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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty, Catholic Times

Fr Francis Marsden

Saints of the week is a regular item on our church newsletter. Every Friday, I check the diocesan Ordo for the following week, to find who will go on the calendar.

Venturing beyond the halls of the canonised, one discovers a foil against which the saints can be set. This Sunday, 21st September, marks the birthday of Gustav Holst (1874), who gave us the Planets Suite. He shares it with John McAdam (1756), who taught us how to asphalt the roads, and H. G. Wells (1866), a fine novelist, even if misguided by his belief in socialist atheism and unstoppable progress. Sadly, by the end of his life he was reduced to being a “Mind at the End of its Tether.” 

The anniversary of a most painful death falls today too: the murder of the deposed King Edward II in 1327, at Berkeley Castle by the Severn. The barons had long been incensed by the King’s favouritism towards his boyfriends, first Piers Gaveston and then Hugh le DeSpenser. Earl Mortimer and Queen Isabella decided – allegedly -  that the 43 year old ex-monarch should perish in a way akin to that in which he was accustomed to enjoy himself, but with a red-hot poker as the intruding member. "Cum veru ignito inter celanda confossus ignominiose peremptus est," as a chronicler of the time described it. Afterwards, he was honourably interred in Gloucester Cathedral.

More instructive is the career of Girolamo Savonarola, the Italian reformer and preacher, born this day in 1452. A failed saint, destroyed by his clash with the Borgia Pope Alexander VI.

In response to divine inspiration, he entered the Dominican convent in Bologna aged 22. Deeply grieved by the corruptions of the Renaissance Church, he devoted himself with zeal to prayer and ascetic practices. He became novice master and wrote a text “On the ruin of the Church.”

His superiors sent him to preach in Florence in 1482, where to little effect he condemned the pagan lifestyle prevalent at the court of Lorenzo de Medici. Later he did the rounds of Bologna, Ferrara, Brescia and Genova. 

Inspired by the Apocalypse, his message became more strident. He uttered three propositions in plain and decisive words which the people crowded to hear. “The Church will be scourged. The church will be renewed. This will happen soon.” 

Summoned back to Florence in 1489, Fra Girolamo acted as the fasting, praying John the Baptist of his time. In 1491 he became Prior of the Monastery of San Marco, which he reformed into an independent congregation, rigidly observing the original Rule. He set an example of self-mortification: his cell was small and poor, his clothing coarse, his food simple and scanty. The lay brothers must learn a trade and the clerics were kept constantly at their studies. Soon, from 50, the number of the monks of San Marco had risen to 238. 

From the cathedral pulpit, he conducted a moral crusade, his sermons usually based on the Old Testament prophets and Revelation. God had given him the mission of calling people to repentance before the impending day of judgment. His powerful words struck awe and terror into the hearts of the Florentines. Some of his prophecies came true with miraculous accuracy, but mistakes were quietly forgotten. 

He attacked Lorenzo the Magnificent as the promoter of paganized art and frivolous living, but absolved him on his deathbed. He denounced his son, Pietro de Medici, for both his tyranny and his immoral life, and with French help achieved his expulsion from the city.

Savonarola wanted Florence to be a Christian republic with God as governor. The Florentines set up a type of democratic theocracy, presaging Calvin’s Geneva. The people were the source of power, and had the right to elect magistrates. The city government relieved the starving, found work for the unemployed, reduced taxes and established a bank for charitable loans without usury. The Gospel would be the basis of law. The council passed strong regulations against vice, frivolity, gambling, and extravagant dress. 

He organised the street-urchins into sacred stormtroopers, marching through the city singing hymns and taking collections for the poor. During the Carnival, they went from house to house and collected carnival masks, rich dresses, women's ornaments, wigs, mirrors, powder puffs, rouge-pots, cards and dice, perfume and cosmetics, books of poems and on magic, musical instruments, trinkets of all kinds and worldly paintings in which Greek nymphs displayed their unclothed shapes.These were burned on the last day of the carnival in a huge "bonfire of vanities" in the central Piazza della Signoria.

His preaching was targeted against clerical vice, especially the corruption of the Papacy: 

“In these days, prelates and preachers are chained to the earth by the love of earthly things. The care of souls is no longer their concern. They are content with the receipt of revenue. The preachers preach to please princes and to be praised by them. They have done worse. They have not only destroyed the Church of God. They have built up a new Church after their own patter. Go to Rome and see! In the mansions of the great prelates there is no concern save for poetry and the oratorical art. Go thither and see! Thou shalt find them all with the books of the humanities in their hands and telling one another that they can guide men's souls by means of Virgil, Horace, and Cicero . . . 

 “It begins in Rome where the clergy make mock of Christ and the saints; yea, are worse than Turks and worse than Moors. They traffic in the sacraments. They sell benefices to the highest bidder. Have not the priests in Rome courtesans and grooms and horses and dogs? Have they not palaces full of tapestries and silks, of perfumes and lackeys? Seemeth it, that this is the Church of God?”

No Catholic apologist can defend the private life of Roderigo Borgia, Pope Alexander VI, nadir of the Papacy. Having accumulated immense influence, his wealth enabled him to soften the hearts of his fellow Cardinals and win the conclave of 1492.

His rise had been meteoric. Nephew of Callixtus III, Cardinal at 25 and Bishop of Porto, he had four children by his Roman beauty, Vanozza Cattanei, in addition to two earlier. At the age of 60, he abandoned her for a younger lover, Julia Farnese, who bore him two more offspring – quite a family around the chair of Peter. As a doting father, he provided lucrative benifices and bishoprics for his male heirs. 

Admittedly he was a man of genuine ability and cultivated tastes, a skilful politician and diplomat, haughty to the rich and accessible to the humble. He could resist anything except temptation, but was perfectly amiable when his hedonistic instincts were satisfied. He was as sceptical about morality as he was about men, his many sins weighed but lightly upon his conscience. After all, Popes have only the charism of infallibility, not of impeccability. He promulgated the sale of indulgences to raise funds for the rebuilding of St Peter’s.

The Pope offered Savonarola a Cardinal’s hat, to stifle his criticisms. The hat was declined. In 1495 he invited him to Rome, to prove the divine origin of his prophecies. Savonarola refused to risk his neck. The Pope withdrew his preaching faculties, still the monk disobediently preached against the “simoniacal, heretical, faithless” Alexander, whom, he alleged, was not really Pope. Upon an altar in the central Piazza, he raised the Sacred Host in its monstrance, and cried out: “Lord, if my words are not yours, destroy me as I stand here and now.” He appealed to a General Council against the Pope, risking a new schism in the Church.

Alexander prevaricated but in 1497 excommunicated Savonarola, who nevertheless continued to say Mass and to preach. The Pope demanded Florence hand over its renegade preacher, and threatened the city with an interdict, disastrous in its effects on trade. Support for Savonarola began to wane. The Florentines had wearied of their moral police and puritanical lifestyle.

After the cancellation of a dramatic “trial by fire” between his supporters and their opponents, a mob attacked the monastery. Savonarola gave himself up. He was tortured, and in a faked trial condemned to death with two of his monks. Ritually stripped of their clerical orders, they were tied with nooses around their necks to crosses on a bonfire, and burnt on 25 May 1498. Savonarola died bravely and in prayer. His ashes were cast into the River Arno.

In August 1503, Pope Alexander caught malarial fever. Machiavelli drily records: “The soul of the glorious Alexander was now borne among the choir of the blessed . . Dancing attendance upon him were his three devoted, favourite handmaidens: Cruelty, Simony and Lechery.”

The tragedy of the matter is, that if Savonarola the reformer and Pope Alexander had worked together to reform the Church, they might have forestalled Luther’s schism twenty years later.

