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Credo for 27th October 2002,

Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, the Editor, Catholic Times


I am still on holiday, so this week’s ramblings come to you from Antwerp in Belgium, although I shall have been back home for a week by the time you read them.


One of the finest joys of travelling – besides reading God’s great Book of Creation -  is that of stumbling upon places connected with great historical events or the saints one has read about. 

With an Inter-Rail ticket one can do a certain amount to avoid bad weather. Having travelled from Cologne to Prague and then on to Linz in Austria, the weather forecast prophesied four days of heavy cloud and rain. This bleak prospect pushed me onto the night sleeper to northern Italy, where the newspaper maps showed the sun peeping from behind somewhat lighter clouds, and temperatures a good ten degrees higher.

So I came to Modena, a small city with a fine Romanesque cathedral, in the province of Emilia Romagna. It is an area renowned for fine food, at a price. The markets were full of Parmigiano Reggiano cheeses and Lambrusco wines, the local balsamic vinegar and olive oils.

These north Italian cities have very much preserved their historic centres of narrow streets, brick houses, baroque churches and Renaissance palaces. You look out from your bedroom window over the red tiled roofs. The Palazzo del Comune (town hall) stands out with its baroque gables, and the all-dominating cathedral bell tower rings its chimes.

The Italians have this art of living with the ancient and the modern together in harmony. In contrast, our town planners so often seem to have regarded the past as the enemy of the present, and to have demolished the ancient in favour of modern concrete. Or else we swing to the opposite extreme and opt for the heritage industry, venerating indiscriminately every brick of every warehouse more than 150 years old, fencing it off and charging for admission.

In Italy, the teenagers skateboard over the marble pavements within the Renaissance arcades, and take-away pizzerias operate from within 17th-century facades. Even the ubiquitous McDonalds is forced to sell burgers and fries from within a similar setting without erecting its usual garish trademarks.

Sections of Roman aqueducts crumble in the fields on the edge of towns and provide courses for youngsters developing their skills on mountain bikes, or for the ragazzi and ragazze to smooch unseen by their relatives. Over here the ruins would all be fenced off, encircled in green lawns, sanitised and hygienically under the care of English Heritage or CADW, open from 11-4, Tuesdays excepted. 

Italy has such a superabundance of historical and archaeological remains, that items which in other nations would be the prize tourist attractions for an entire province, are there left to fall down untended beneath the hot Mediterranean sun. 

Unlike the British, the Italians have never been forced to negate or contradict their own heritage and history. In fact they are quite proud of their Roman and Latin roots, though they don’t boast about them. In any case they are obvious for everyone to see. On the other hand, the Protestant Reformation forced the British to deny or devalue the previous thousand years. Almost the entire corpus of medieval painting, sculpture, architecture and spirituality had to be rejected as “Papist” and an affront to the Reformed sensibility.

The wheel has not yet turned full circle. Now our nation loves its ancient half-timbered market towns and medieval parish churches, but it still fundamentally rejects the Catholic creed which was the backbone of the society which produced them. 

Our tourist guidebooks teach us to smile condescendingly at the supposed superstition and primitive beliefs of our ancestors, and to regard ourselves as inherently superior and enlightened. This all helps to foster the myth of modernity: every day in every way, everything is getting better and better. Such an attitude blocks us from being willing to sit at the feet of our forefathers and learn from their spiritual and moral wisdom.


Half an hour down the rails from Modena is Bologna. Despite often passing through the city en route to Rome during six years of seminary training, it is the only major Italian city I had never visited properly. Perhaps the businessman-priced hotel accommodation kept us poor seminarians at a distance. In my time it had the unpleasant association with the Red Brigade, the anarchist Brigate Rosse, who blew up the railway station and killed 57 innocent people back in the 1980’s.


Anarchy must be one of the most stupid of all creeds. It is nothing but a licence for the powerful to oppress the weak, for the rich to exploit the poor, for the violent to harm the peaceful. It is a creed which could only be espoused by those who are ignorant of – or wish to excuse -  the evil propensities of human nature. I imagine your average anarchist would become a little cross if you spat in his face, siphoned of his bank account or burnt down his communal squat. But logically, since he believes there should be no rules and no government, what has he to complain about? Anarchy rules, OK?


The beauties of Bologna are predominantly the product of a Catholic society, not anarchy. She is nicknamed la grassa, the fat, because of the quality of her cooking, and la dotta, the learned. In 1088 the first ever university was founded in the city, predating even the Sorbonne in Paris. At first it was a law school, which later expanded to include other disciplines.

What a delight too it was to discover unexpectedly the tomb of St Dominic, in – as you might guess, the church of San Domenico. The founder of the Order of Preachers died in the city in 1221, shortly after having presided at the second General Council of his Dominican brothers. As he said: “The man who governs his passions is master of the world. We must either rule them, or be ruled by them. It is better to be the hammer than the anvil.”


Some of his last words to his brethren were: “These my much-loved ones, are the bequests which I leave to you as my sons: have charity among you; hold to humility; keep willing poverty.” He was 52 years old, and was canonised merely 13 years later in 1234.


It came as a surprise to find Dominic’s tomb. In the Litany of the Saints he is always invoked together with St Francis, and how often from Rome we visited Assisi and prayed at Francis’s tomb in the basilica there. But I never once in six years remember anyone visiting Bologna to see Dominic’s tomb. Perhaps because our university was run by the Jesuits, mention of the Dominican founder was quietly excluded on all fronts? 


One of the frescos in the same church recorded the fact that my patron saint, Francis Xavier, had celebrated his own first Mass there in 1537, having been ordained priest in Venice. A few hundred yards away, in the vast Gothic hall of the church of San Petronio, which dominates the city’s central square, in 1530 the Hapsburg monarch Charles V was solemnly crowned as Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Clement VII. Charles V was one of the principal characters from my O-level history course, many years ago, so it was like meeting an old friend.


In my schooldays at De La Salle College in Salford, for O-level we had to do Renaissance and Reformation: European History 1450-1600. We had no choice, but it always seemed to me a wise decision by the staff. That period gave us a clear understanding of the Reformation, and of the change from the medieval to the modern age. It taught us very clearly why we were Catholics. Moreover, studying European rather than merely British history implanted in us an international perspective which helped to widen the frontiers of our consciousness.


Too often history GCSE these days seems to focus upon 20th century British history, especially social and economic history. This seems to me to be too close to the present and too restricted to our own industrial society. Is it not better for history courses to impart an in-depth understanding of a quite different age, so that we may be more critical of the assumptions of our own?


Charles V ruled an empire which stretched from Madrid to Vienna, from Brussels to Milan, and theoretically even to Berlin and Amsterdam. Excluding the kingdom of France, of course, with which he was usually at loggerheads. 


The founding fathers of the European Union, Schumann, Adenauer and de Gasperi, must all have been inspired by such preceding examples of an almost united Europe: the ancient Roman Empire of the Caesars, and the Holy Roman Empire of Charlemagne (800 AD) and later the Habsburgs.


In an age of mass tourism, satellite TV and those fiddly euro coins, is Europe once again discovering her ancient unity? Or are we en route to a liberal secular superstate in which Christianity will be persecuted? It all depends how far we rediscover and stand by our Christian – and that means primarily our Catholic, roots.

