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I. The Indictment, Taken Seriously
The most effective argument against Christianity has never been philosophical. It is historical, and it can be delivered in a list: the Crusades, the Inquisition, Galileo, the wars of religion, slavery blessed and defended, and, within living memory, the abuse of children by priests and the shielding of the abusers by bishops. Christopher Hitchens put the thesis in his subtitle—religion poisons everything—but the argument is far older than the New Atheists and is made most painfully not by enemies of the Church but by her own history. If the Church is what she claims—a body founded by God, guided by His Spirit, teaching in His name—why does her record look so much like the record of every other human institution given power? That question deserves a better answer than embarrassment, and a better answer than denial. This essay attempts one.
Paul knew the shape of the problem in the first century: “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” (Romans 2:24). He was quoting Isaiah, at Israel; the sentence has been quotable against the people of God in every generation since. Nothing in what follows will suggest the problem is new, small, or invented by the Church’s enemies.
II. What Is Conceded Before Anything Is Argued
Concessions first, and not through gritted teeth. Christians slaughtered the inhabitants of Jerusalem in 1099. The Church tried men for heresy, handed them to the state, and watched them burn; a papal bull of 1252, Ad extirpanda, authorized the use of torture in the process. Galileo was silenced by the Holy Office and died under house arrest. Christians bought, sold, and defended the buying and selling of human beings, and some did it with Scripture open on the table. For a thousand years Christian Europe taught contempt for the Jewish people—ghettos, including in papal Rome; forced sermons; expulsions—working the soil in which a later and greater horror grew, as the Church’s own examination of conscience, We Remember, has acknowledged. Priests abused children, and bishops moved the priests rather than protect the children. None of these sentences will be taken back in the pages that follow.
Nor is the concession merely this author’s. In the Jubilee year 2000, John Paul II led a public liturgy of repentance for the sins of the Church’s children across two millennia—“Let us forgive and ask forgiveness!”—and named the categories aloud: “Let us ask pardon for the divisions which have occurred among Christians, for the violence some have used in the service of the truth and for the distrustful and hostile attitudes sometimes taken towards the followers of other religions.” The violence some have used in the service of the truth: that is the Inquisition and the Crusades, named from the chair of Peter, in penance. Whatever else may be said, the Catholic Church is not in the position of denying her sins. She confesses them in public liturgy, which is more than can be said of most institutions with two thousand years of files.
III. The Standard the Indictment Borrows
Before the cases, notice the standard by which they are judged. The indictment assumes that religious wars are worse than other wars, that coercing conscience is an abomination, that the strong owe protection to the weak, that a child’s innocence is sacred, and that hypocrisy in the holy is viler than honesty in the pagan. Every plank of that standard entered the world’s moral vocabulary through the faith being indicted. Antiquity did not think conquest needed excusing; it thought conquest was glory. The unique horror we feel at crusader and inquisitor is the horror of men betraying a standard—and it is the Church’s own standard, preached by her against herself. As the observation usually attributed to this argument runs: when the Church is judged and found wanting, the scales used are the ones she built. This does not acquit her. It does mean the indictment is, at bottom, Christian moral teaching applied to Christians—which is what the Church, on her worst days, asked for.
It follows that the argument “the Church did evil, therefore the faith is false” needs a middle premise it never states: that a true faith would make its adherents incapable of betraying it. Judge a philosophy by its abuse and no philosophy survives—not liberalism, not science, not reason itself, each of which has been wielded by torturers. The serious question is not whether Christians have sinned, which the Church’s own doctrine guarantees, but whether the faith taught the sin or condemned it. That question has to be answered case by case, and the cases follow.
IV. Wheat and Weeds: What the Church Said to Expect
One doctrine must be on the table first, because the indictment silently assumes its opposite. Jesus described His kingdom as a field in which wheat and weeds grow together until the harvest—the servants are told, to their surprise, not to pull the weeds now (Matthew 13:24–30)—and as a net holding good fish and bad. The Church He founded is promised indefectibility, not impeccability: preserved in her teaching, never in her members’ behavior, and He said so in advance. A Church containing Judas was founded by a Lord who chose Judas. So the discovery that the Church’s history contains scoundrels, time-servers, and criminals in high office is not a refutation of her claim. It is her claim—the half of it the world forgets she made. What would refute her is the other half failing: the gospel itself being corrupted into something that taught the crimes. That is the line to watch in every case that follows: what did the Church teach, and what did her members do?
V. The Crusades
The popular picture of the Crusades is of unprovoked religious aggression: Europe falling on a peaceful East to convert it by the sword. The picture modern crusade historians paint—Jonathan Riley-Smith and Thomas Madden foremost, and no apologists for atrocity—is different in its frame. By 1095 the Islamic conquests had taken, by war, roughly two-thirds of the old Christian world: Syria, Egypt, North Africa, Spain, Asia Minor falling. The First Crusade was preached as an armed pilgrimage to aid the Eastern churches and reopen access to shrines Christians had walked to for centuries. It was, in conception, a defensive and limited war—which is precisely why the Just War tradition could bless it.
Conception is not conduct. The sack of Jerusalem in 1099 was a massacre; the Fourth Crusade never reached the Holy Land at all, sacking Christian Constantinople instead—an act the pope of the day condemned and a wound between East and West that John Paul II apologized for eight centuries later; and the crusading idea decayed, over centuries, into ventures no honest reading can defend. The record is what it is: a defensible cause, prosecuted by sinful men, with episodes of real wickedness. What the record is not is the cartoon—and the cartoon matters, because it is the cartoon that carries the argument “religion causes war.” The sober statistics on that thesis are treated on this site’s page on faith, where the Encyclopedia of Wars’ catalogue puts primarily religious wars at under seven percent of the whole.
VI. The Inquisition
The Inquisition is really two subjects: what happened, and what the nineteenth-century imagination made of it. On the first, the modern archival scholarship—Henry Kamen’s revision of the Spanish record is the standard example, and it was work done in the Inquisition’s own surviving files—has cut the legend down to fact: tribunals that were, by the criminal-court standards of their own age, procedurally careful; torture used, but more rarely than in the secular courts of the same centuries; death sentences numbering in the low thousands across three and a half centuries of Spanish operation, not the millions of the legend. Ironically, the Inquisition’s skepticism about evidence made it an early brake on the witch panics: where its jurisdiction ran, witch burnings largely stopped, while the panics raged worst in lands with no Inquisition at all.
State the correction and then refuse the comfort of it. A church court that burned two thousand people is not acquitted by the observation that the legend says two million. Coercion of conscience was not an abuse of the system by bad men; for centuries it was the system, authorized at the top—Ad extirpanda is a papal document—and the Church’s full repudiation of religious coercion arrived only with the Second Vatican Council’s declaration on religious freedom, which grounded it where it should always have stood: in the dignity of the person and the freedom of the act of faith. The honest Catholic position is exactly the pope’s in 2000: the violence used in the service of truth was a sin against the truth it claimed to serve, and the Church that did it has said so, on her knees. What the case proves is that churchmen wielding coercive power sin like other men wielding it. What it cannot prove is that the gospel taught them to—the gospel’s own texts were the standing witness against the whole apparatus, which is why the apparatus finally fell to them.
VII. Galileo
Galileo’s case is one case, and its notoriety is a backhanded compliment: it is famous because it is rare. The Church that condemned him had been, and remained, the largest single patron of astronomy in Europe—cathedrals were built as solar observatories, Jesuits confirmed Galileo’s telescopic discoveries, and clergy from Copernicus (a canon) to Lemaître (a priest, father of the Big Bang) populate the history of the science. The affair itself was tangled with questions of scriptural interpretation, personal insult to a former patron pope, and a heliocentrism whose empirical proof did not yet exist—none of which excuses the tribunal. Galileo was right, the Holy Office was wrong, and it took the Church three and a half centuries to say so as plainly as John Paul II said it in 1992. One unjust condemnation in a relationship of centuries is a sin. It is not a war between faith and science—that larger thesis is answered on this site’s science page—and no second Galileo has ever been produced when the challenge is to name one.
VIII. Slavery
On slavery the record is double, and both halves must be told. Christians owned slaves in every century in which slavery existed, defended the institution from pulpits, and in the Americas built economies on it. And the papacy condemned the enslavement of innocent peoples early, repeatedly, and in words that could not be plainer. In 1435— more than half a century before Columbus sailed—Eugene IV’s bull Sicut Dudum condemned the enslavement of the newly evangelized Canary Islanders and ordered the enslaved freed on pain of excommunication. In 1537 Paul III’s Sublimis Deus declared “that the Indians are truly men,” and decreed that they and “all other people who may later be discovered by Christians, are by no means to be deprived of their liberty or the possession of their property… nor should they be in any way enslaved.” The line runs unbroken to Gregory XVI’s condemnation of the slave trade in 1839 and Leo XIII’s of slavery itself. The scandal is not that the teaching was absent. The scandal is that the faithful, including bishops and religious orders, disobeyed it for centuries when obedience would have cost them money—and that enforcement was not attempted with a tenth of the energy spent on doctrinal dissent. When abolition finally came, it came led overwhelmingly by Christians arguing from Christian premises: that the slave was a man, made in the image of God—which is Sublimis Deus, three centuries late and from other mouths.
IX. The Abuse Crisis
The abuse crisis is the hardest case, because it is not history; the victims are alive. Say the whole of it first. Catholic priests sexually abused children and adolescents—thousands of them, over decades. Bishops who knew moved the men from parish to parish, treated the crimes as sins to be absolved and scandals to be managed, sent abusers to treatment programs and returned them to ministry, and called the police almost never: in the American data, police were contacted regarding fourteen percent of the accused, and many of those reports came only after the statute of limitations had run. The cover-up was not an aberration of a few bad dioceses. It was the default institutional reflex, and it compounded the crime with betrayal by the very office that existed to protect the flock. Nothing in the paragraphs that follow qualifies this one.
The data, for the record, come from the Church’s own commissioned study—the John Jay College reports, built on the files of nearly every American diocese. Accused priests numbered 4,392 of the 109,694 who served between 1950 and 2002: four percent, ranging from three to six across regions. Four percent is a catastrophe, not a comfort, and this essay declines the usual next sentence—comparisons to other institutions—both because the data for fair comparison are poor and because “others too” is not a defense the Church that wrote Matthew 18:6 is entitled to make. What the case establishes, with a clarity none of the historical cases can match, is the distinction this essay has used throughout: the teaching and the men. No reading of Catholic doctrine produces the abuse of a child; the catechism the abusers were ordained to teach condemns what they did in the plainest words it has. The crimes were committed against the teaching, and concealed by men whose office made the concealment sacrilege. That is the wheat-and-weeds doctrine at its darkest—and it is also, for what it is worth, the reason the Church could be reformed rather than merely exposed: the standard by which her bishops stood condemned was her own, and the reforms since—review boards, mandatory reporting, the laicizations—were demanded by Catholics on Catholic grounds.
X. The Other Side of the Ledger
An audit that lists only debits is not an audit. The same institution whose crimes fill the indictment invented the hospital as a duty owed to strangers, built the university, preserved classical literacy through the collapse of the western empire, created the framework of international law in defense of conquered peoples, and supplied the moral vocabulary of every reform movement the West has produced—including the ones aimed at her. The sciences grew up in her schools; the abolition of the ancient world’s universal slavery, twice, was driven by her teaching; the very notion that the weak have claims against the strong, which antiquity found absurd, entered law through men who had it from the gospel. None of this cancels a single crime. Ledgers do not work that way, and neither does repentance. But the indictment’s implied history—in which the Church contributed cruelty and nothing else—requires not reading any history at all. The sober summary is the one this essay has argued case by case: an institution of sinners, carrying a teaching better than its carriers, which over twenty centuries has done both enormous evil against that teaching and enormous good because of it.
XI. What the Record Proves, and What It Cannot
What, in the end, does the record prove? It proves that Catholics, given power, abuse it at rates that ought to humble every triumphalist. It proves that the Church’s holiness is not the holiness of her personnel, exactly as her founding documents said. What it cannot prove is the proposition the indictment needs: that the faith is the source of the crimes. On every count examined, the crime stood condemned by the criminal’s own creed—the massacre by the pilgrimage’s law, the coercion by the gospel’s freedom, the slaver by the bull he ignored, the abuser by the catechism in his own hands. A poison poisons; a medicine betrayed is not poison. The twentieth century ran the control experiment, at scale: regimes founded on the explicit rejection of the Church’s creed, and of the God behind it, produced in seven decades a mountain of corpses higher than two millennia of Christendom’s worst—a comparison developed on this site’s page on faith, and one no honest accounting can omit.
One objection remains, and it is the shrewdest: that the corrections arrive from outside—toleration pressed on the Church by the Enlightenment, the abuse reforms following the newspapers and the subpoenas—when a divinely guided institution ought, at least once, to have been ahead of its age’s conscience rather than dragged behind it. Two things are true at once here. The dragging is real, and it is to the Church’s shame; grace does not spare her the ordinary institutional sins of denial and delay, and the essay has conceded every instance. But look at what did the dragging. The Enlightenment’s case for tolerance was built on the dignity of conscience—a Christian inheritance, argued back against its custodian; the journalists’ case in 2002 was that sacred trust had been betrayed, which is a category the gospel created. The Church’s critics keep winning arguments against her with her own premises, and she keeps—slowly, shamefully late, but really—submitting, because the premises bind her. An institution merely human would have relativized the standard long ago. This one cannot, and that inability, visible precisely in her humiliations, is a strange fact for the purely sociological theory of the Church to digest.
The Church’s own verdict on her history was spoken in St. Peter’s in the year 2000, and it is the verdict this essay ends on: forgiveness asked, without excuse, for the violence, the divisions, and the betrayals—by an institution that believes it will answer for them. An institution that confesses is not thereby innocent. But it is doing the one thing the indictment, for all its force, has never explained: judging itself by a standard it did not invent, could not have invented, and cannot escape. Where that standard came from is the real question, and it is the question this whole section of the site exists to press.
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Let both grow together until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my barn.
Matthew 13:30
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A Note on Authority
This essay represents the author’s articulation of the Catholic assessment of the Church’s historical record, drawing on Scripture, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the Church Fathers, and the major theological tradition. It is offered as a personal defense, not as an official statement of the Church’s teaching. Where this defense is fortunate enough to align with the magisterial teaching of the Church, the credit belongs to the tradition that formed it. Where it falls short, the responsibility is the author’s alone.

Version 1.0	
