
Last weekend I hosted my book club to discuss the book we read since this month. The host 
gets to choose the book. I chose Church of Spies: The Pope’s War Against Hitler by Mark 
Riebling. It is a book based on evidence not previously made available to the public. The author 
documents what Pope Pius XII actually did in concert with the German Resistance, the German 
Jesuits and the German Bishops. Pope Pius XII has been criticized for not “speaking out” more 
directly and fiercely against the atrocities of Nazism. 

Pope Pius XII was fearful and his fear was well founded. When the Dutch bishops spoke out 
against Hitler, 40,000 Dutch Catholics of Jewish descent disappeared, never to be heard of 
again. Pope Pius XII feared that his words might send 200,000 to death camps. In 1940 Pope 
Pius XII said this, “We would like to utter words of fire against such actions (German atrocities) 
and the only thing restraining us from speaking is the fear of making the plight of the victims 
even worse.” 

But Pope Pius XII was actually not silent nor inactive. Pope Pius XII with the German Resistance, 
especially Catholic lawyer Josef Muller worked behind the scenes. In fact what might seem 
scandalous today was the truth that Pius XII believed that tyrannicide in the case of Hitler could 
be justified. 

One of the insights I gleaned from this book is the old 6th century axiom of St. Benedict whose 
feast day was July 11. “Ora et Labora” – “Prayer and work”, St. James says it well, too, only 
centuries earlier, “For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without works is 
dead.” (James 2:26) It is not enough for the Christian to pray, only. The Christian must also work 
to make the world (however big or small one’s world is) a better place. For a Christian to pray 
for the country and refuse to vote is misguided, for instance. And this makes so much sense to 
me, because the central mystery of Christianity is this: Grace working in the Flesh. Prayer is 
central, for sure, but so is work that seeks to make the world, the country, the state, the city, 
the neighborhood, the church parish, the school, and the home better places of charity, of 
justice, and of respect. 

So, good readers, after we get off our knees in prayer, let’s roll up our sleeves and get to work 
to make the world a better place.      


