TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO for 4th November 2001

From Fr Francis Marsden

Ctime497  A Visit to Rome


“Roma sporca!” (dirty Rome), said Fr Gregorii, a young Ukrainian priest beginning his studies in the Holy City, when I asked about his first impressions. “Gregorii,” I reproved him, “You are lucky. Rome is a lot cleaner now than it was twenty years ago.”


Post-Jubilee Rome is a much improved city. Above all, car traffic in the centro storico has been strictly limited. The side streets are quieter, and one can walk without continually having to step aside for cars. Many Romans have switched to mopeds and motorbikes. New bus routes add to the mystery of it all.

St Peter’s and St John Lateran are well-cleaned and scrubbed. The Forum has been archaeologically extended: you can see most of it from the back of the Campidoglio, if you haven’t much time and want to avoid the admission charges!


Security has been stepped up, especially at the Vatican. Armed police and carabinieri are plainly in evidence at the entry to St Peter’s Square.  Rucksacks cannot be taken into the basilica, but must be left in a new (free) left luggage office. They are X-rayed before acceptance. The Vatican museums are similarly under tight security.


A priest friend, who has just returned from Fatima, reports that the visionary Sister Lucia wrote recently to the Pope, from her Carmelite convent in Coimbra, warning him that his life is in danger. The Italian government is aware that the Vatican is a prime target for terrorist attack by Islamic extremists. 



Once inside St Peter’s basilica, as a priest, one goes first to Peter’s tomb, to pray for that gift of fidelity to the Church and to her teaching.

The north transept has been roped off and is now reserved solely for Confessions. Surely there can be no city on earth where the mercy of God is more widely dispensed, where the forgiveness of sins is more assuredly available. In all the ancient basilicas, and in the Jesuit mother-church of the Gesu, one sees confessors on duty round the clock.

Newly on view for the veneration of the faithful is the body of the recently beatified “Good Pope John,” Blessed John XXIII.


His simultaneously beatified companion Pope, Blessed Pius IX (1847-78), however rests in the small and homely basilica of San Lorenzo. This lies way east of the city walls, on the edge of the Campo Verano, Rome’s major public cemetery. Here one can kneel at the tomb of St Laurence, the deacon who was roasted on a gridiron in 258 AD. 



The list of basilicas set in brass in the floor of the nave of St Peter’s, compares their lengths with this largest church in the world. It gives a vivid sense of the worldwide nature of the church.  Here is the list, moving from the main east door (the longest) with lengths in metres:


St Paul’s London, (Fanum), 158.10


Florence Metropolitana, 149.28


SS Cordis Jesu, Bruxelles, 140.94


Immaculate Conception, Washington, 139.14


Rheims,  138.69


Cologne,  134.94

Mediolanense
(Milan)


Ecclesia Cathedralis Spirensis (Speyer)


Bononiae (Bologna)


Sevilla  132


Notre Dame Paris, 130


San Paolo fuori le Mura (Via Ostiense, Rome)  127.36


St Vitus, Prague, 124


Primatialis Ecclesia Toletana (Toledo, Spain)


Lateranense (St John Lateran, Rome)  121.84


Platensis (La Plata, Bolivia), 120


Mexico City, 119.55


Antwerp  118.6


S. Iustina Patavin (St Justina, Padova) 118.5


Esztergom (Hungary) & Ferrara, Italy  118


S. Maria degli Angeli, Assisi, 114.76


Sao Paolo, Brasil, 114.45


Metropolitana Westmonasteriensis (Westminster) 110


Constantinopolitanae Divae Sophiae (Aya Sofia Istanbul) 109.57


Sanctae Crucis Bostonensis (Boston) 109.14


Blessed Mary the Virgin, Gdansk 103.50


St Patrick, Neo Eboracen (New York) 101.19

This is one list in which Britain has the biggest and the USA the smallest. London is the only city besides Rome which appears with two entries. St Paul’s is however designated as fanum (a Protestant temple) rather than ecclesia (Catholic church).


Will the Vatican authorities now make an extra brass for the new basilica of Yamassoukra, Ivory Coast, which is to within a metre the same size as St Peter’s? It will have to be placed at the head of the list, right at the entry door itself, or indeed in the narthex.


The Vatican Museums have a stunningly modern entrance, which is capable of processing long queues in record time. It takes a whole day to visit only a part of the exhibits. The new audio-guides are well worth the 12,000 lire.


One of my favourites is the map room, with late medieval maps of the Italian regions drawn on every wall. Most visitors probably come for the Sistine Chapel. One pair of backpackers I overheard saying. “I didn’t find it very spiritual, considering it’s the heart of the Catholic Church,” 

It will hardly feel mystical when it’s crammed with 700 tourists staring upwards, being shushed by the sampietrini like restless and noisy schoolchildren every three minutes. For spirituality, you need to find a quiet chapel with the Blessed Sacrament and sit there in peace and recollection. Perhaps, as the masterpiece of Michaelangelo and election chamber of Popes, the Sistine Chapel rates more highly in non-Catholic understanding than in believers’ minds.


My binoculars proved invaluable. I have seen Michaelangelo’s Last Judgement twice previously, but I never noticed St Bartholemew carrying his own skin (he was flayed alive) and St Catherine of Alexandria carrying her broken spiked wheel, on which she survived martyrdom. Amidst much controversy in the world of art, the Last Judgement was cleaned up and restored. It is now much clearer and has a radiant blue background.


The binoculars also multiplied enormously my appreciation of the mosaics
 in S. Maria in Trastevere, and S. John Lateran and several other first millennium basilicas. It is twenty-two years since I arrived in Rome as a seminarian. 220 years hence, new generations of seminarians will be no doubt be doing the rounds of Santa Maria Maggiore, San Clemente, S Maria in Trastevere and so on, to marvel at the artistic achievements of the 5th-11th centuries. As the proverb reminds us: “Ars lunga, vita brevis.” Life is short, but art lasts for a long time.

A blessed opportunity in Rome is the chance to drop in and see one’s favourite saints, that is, to pray at their tombs or shrines. In Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor’s new titular church of S Maria sopra Minerva, St Catherine of Siena rests beneath the high altar. She had astringent warnings from God for any priest or bishop who didn’t live his vocation faithfully.

I called into the Gesù to see the arm of my patron saint, Francis Xavier – his arm which baptised tens upon tens of thousands in India and Japan. We visited the circular church of S Stefano Rotondo to see the grave of St Cyril, the monk from Thessaloniki, who with his brother Methodius was Apostle to the Slavs. Five minutes further on Monte Celio and you are at San Gregorio Magno, whence in 596 AD Pope Gregory sent St Augustine out on a mission to the ends of the earth, to the rainy and windswept island of the barbarian Anglo-Saxons.


Out west of Rome on the Via Boccea is the Ukrainian basilica built by Cardinal Josef Slipiy, when after surviving years of exile in the Soviet gulag, he was sent into Vatican exile. It is covered in stunning gold mosaics. An awesome Christ Pantocrator fills the dome, and the Slavic saints cover the walls: Volodymyr and Olha, Boris and Gleb, Cyril and Methodius and Josaphat. One unusual addition is St Thomas Aquinas, a rare depiction in an eastern rite Church. Even the twentieth century could produce some religious art of true beauty, on a par with the Ravenna mosaics of the 6th century!


It is strange how, with the passage of years, the memory plays tricks. At the basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, the fragments of the True Cross are much smaller pieces than I had remembered. There are also two thorns allegedly from the crown of thorns and the remains of a nail. More impressive, and perhaps more likely to be genuine than the thorns, is a section from the signboard over the cross, carrying part of the Hebrew, Greek and Latin inscription, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.”


The ancient Churches of Rome show much Greek influence. After all, Magna Graecia once covered all southern Italy as far north as Naples. One notices the hanging lamps around the altars, the mosaics, the marble transennae or rails separating the choir space from the peoples’ nave, the ambones for reading the Epistle and Gospel. Statues and sculpture come in only with the baroque era, and even then it is frescoes and paintings which predominate. 


Our seminary, the Venerable English (and Welsh) College seems in good spirits. With more overseas priest students now resident, it is much more international than it was twenty years ago. The vocations crisis has also hit the Scots and Irish Colleges, whose student numbers are very low.


Rome is a city which the visitor can never exhaust, although it easily exhausts the visitor!

