Agencies. (Finger. Lakes wm) . s
-wishing to be included.on this -
fist may send information to the | seeks applicants for Principal | 716—647-2480-
Catholic Courier. ) . beginning July 1, 1899, - -
I . e - Applicant must be a practicing
MLOYm ; leadership, communicatioris
~ skills, and experiéncein educa- S » ~
Help Wanted S et e ratom Financial Services
STAEF PERSON NEEDED: for | émphasis in fiscal management, —
Bethany House, a Catholic | strategic planning and resource . MORTGAGES
Worker Communny serving development. Candidate must * Purchase * Refinance
homeless women and children. possess a Master’s degree and . : s .
Room, board, health insurance § years of progressive adminis- | R“;f;::ﬁ'&.‘:,’,‘,ﬁfﬁ,ﬁg“"
“and a small tipend. For infor- trative leadership experience. __ NYS Bunking Depariment
mation, contact Lois Amendola, Salary and benefits are nego- Loans arranged theaugh third pany lenders
Bethany House, 169 St. | iiable and commensurate with (716)424-2040 -
Bridgets Dr., Rochester, NY qualifications. Application dead- -
14605. (716) 454-4197. line 1/11/99. Send letter of : .
F—— _intarest and resume to: Home Improvement
Search Committee CARPENTRY: Handyman ser-
DeSales Regional High School vice. Will do odd jobs. No.job too
90 Pufteney St. small. Call Ken 716-247-8785.
Geneva NY 14456 — C

Heatmg & Painting , Paintmg
Air Conditioning: & Wallcovering & Walicovering
Hicks Home Heating] BURG-MASTER [AWeyvis Jr. interior Painting
Call us for Winter Comfort! tPA'NT'NGIPAPERHA.NG.'.NG* - | basement walls repawed, painted.
- A e exture ceilings, walls, ceilings Wi
Heat & Air Conditioning repaired, rugs shampooed. et basernent problems, basement
~ Specialists . Insured, ‘powerwashing. ‘Dan - | Windows, quttérs repaired:cleaned.
+ Sales - Service - Installation| Burgmaster, 716-663-0827 . Altypes home repair.
Family Owned & Qperated _ Senior Discount » Certified | . -
4244848 716-392-4435 - 323-2876 |
Masonry

MASONRY REPAIR: brick

steps, sidewalks, basements,

patchwork. Reasonable. .35
yrs. exp. etc. 716-323-1007. Al
Meyvis, Sr.

Moving & Hauling

K-DMoving & [ o=
Storage, Inc.
Expericnce in office,

- [household moving and

dellw.ne‘.
or Small, We do them All!
4 3-6610/473-4357
23 Adington 81. Rochester NY 14607
NYDOT#NST




