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O vos omnes qui transitis per viam, attendite et videte, 

si est dolor similis sicut dolor meus.    ~ Lamentations 1:12 

Every year in the middle of September as we 

begin a new academic year we turn our gaze to the 

Mother of Sorrows as she stands beneath the cross of 

her son and receives his battered, bloodied, mangled 

body into her arms. Artists down the centuries have 

never ceased meditating on her grief beyond every 

grief, but at the same time her trusting acceptance of 

the Father‟s will. In this edition of Forum, we  

present our readers with some reflections on two 

Pietas, in the hope that they serve as a stimulus for  

their own meditation on the Virgin of Sorrows. May 

she accompany all of us throughout this new academic 

year.  
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“L 
ift up your eyes and look around; 
they all gather together, they 
come to you.” 

 
In his mind, Michelangelo did not cre-

ate figures from marble; he liberated figures 
that were already there.  As he chiseled 
away fragments of precious rock, beauty 
took shape.  Long before he painted the fin-
ger of God creating the universe and man 
from nothing, Michelangelo created the 
most beautiful representation of Mary – 
from a block of stone. 

“Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother” (Jn 
19:25).  And there she has remained for 500 years glis-
tening beneath the camera flashes that illume her face.  
She is radiant.  She is serene.  She is Pieta, derived 
from the Latin word for the duty children owed their 
parents, and everyone owed the gods. 

 The most memorable feature of the Pieta is the 
face of Mary.  Breaking precedent and logic, Michelan-
gelo portrays Mary as a youthful woman in her 20s.  
She is brimming with life and strength.  Yet, she must 
have been at least in her late 40‟s by the time of 
Christ‟s death.  So why sculpt her in such blatantly im-
possible youth? 

 I believe for Michelangelo, himself in his 20‟s 
at the time of this work, Mary‟s beauty and youth are a 
window into his understanding of the spiritual life.  She 
is radiantly beautiful because she is a daughter of God.  
She is at once the mother and the daughter of the Son 
she holds on her lap, who is at once Son of Mary and 

God Himself, the creator of all.  Thus, 
Michelangelo depicted her in a characteristi-
cally youthful and daughterly manner to 
emphasize this relationship. 
She is also young because she is pure.  Pu-
rity is beauty.  The more sullied and stained 
a figure becomes, the less it resembles its 
original beauty, and the less it gives glory to 
its creator.  But Mary, who truly is the Im-
maculate Conception, is the most pure of 
all creatures.  In her youthfulness, she 
draws our minds to this purity which knows 
no corruption, this purity which keeps us 

young.  The artist himself has said, “Do you not know 
that chaste women stay fresh much more than those who are 
not chaste? How much more in the case of the Virgin, who 
had never experienced the least lascivious desire that might 
change her body?” 

By giving Mary a youthful and beautiful face, he is 
also affirming his agreement with the Church on the 
issue of the Immaculate Conception, a topic hotly de-
bated at the time. 

 In the Pieta we also find symbols of the Eucha-
rist and the Church.  Mary is holding out her hand, as if 
she is presenting Christ to us, handing over her son as 
in the Eucharist.  She glistens with a high polish, a radi-
ance she receives from looking upon Christ – physi-
cally in the statue and figuratively in the Eucharist.  She 
sits upon a massive rock, representative of the stability 
and authority of the Church. 

 Perhaps most strikingly, Mary is not sorrow-
ful.  Rather, her face invites us to contemplate a pro-
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found faith, one which believes in the person of Christ 
and his promised resurrection.  Even in her most ago-
nizing sorrow, Mary invites us to hope and trust in 
God‟s ways. 

 In Chapter 54 and 60 of the Book of Isaiah, the 
prophet speaks words that evoke an intriguing inter-
pretation in the context of the Pieta.   

 
******* 

 
Isaiah 54: Sing, O barren one who did not bear; burst 

into song and shout, you who have not been in labor!  For the 
children of the desolate woman will be more than the children 
of her that is married, says the Lord.  Enlarge the site of your 
tent, and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out; 
do not hold back; lengthen your cords and strengthen your 
stakes.  For you will spread out to the right and to the left, 
and your descendents will possess the nations and will settle 
the desolate towns. 

 
The virgin-widow, bereft of husband and son, full 

of reasons to be sorrow-
ful, is beckoned not to 
tears but to shouts of 
joy.  She is to spread out 
her mantle over the 
whole world, holding 
back nothing, for her 
son will be greater than 
any son of a married 
woman, and her spiri-
tual children will pos-
sess the nations.  Her 
draped clothing in the 
Pieta flows and encom-
passes all of humanity – 
her descendents. 
 
Do not fear, for you will 
not be ashamed; do not be 
discouraged, for you will 
not suffer disgrace; for you 
will forget the shame of 
your youth, and the dis-
grace of your widowhood 
you will remember no more.  
For your maker is your 
husband, the Lord of hosts 

is his name; the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer, the God 
of the whole earth he is called.  For the Lord has called you 
like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit, like the wife of a 
man’s youth when she is cast off, says your God.  For a brief 
moment I abandoned you, but with great compassion I will 
gather you.  In overflowing wrath for a moment I hid my face 
from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on 
you, says the Lord, your Redeemer. 

 
Mary in the Pieta is this woman without fear.  She 

mourns no longer, for her shame is forgotten in the joy 
of her union with God.  Though it seemed God had 
abandoned her when she most needed him, he returns 
in overflowing love to be her spouse forever. 

 
This is like the days of Noah to me: Just as I swore that 

the waters of Noah would never again go over the earth, I 
have sworn that I will not be angry with you and will not 
rebuke you.  For the mountains may depart and the hills be 
removed, but my steadfast love shall not depart from you, and 
my covenant of peace shall not be removed, says the Lord, who 
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has compassion on you. 
In the agony of the cross, Mary 

finds the compassion of God.  Her face 
of serenity bears witness to the hope 
that fills her soul, the assurance that fills 
the hearts of the devout – that God‟s 
covenant with Noah would not be for-
saken.  No, far from it; it was now ful-
filled.  Staring at her son, she sees not 
the rainbow of Noah‟s covenant, but 
the red blood and broken body of the 
new and everlasting covenant. 

 
O afflicted one, storm-tossed, disconso-

late, I am about to set your stones in anti-
mony, and lay your foundations with sap-
phires.  I will make your pinnacles of rubies, 
your gates of jewels, and all your wall of 
precious stones.  All your children shall be 
taught by the Lord, and great shall be the 
prosperity of your children.   

 
Though burdened with suffering 

and tossed by the storms of despair, 
Mary is promised the wealth and beauty 
of the new creation.  She is the first 
member, and perhaps the symbol of, 
the Heavenly Jerusalem.  Her ramparts 
will glisten like the finely polished mar-
ble of the Pieta for all eternity, and she 
will be the Mother of all the children of 
God. 

 
In righteousness you shall be estab-

lished; you shall be far from oppression, for 
you shall not fear; and from terror, for it 
shall not come near you.  If anyone stirs up 
strife, it is not from me; whoever stirs up 
strife with you shall fall because of you.  See 
it is I who have created the smith who blows 
the fire of coals, and produces a weapon fit 
for its purpose; I have also created the rav-
ager to destroy.  No weapon that is fashioned 
against you shall prosper, and you shall 
confute every tongue that rises against you in 
judgment.  This is the heritage of the ser-
vants of the Lord and their vindication from 
me, says the Lord. 

 
Creation is subject to the whims of its 
Creator, and Mary, having endured 
suffering more intense than any other, 
will now be protected from all her ene-
mies.  In purity and perfection she con-
futes the tongues that rise against her in 
heresy and calumny, the tongues of 
those who claim to know Christ yet 
abandon His mother. 
 
Isaiah 60: Arise, shine; for your light has 
come, and the glory of the Lord has risen 
upon you.  For darkness shall cover the 
earth, and thick darkness the peoples; but the 
Lord will arise upon you, and his glory will 
appear over you.  Nations shall come to your 
light, and kings to the brightness of your 
dawn.  Lift up your eyes and look around; 
they all gather together, they come to you; 
your sons shall come from far away, and 
your daughters shall be carried on their 
nurses’ arms.  Then you shall see and be 
radiant; your heart shall thrill and rejoice, 
because the abundance of the sea shall be 
brought to you, the wealth of the nations 
shall come to you. 
 
Mary in the Pieta is the shining light of 
beauty that so many kings and nations 
come to admire.  Day and night she 
glistens in highly polished stone beneath 
the ceaseless stare of lights.  Truly, 
Mary of the Pieta outshines all others.  
“It would be impossible for any crafts-
man of sculptor no matter how brilliant 
ever to surpass the grace of design of 
this work or try to cut and polish the 
marble with the skill that Michelangelo 
displayed.  For the Pieta was a revela-
tion of all the potentialities and force of 
the art of sculpture” (Giorgio Vasari, 
Lives of the Artists).  And she obeys the 
prophet‟s request, raising her eyes and 
stretching out her hand to those who 
gather before her semblance, her sons 
who seek her radiant heart and loving 
embrace. 



I nspired by Michelangelo‟s 
Vatican Pieta, Annibale Caracci 
br ings in to color the 

contemplation of Mary over her 
dead son. It‟s important that the 
image is brought into color, 
because only then can we see 
Christ‟s pale, lifeless body. Though 
fatally lacking in the suffering 
Christ underwent in the scourging, 
the painting drives across the tragic 
brutality of his execution by his 
contorted form, his nail marks, and 
two angels weeping over the 
cruelty. Above all, Christ lies across 
the lap of Mary, his mother, who 
reflects his suffering in herself. 

 Jesus. His body is disjointed 
from hanging on the cross. His 
dislocated shoulders bulge out, and 
between them his neck muscles are 
drawn taut in his awkward 
position. His face has the 
expression of one who finally died 
in exhaustion, and his posture says he has given 
everything, that there‟s nothing left to give. His 
chest is obviously stretched out from the time he 
spent with his arms spanning the patibulum. There is 
no blood from the holes in his feet, but his left hand 
appears still to be running with blood. 

 Completing it all is his color. It dominates the 
whole picture, and its contrast with the color of all 

the others in the picture makes it 
obvious that he is dead, and that he 
has given himself completely. 
 I think it‟s interesting how 
much a painting can convey, not only 
of the moment it is presenting, but 
also the past it indicates, and I think 
that isn‟t manifested only in the 
physical aspects of Christ in this 
picture, but also what kind of person 
he was. His face is unsullied by any 
concern or feature of those having 
died a violent death. Their faces are 
contorted in pain or horror. His face 
is peaceful. He has not gone as one 
who lived by the sword and died by 
the sword. He didn‟t go out of life 
kicking and screaming, nor cursing 
and snarling. More yet, his is a face 
traced with compassion, smooth and 
serene. Compassion cannot be angry 
or horrified, but only exhausted. Evil 
makes it tired, weary, but never can 
evil make compassion in any way 

reflect itself. 
 This piece is very rich, because it is a reflection 

of the reaction of goodness to the violence of hatred 
and evil. Satan‟s powers have done their worst, and 
they still yet have not taught this man, or his mother, 
or the orphan-like angels to hate. Caracci has helped 
us to see who Christ was in his life, and to see how 
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he met death. And this makes it 
absolutely unambiguous who is 
the man in the picture. 

 The angels look like 
g r i e v e d  c h i l d r e n , 
disconsolate in their 
literally hands-on 
contemplation of the 
passion. One is close 
to Christ, holding 
the pierced left 
hand, He looks to 
the other, who has 
his finger on a thorn 
from the crown and 
looks directly at the 
viewer with a look 
of total loss and 
gr ie f .  He ha s 
touched the mystery 
of the flagrant 
torture  o f  an 
innocent and loving man. Christ‟s expression is 
divine, and so sadness cannot overcome it. We‟re 
supposed to identify with the angel, whose 
expression is that of a human – one who can at times 
be overcome by the misery of this life. 

 Mary is the consoling figure in the scene. 
Christ has brought us into the contemplation. The 
angels teach us how we ought to respond in 
mourning. Mary then comforts us by the tenderness 
with which she holds Christ, the expression which 
combines the angels‟ humanly grieved expressions 
with Christ‟s serene, exhausted expression. She 
completes the image of his pierced hands with her 
own hands, gesturing almost as if she wishes to 
experience the piercings herself. 

 The striking difference between the angels and 
Jesus, which make the image saddening, is again all 
about color. The angels have warm, live tones. 
Christ is pale, separated. But in Mary there is a 
reprieve, having that same color of life, but slightly 
paler in contrast to the blue she is wearing, which 
also is a comforting tone. Together with Christ, she 
makes a focal point in the image. For me, that focal 
point is the chest, which in contrast with its 
surroundings becomes the palest spot in the image. 
Because color is the defining difference, which 

answers the question “if it was modeled 
after the Pieta, what is original or 

different about it?” and because 
of Caracci‟s mastery of 

expressing what cannot be 
seen by what he actually 
portrays, the painting 
points to Christ‟s heart, 
hidden within the 
chest. 
 I don‟t think 
I‟ve ever seen such a 
striking image of grief 
as the angel on the far 
right, and that is us 
who have contemplated 
the Passion, dwelling 
on the thorns, and have 
not yet drawn close to 
him or his mother. But 
once we see the face of 
Christ, we have to 

recognize the difference between our hearts and his. 
Evil cannot overcome him, even in the form of 
sadness, and this also points to his unconquered 
heart, which fully defines his countenance, which it 
seems no evil can mar. Thus Caracci has tapped the 
very seat of the emotions, the heart. This is the most 
important thing to be able to paint. Without it, you 
can make the form of a person as accurate as you 
want, but you will never make him alive, or even 
dead. He will be a manikin until that which animates 
him shines through. To me this is the most 
mysterious thing about Caracci‟s painting, because 
he has gone beyond simply painting someone who is 
alive, to painting someone who was alive but is now 
dead. 

 A last reflection about Jesus: his limp and 
gentle form, smooth face, etc. embodies the image 
from the first reading today – a lamb led to the 
slaughter. It opens not its mouth. He has received 
everything – every punishment and insult. And he 
has dealt none in return. He has accepted it all, 
absorbed every blow, without rebellion. He leaves 
this life in peace because he has overcome the world 
by this utter goodness with which he has lived in it, 
and when I look one last time at the picture, it 
almost looks like he is smiling. 



N ot long ago I got to visit New York with my 
family. Both my parents were there. My sis-
ter and her boyfriend were also there. All 

my family is catholic, and so not only visiting but mak-
ing a visit at St Patrick´s Cathedral was a “must do” in 
our itinerary. My sister‟s boyfriend also comes from a 
catholic family, but they are not really practicing 
Catholics. So, my brother-in-law‟s faith and beliefs are 
a little bit dusty, so to say. This was what moved my 
sister to tell Him in a low voice as we passed the small 
chapel behind the main altar: “the little red candle 
burning in the corner means that Jesus is currently in 
the tabernacle.” 

 “I know, but I don‟t understand it. How can 
that be, if Jesus is everywhere?” my brother-in-law 
responded. This was the beginning of a long discussion 
between them, but above all, a personal search that 
found its end in art. 

 Brought up as a catholic, I never had any prob-
lem believing Christ was really present in the Eucha-
rist. But after that day in St Patrick‟s I realized not eve-
ryone on this planet thought the same way. Yes, Jesus 
is everywhere, especially dwelling in our own hearts. 
But, without getting too much into theology, one 
would prefer to have his loved one physically present 
versus simply bearing memories in their hearts and 
minds. Here lies the great gift God left us in the Eucha-
rist, where he makes Himself actually present under 
the species of bread and wine, which, during the con-
secration really become His body and blood. 

 Two thousand years ago, the world saw with 
their own eyes God walking amongst them. He was 

physically amongst them. Elizabeth saw Mary‟s preg-
nant belly. Simeon held the baby Jesus in His arms. 
The apostles interacted with Him, and it would be 
some of His disciples who at the end of His life would 
bring His body down from the cross to be buried. Jesus 
eventually ascended into heaven after having resur-
rected from the dead, but he also chose to stay with us 
through the gift of His own body and blood offered for 
us in the sacrament of the Eucharist. 

 This is the mystery and gift of the sacrament of 
the Eucharist in the Catholic Church: not only that we 
have to opportunity to touch the very body of God, 
but consume it, making it one with us, and thus, be-
coming Christ-bearers. 

 In 1611 a devout catholic put into a triptych a 
boat-load of theology and emotion. Peter Paul Rubens 
in his Triptych of the descent from the cross from 1611 
depicts with great power 3 different scenes from the 
life of Christ. The whole work is made up of five paint-

Christophoros 
Rubens’ Descent from the Cross Triptych 
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ings, but the most powerful one is the center one, de-
picting the moment when Jesus is brought down from 
the Cross. What makes this picture so powerful? The 
visual strength behind it. It Is full of energy, since he 
depicts the climax of the action. When one thinks 
about Jesus coming down from the cross, the first 
thing that comes to mind is the image of the Pieta. 
That is powerful because of the emotion behind it: a 
mother contemplating her dead son. But Rubens chose 
the climax of the action, the movement as the body is 
brought down; not when he is still hanging dead, not 

when he is in Mary‟s hands, but when he is sliding 
down with a white cloth, as all of His loved ones reach 
out to hold Him, to touch Him. 

There are eight characters in the picture. It seems 
like only four of them are doing the hard work of actu-
ally bearing the weight of the dead corpse. Why then is 
everyone else clustered around Christ? They are all 
reaching out to Him, wanting to hold Him one last 
time, to hold that physical presence of the God who 
had lived among them and now was dead, wanting to 
carry Him who was the love and ideal of their lives. If 
you continued to contemplate the picture you will feel 

your eyes moving around the whole work. There is no 
focal point. It is all about the action, not the object of 
the painting. The diagonal composition formed by the 
body of Christ makes you feel that the point of the 
painting is not the dead corpse of the savior (very well 
shown with the greenish, grayish color of a cadaver), 
but the action of everyone else trying to reach out for 
Him, to touch Him, to be Christ-bearers.  

When one looks at the work as a whole, the center 
picture is the one that really catches your attention. No 
wonder why the call the whole thing the “Triptych of 

the Descent from the Cross.” There are, however, 4 
other panels that close on the center one with other 
depictions, two related to the life of Christ and other 
two with no apparent relationship (St Christopher and 
the Hermit). On the left panel, Rubens depicts the 
moment of the visitation, when Mary goes to the house 
of her cousin Elizabeth after finding out about her 
pregnancy during the annunciation. At first sight, and 
according to Rubens custom of showing the climaxes 
of the action, one might think this is the first time they 
see each other, also the moment when probably the 
Magnificat was first exclaimed. But if you actually 
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think about what you are see-
ing you will notice that 
Mary‟s “belly” appears larger 
than that of Elizabeth‟s, which 
wouldn‟t make sense accord-
ing to the gospel account, 
where Elizabeth was in her 
sixth month when Mary re-
ceived the news about her 
own pregnancy. Anyways, 
there are different ways of 
perceiving this panel. The 
important thing, however, is 
that gesture of Elizabeth 
pointing at Mary‟s womb al-
most telling her “remember 
what you have inside. Yes, I 
also had a child, but you are 
now a „Christ-bearer.‟” 
 On the right panel, 
Peter Paul represents another 
chapter on the early life of the 
Savior: The presentation in 
the temple. This picture also 
has many details. You could 
get lost in the grand architec-
ture in the background of the 
picture or the detailed differ-
ent-colored marble on the 
right. But again it is all about 
the action of the picture: 
Simeon holding the baby Jesus 
while he looks up to heaven. 
There is nothing more to it. 
Simeon simply holds Him, as 

he pronounces the famous words “Nunc Dimittis” while everyone else can‟t help but stare at this, almost wishing it 
could be them holding that little child. In this occasions it is Simeon who becomes a Christ-bearer. 

The key, then to unlock the whole triptych is found on the back of the side panels (or the front panels when 
the triptych is closed). These two panels have apparently no relationship to the world they enclose. One is the 
painting of a hermit who shines some light on a huge robust figure walking decidedly with a baby on his back. Yes, 

you guessed right. This baby is Jesus, and the buff guy is St Christopher, or in Greek Χριστουορος:  the Real 
Christ-bearer. 

 The whole work now stands alone in a Church in Netherlands as a masterpiece for ages to come. This type 
of work, though, was originally thought to stand as an altar panel. But, more than a decoration for that altar, it was 
an explanation of the mystery going on at that altar, and the attitude we ought to have before it. Two thousand 
years ago Christ walked on this Earth and then ascended into heaven. But we Catholics get to touch Him everyday 
in the sacrament of the Eucharist, becoming also ourselves Christ-bearers. 



T he era of crusading in Medieval Europe is one of 
the most important in history. It shaped 
European thought and directed its energy for 

centuries. Yet so much has been written and said about it 
in contemporary criticism that what they really were, 
what caused them, and if the men and women 
participating in them were right in doing so have become 
often obscure. Thousands of books and treatises have 
been produced on each of these ideas, but this article, 
given its brevity, will seek only to bring out the most 
relevant and basic points of each. A general but accurate 
knowledge of the history of the Crusades is better than a 
flawed one, full of the errors that are often heard today. 
With this knowledge, much light can be shed on modern 
events, the causes of which can be found even as far 
distant as the Crusades. 

 The first point to investigate and understand is 
what the Crusades were. The answer to this simple 
question is very complex. The Crusades occurred over a 
period of more than 300 years, and in that time the 
nature of the Crusade changed. The First Crusade was a 
different event than the crusades against the Albigensians 
or the Holy League at the battle of Lepanto. The crusades 
that made their goal the Holy Sepulchre were not the 
same thing as the crusades against the pagan Wends of the 
Baltic. However, the most common understanding of the 
Crusades is that of armed expeditions initiated by the 
Church against the Muslims in the Holy Land.  

Beginning in 1095 with the Council of Clermont and 
Urban II‟s preaching of the First Crusade, the people of 
Europe journeyed to the Levant and actually succeeded in 
forcing back the Muslims and recapturing ancient 
Christian cities like Nicaea, Antioch, Edessa, and of 

course, Jerusalem. The knights of Europe (and men and 
women from every state in life) were aroused in 
righteous anger when they heard of the suffering of their 
fellow Christians in the Holy Land and of the Turkish 
atrocities in the holy places. From the beginning the 
Crusade was preached as a pilgrimage, with the spiritual 
and temporal benefits of such an undertaking. Each 
„pilgrim‟ made a vow to visit the Holy Sepulchre. The 
crusaders‟ lands were placed under the protection of the 
Church, and an indulgence, a remission of temporal 
punishment due to sins, was granted.  

So these great forces of armor and weapons were not 
the Church‟s or the pope‟s army against the Muslims – 
each crusader made a vow to God and to no one else. 
The individuals on crusade were bound together by their 
common vow and destination, and usually by feudal ties 
as well to a lord, but the armies were far from unified 
expeditions under the control of the pope. The Church, 
as the common bond of Christendom, gave the crusades 
life and origin. Once launched, however, a crusade was a 
force of its own .  

This nature of the Crusades, interestingly, was far 
different from the original plan. At its root, the First 
Crusade was to be an expedition to relieve the battered 
Eastern Roman Empire. Alexius I Comnenus sought 
Urban II‟s help against the Seljuk Turks, and the first 
destination and goal of the Christian warriors of the West 
was Anatolia and the destruction of the Turks. It was 
clear, however, that the knights of Europe could hardly 
be roused to regain the lands of a people and empire in 
schism, even if they were fellow Christians. Thus Urban 
transformed the expedition into an armed pilgrimage to 

Taking the Cross 
A Brief Look at the Crusades 
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Jerusalem, and Christendom‟s knights and lords rushed 
east, signed with the cross. 

The plea of Alexius I of Byzantium brings us to the 
causes of the Crusades. In 1071 the army of the Byzantine 
Empire, under Emperor Romanus 
IV, deployed against the Seljuk 
Turks in eastern Anatolia at 
Manzikert. The Byzantines were 
massacred and the Muslim warriors 
swept across Asia Minor to the 
shores of the Bosporus and the Sea 
of Marmara. Cities associated with 
early Christianity, like Ephesus and 
Nicaea, fell into their hands, and 
Constantinople itself was like a 
straining  dike keeping back the 
Muslims from Europe. Letters and 
emissaries begging for aid arrived 
to Pope Gregory VII, Urban II‟s 
predecessor, who was the first to 
envision a counterattack against 
Islam. The Investiture Controversy 
prevented Gregory from realizing 
his dream, which would fall to his 
successors.  

Previous to the accession of 
the Turks to power in the Muslim 
world, Christian pilgrims to the holy shrines had found 
their journeys difficult and expensive, but endurable. 
While the Abbasid dynasty and, later, the Fatimid caliphs 
ruled Palestine, pilgrims could visit the sacred places, and 
the Muslims profited greatly from allowing Christians to 
worship. When the Seljuk Turks overthrew their Arab 
masters, they began a severe and often bloody repression 
of Christian worship that outraged the people of Europe. 
Here was a seed of future crusading.  

It is important to note that the motives of the initial 
launching of the Crusades were fundamentally religious. 
The people of Europe were motivated by their faith in 
the importance of the land of Christ. Before the Latin 
states in the Levant were ever conceived and before any 
knight had sewn the cross on his shoulder, the men and 
women of Europe thought of their Savior and his 
birthplace in the hands of unbelievers. They 
contemplated their brothers and sisters in the faith being 
persecuted and martyred. In hearts immersed in the 
Christian faith the call to free Jerusalem resonated and 
took shape in the armed pilgrimages of the Crusades.   

Finally there is the question of whether the crusaders 
of Europe were right in taking the cross, whether the 

Church and popes were themselves justified in calling for 
armed pilgrimages to Holy Land. Palestine and the Near 
East had been in the hands of Muslims for nearly 400 
years – were Christians of the West truly fighting to 

defend them, or were they merely 
grasping to regain the glory that was 
theirs from the era of Constantine 
and Justinian? 
To answer this we need to 
understand that, throughout the 
centuries known as the Middle 
Ages, Europe was Christendom – a 
cultural reality in which state and 
religion were inseparable. This held 
true not only for the Christian West 
but for the Muslim East. Religion 
was an essential part of culture and 
society. When the Turks abused 
pilgrims to the holy places and 
persecuted Christians in their 
realms, it was an act of war. There 
were no bodies of arbitration as 
there are today, no human rights 
watchdogs to call foul. War, whose 
presence was second only to 
religion in medieval culture, was the 
natural response.    As a war, the 

Crusade was an act of liberation, a just war in response to 
Muslim aggression and in defense of the culture and 
values of Medieval Europe. 

For medieval Christians, the Crusade was 
fundamentally a pilgrimage, an act of piety, penance, and 
charity. Crusaders swore an oath to journey to the Holy 
Sepulcher, the tomb of Jesus Christ. They suffered 
hunger, thirst, disease, and countless other war-time 
horrors for their belief in the importance of Jerusalem. 
Nothing has been said of the atrocities committed by 
crusaders while on Crusade, topics that still inflame anger 
and resentment today. Yet from what we have seen we 
have hopefully understood the Crusades better. Only 
within their cultural context, Medieval Christendom and 
imperialistic Islam, does the idea of an armed pilgrimage 
make sense. This same context highlights the causes– the 
conflict between Christians and Muslims, the recapture 
of the Holy Land and the defense of Christians in the 
East. Lastly, in this context we can make a judgment 
concerning the justice of the idea of a Crusade. With this 
foundation we can build a deeper knowledge of the 
Crusades and also feel greater confidence in meeting 
many of the objections raised today against them.  

St Bernard Preaching the Second Crusade, by 

Emile Signol, 1840 



Andrew Tevald, LC 

T he soft clicking of footsteps echoed through 
the wooden hallway behind the closed door. 
An occasional squeak from a loose floorboard 

pierced through the calm. The footsteps grew louder 
as they came nearer to the door and then stopped. 
Two pairs of feet blocked out some of the light from 
the hallway coming under the door. An unseen hand 
turned the brass doorknob. “This is his room,” A raspy 
voice said. The squeaky door opened flooding the small 
room with the strong artificial light from the hall. The 
silhouette of a man stood in the open doorway, his 
arms hung loosely by his side, holding something in 
one hand. He took off his bowler hat and walked in. 
The glow of the sunset coming through a window 
revealed his face as the door gently closed behind him. 
He was a slender, middle-aged man with as many 
freckles as brown hairs on his head.  

“Do you mind if I sit down on this chair?” he said. 
The wrinkled face of a man on the bed slowly nodded 
in consent. “Allow me to introduce myself,” The guest 
said. “My name is Seamus. I am well acquainted with a 
good friend of yours. He told me about you in the 
hospital, here. He would have very much liked to visit 
you, but currently he is sick at home, and so he wanted 
me to bring you this Christmas gift.” He pulled up the 
bag he had brought in and pulled out a small box 
wrapped in brown paper. The man in bed looked very 
graciously at his guest. A smile from one ear to the 
other lit up his face. “I know that you are often lonely 
here, all alone. To give you some company I thought 
I‟d share with you the story of someone I know very 
well, a brother of mine. How does that sound?” The 

man on the bed then nodded as if to say “Oh please, go 
ahead”. His guest put the small gift on the bed side 
table and pulled the draw string of the lamp to light the 
dim room. Then he nestled into his chair. 

“I grew up at Glannire, Dalkey; a suburb of 
Dublin. My father, Thomas O‟Donnell, was a typical 
Irish shop keeper; my mother, Ada O‟Donnell, a busy 
housewife who raised and educated the nine of us. We 
lived in a four-room house on the outskirts of the city: 
a room for the boys, one for the girls, one for my 
parents, and a kitchen. The large kitchen table, which 
Father had made with his own hands, served as the 
nucleus of the homestead. There we had our meals, 
learned our school lessons, heard the stories of Father‟s 
adventures, talked together and so on. I remember one 
year in particular when we celebrated Mother‟s 
birthday. Ciara, my older sister, had painted small 
white, orange and yellow daisies at her place on one 
end of the table. The other girls and the little boys 
decorated the small kitchen room with little drawings 
and borrowed ribbons. She was so happy when she saw 
all of it. The little flowers painted onto the table stayed 
there ever since. Another time when all the girls were 
out, Sean, Fenton and Dermot found a stray young 
deer in the woods and captured it. They brought it into 
the house as a pet. After they went out again to gather 
some vegetation for food, closing the door behind 
them, they got back to see the fawn hanging on the 
table with it hind legs barely touching the ground, 
trying to reach a few apples left in the middle of the 
table. Father was not happy when he saw the deep 
marks from the fawn‟s attempt to ascend the tall table, 

A Hero‟s Heart 
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large scratches which always 
remained there. Boy did they get! 
We did not have much as a 
family, but we all were very close 
to each other. 

“There were nine children. 
My Oldest sister Dearbhla (Derv-
lah), age 15, was the shepherdess 
of the flock of us kids. She was 
Mother‟s right-hand woman, if I 
may say so. Whenever she was 
away Dearbhla was in charge, and 
we all looked up to her as our 
second mother. Sean, the oldest 
boy was fourteen; then followed, 
Ciara, Siobhan (Sha-van), Finola, 
myself – Seamus that is, Fenton, 
Dermot, and baby Maureen who 
was one year old. We were a 
typical Irish-size family. 

“It was a cold winter night of 
1929. Sean had just brought in a cart of firewood that 
day to keep the small house warm. Mother read from 
the tales of Finn and his war band to us boys in the 
large bedroom before kissing us good night one by one 
and, we took the gift of sleep. The girls slept in 
another room where she also did a nighttime ritual for 
them. Everything was normal.  

“I awoke to Mother‟s screams and yells as she 
shook me frantically in my bed. I would have thought 
that I had woken up outside since there was so much 
fog about me. I only had to take a whiff to know that 
this fog was smoke, heavy smoke. I could not even see 
the wall opposite my bed. I looked over to see my 
brothers getting out of bed in just as confused a state as 
I was myself. I could hear my father‟s voice in the girls‟ 
room. They must have been going through the same 
state of confusion. 

„What‟s the matter?‟ Sean asked.  
„There‟s a fire,‟ Mother frantically replied. „We all 

need to get outside.‟  
“I scrambled to me feet, hardly able to see and 

followed Mother out the door of the bedroom. I saw 
the glow from the fire upon the walls, which had 
enveloped the whole kitchen, from which the only 
door led out of the house. The fire illuminated the 
smoke which had become even thicker. It was hard to 
breathe.  Against the glow I could see a figure pass by 

me as we emerged from the bedroom; it was my older 
sister Ciara. I held onto her hand. She was as scared as I 
was.  

“The fire had spread everywhere. The kitchen 
table, the centerpiece of the family, was ablaze. With it 
was being destroyed the old way our family lived. 
Luckily there was still an open pathway to the door. 
We all ran through the entry and safely reached the 
front yard. The church bell was already ringing, and 
people were starting to gather in front of the house.  

“I looked around at my brothers and sisters. We 
were still in our pajamas and the girls, in their 
nightgowns. Fenton‟s pants had been burnt a little. 
Siobhan had only managed to get one of her slippers 
on. Everyone was coughing but all in one piece. All 
were silent and still in shock. Mother, however was 
frantic.  

„Is everyone alright? Is everyone here? Finola; has 
anyone seen…there you are. What about Ciara… is 
she here? yes you are.‟ 

“She was squeezing so hard that I thought that she 
would strangle the baby clutched tightly against her 
bosom. Her face was pale and her hair dishelved. She 
counted us: „one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, 
eight… someone‟s missing! Someone‟s missing!‟  The 
commotion aroused as we racked our minds for the 
one who was missing. „Dermot‟ Dearbhla called. 
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„Dermot is not here.‟ I looked up to see the house now 
roaring with fire. „If he is still in there‟, I thought, 
„how is he ever going to get out alive?‟  

“What horror goes through a mother‟s head when 
she learns that her little one is left behind in nearly 
certain doom, I cannot fathom. It was enough to see 
the dread and the frustration and the pain and the urge 
to do something all in her tear-filled eyes. One 
teardrop following another left a trail down her soot-
covered face. She spoke with my father: “I emptied all 
the beds out in the boys‟ room.” “And I gathered all the 
girls” he replied. “It is a small house, and I can‟t 
imagine how he could have been missed or not have 
heard us.” “I think I know where he is,” Sean said. 
With that, he dashed into the inferno. 

“We all held our breath. He was out of sight before 
anyone could react. The deafening flames grew ever 
louder. I remembered the parish priest‟s talk of hell in 
his sermons. „How could even that place be worse than 
this?‟ I thought. With every exhale of breath the hope 
in me left a vacuum in my heart. The moments felt like 
hours. Mother, who had already been frantically 
anxious, now put the intensity of the blazing fire to 
shame. “Where is he? What is taking so long!” she said. 
“I won‟t let the fire gobble up two of my children!” She 
started toward the door, but Father held her back. Her 
breath grew heavier and heavier, gasping as she sobbed 
in his arms. 

“Parts of the ceiling were hanging very low 
already, ready to come crashing down in an avalanche 
of doom for the two boys inside. „What could be 
keeping him back so long,‟ I wondered. „Don‟t they 
know that the house is going to cave in soon? After all 
it is small like Father was saying. What could be the 
matter?‟ 

“I strained my eyes for any sign of movement. My 
breath stopped. I could hear my heart pounding in my 
chest. I faintly saw him though the flames before he 
fully appeared in the open doorway. He was carrying a 
big bundle over his right shoulder, blocking his face 
from sight. As he emerged from the burning house, he 
crashed onto the ground. We rushed over to carry him 
out of reach of the flames. The bundle started to move 
and jolt about. It was Dermot. Sean had wrapped him 
in a small carpet to keep the fire from burning him. 
Sean, however, looked like a half eaten deer carcass. 
His smoldering hair and blistered flesh made my blood 
freeze. His night shirt, now a few black strands of 

thread, disclosed dark red burns all up and down his 
front and back. The skin on the arm which he had 
raised to cover his face was black, the skin totally 
charred and flaking off, exposing his raw flesh. His 
right leg was twitching, and he was breathing very 
faintly. Mother fainted. I could not tell if it was out of 
relief to see them alive or due to the horrible sight of 
her oldest son, or maybe a mix of the two. Dermot 
was safe, but Sean… Sean was rushed to the hospital at 
the other end of the city in a neighbor‟s buggy.  

“Sean had received serious brain damage. He 
stopped breathing on the way to the hospital and lost 
the ability to speak, and his memory was impaired. 
The smoke had cut off oxygen, and it was a miracle 
that he carried such a load as a little brother. The 
damage he received from the fire paralyzed his body 
from his neck down. For the rest of his life he was 
completely dependent on other people. 

Some people say that it was a disaster. He is 
confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life. All he 
can do is move his head around and blink his eyes. He 
lost the joys of life at a young age and is chained to 
dullness forever. I myself at first thought he was crazy 
when I saw him dash into the burning house. Yet he 
saved his brother. I will never forget that night. That 
was when I learned how far the love of a brother can 
go. Though he was a boy, his heart beat in tune with 
manhood. No obstacle was too formidable to detain 
him from protecting the brother he loved.” 

The man in bed was awestruck. He looked hard 
into his guest‟s eyes. All of a sudden, his cheek muscles 
slackened and his eyes opened wide welling up tears. 
The guest held onto his arms. “Sean, it‟s me, Seamus.” 
The two brothers embraced each other. Tears fell onto 
the ground as the memory flowed back into Sean‟s 
mind. “Merry Christmas, brother.” Let me help you 
open this gift. The brown paper spiraled to the ground 
under Seamus‟ fingers. He pulled out a brass picture 
frame and showed him the black-and-white photograph 
of a large, young family gathered around the two 
parents. “That is you, Sean” he said pointing to a tall 
youth with his arm on his seated mother‟s shoulder. 
“And that is Father. That‟s Mother and Maureen on her 
lap. That‟s Dearbhla, Finola, Dermot, Sioban, Ciara, 
me, Fenton, … the whole family. Thank you for what 
you did. Who can ever forget your heroism, even in 
such a young heart?” 




