Back to the Future:

The Catholic Church in the Modern Era
The Late Nineteenth Century

· By the mid-nineteenth century, the traditional city-states and principalities of the Italian Peninsula were united by a military campaign under a new king who was determined to take over the remaining landholdings the Church had held for over 1000 years; the Pope declared himself a “prisoner” of the Vatican, which was under control of Rome and the state of Italy from 1870 until it was made its own state in 1929. Ironically, the elimination of the Pope’s temporal power occasioned an increased respect for the spiritual power of the papal office and a general Catholic revival in Europe.

· Germany was united under Prussia from a weak union of more than 300 principalities into one nation-state, but this was accomplished at the expense of its Catholic identity. The Catholic Faith and practices were suppressed legally for three decades in what is called Kulturkampf (“Culture Struggle”).

· England experienced a Catholic revival led by Bl. John Henry Cardinal Newman, a well-known convert from the Church of England who did much to gain respect for the Catholic Church through his writing and teaching.

· Into this milieu stepped Bl. Pope Pius IX—who was the longest reigning Pope at thirty-two years—who accomplished the following:

· Bl. Pius IX reestablished Catholic dioceses in England and created fifty new dioceses in the United States of America;

· In 1858 he solemnly defined the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, and in 1870 he confirmed the teaching of the First Ecumenical Council of the Vatican about the infallibility of the Pope when speaking ex cathedra (“from the chair” of St. Peter) on matters of faith and morals;

· He wrote a document, The Syllabus of Errors, that attacked the idea of the absolute power of the state and the idea that whoever holds political power can rule absolutely. This document would prove to be all too prophetic looking back on the twentieth century.
The Twentieth Century: A Century of Martyrs

· Under a combination of wars, dictatorships, revolutions, and persecutions, tens of millions of people died during the twentieth century, the most murderous century in the history of the world.

· While the effects of liberalism continued to oppress and suppress the Church in Europe—especially in France, Italy, and Germany—one of the brightest spots in the Catholic world was the United States of America. After decades of overt and covert anti-Catholicism, the Church in the States was booming (thanks to myriads of immigrants from Catholic regions, a strong system of Catholic schools, and heavy representation in politics and the military.

· Nearing the dawn of the twentieth century, Pope Leo XIII wrote a famous letter to the faithful on the dignity of the worker (Rerum Novarum), which was much needed because of the Industrial Revolution and the related injustices that often fell on the working class.

· During the 1910s, World War I broke out.
· A growing and persistent sense of nationalism across Europe came to a head in 1914, pitting Eastern Europe against Western Europe, France against Germany, etc.

· Many churchmen, especially Pope Benedict XV, attempted to alleviate the suffering by negotiating on the side of peace and contributing copious funds from the papal treasury, all of which was in vain. The Church was dismissed and ignored by the chief nations of Europe for failing to take sides in war.

· More than 8 million people died in World War I (1914-1918), 20 million were wounded, and the influenza epidemic that followed (winter 1918-1919) killed 25 million more.

· The “earth was scorched” in Europe, preparing the way for WWII, which followed less than twenty years later.
· The subsequent rise of repressive governments in the 1920s and 1930s had an impact on the Church in many ways, including the following:

· Italy: This country was a disaster after World War I. Benito Mussolini formed his own political party, the Fascists (marked by extreme nationalism and mercantilist socialism), which came to power in the government. The Church had supported him at first because he restored order to a very violent and chaotic land, but she spoke out against him when he attempted to subordinate the Church to the state.

· Germany: Having come to power in the government, the Nazi party began to impose laws intended to dehumanize certain groups of people based on the applied science of eugenics in an attempt to develop a “master race.” Laws even compelled forced abortions and sterilizations, all of which the Church opposed. Lacking the power to change the German government, Pope Pius XII wrote against it on many occasions, at one point saying that against the Nazis, “There is but one alternative left, that of heroism.”

· Russia: The Communist government, which came to power by a revolution in 1917, abolished all religious worship—especially foreign (including Catholic) worship—within its borders. The Ukraine, a largely Catholic region, was almost destroyed by Joseph Stalin after World War II.

· Mexico & Spain: In both countries during the 1930s the Church suffered great persecution by the government. In Spain the crisis mostly passed after the end of the Spanish Civil War, but the Mexican government continued to be officially anti-Catholic for most of the century.

· During World War II, which occasioned more than six times the number of deaths as World War I, the Church’s activity was visible primarily in the person of Pope Pius XII, who was instrumental in saving the lives of more than 800,000 Jewish men, women, and children.

· The eugenics movement that was adopted in Nazi Germany failed to die out after its defeat in World War II. The following decades saw abortion legalized throughout most of the world, leading to over 100 million more deaths before the end of the twentieth century.
The Church in the Third Millennium

· The defining concern of the Church from the end of the twentieth century into the twenty-first has been the defense of human life at all stages; to this end, the official Church teaching has been made clear that all threats to the dignity of human life—artificial contraception, embryonic experimentation, abortion, assisted suicide, etc.—are grave evils that must be avoided at all costs. Pope Bl. John Paul II defined his papacy as pro-life, pro-marriage, and pro-family, and he wrote and preached on innumerable occasions in support of dignity of the human person.
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The image of the Catholic Church at the dawn of the twenty-first century has been given a very public and recognizable face in the person of Bl. John Paul II.

· Elected in 1978, Bl. John Paul was first Eastern European Pope ever and the first non-Italian Pope in 450 years

· Born Karol Wotyla, he was a scholar, athlete, playwright, and poet; he even served as a manual laborer under Nazi-occupied Poland during WWII.

· Living most of his life under Communist rule—after World War II Poland was a member state of the Soviet Union—he was tireless in opposing it; he was a major catalyst in bringing about the end of Soviet Communist rule in Poland, which then spread to the rest of Eastern Europe until the union disbanded in the early 1990s.

· He traveled more extensively than any Pope in the 2000-year history of the Church, having visited almost every country in which Catholics are present, many of them several times.

· Under his pontificate the Vatican extended formal recognition to the state of Israel.

· He was the first Pope to pray in a mosque and to apologize on behalf of all Catholics for offenses committed by members of the Church throughout her history.
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