Ctime641 Rome again
29th January 2006,

Fr Francis Marsden

Recently I had to deputise for a sick colleague, and guide some fellow priests on a pilgrimage around Rome. 


One of the perks of being a priest is that you can stay at the Casa Internazionale del Clero Paulo VI, which is right in the centre near the Pantheon. At just under 50 euros per night, for a single room, it is excellent value, in an area where a comparable hotel room would cost 100 euros or more. Breakfast is included, but lunch and supper are each 10 euros extra. If that is full, there is the similar Domus Romana Sacerdotalis, between the Castel Sant’Angelo and the Vatican. 


We began with a short (6 hour) stroll around the centre!  The Palazzo Montecitorio, the Italian parliament, the Trevi Fountain,  - by the way, the coins tourists throw into the fountain are collected at night for Caritas’ work among the poor. 


We called in at my alma mater, the Pontifical Gregorian University, for a coffee and a glance at the lecture halls. It was founded in 1551 and numbers 16 Popes, 20 Saints and 39 Blesseds among its alumni. Currently it has some 2200 students in three cycles (Baccalaureate, Licentiate and Doctorate) and various faculties- Theology, Philosophy, Canon Law, Church History, Spirituality, Psychology, Social Sciences etc.

Rome’s central and most dangerously traffic-filled square is the Piazza Venezia, with its dais for Italy’s most photographed policeman to direct tens of thousands of Vespa scooters and buses daily – if he doesn’t succumb to carbon monoxide poisoning first. Opposite stands the glistening white Altare della Patria, the monument to the unification of Italy, slightingly referred to as the wedding-cake or the typewriter.


To the right is the Palazzo Venezia, once Embassy of the most Serene Republic of Venice to the Papal States. From its balcony Mussolini used to deliver his theatrical harangues to the fascist masses marching beneath, while his mistress was comfortably ensconced in the tower behind. Now it houses a military museum – gruesomely serrated medieval halberds, cunningly designed to tear the maximum amount of flesh apart, and engraved with pious legends like “The Lord will provide.”

Down then into Rome’s Jewish quarter, sandwiched between the Teatro de Marcello, the Via Arenula and the Tiber. These days it is looking noticeably more Jewish. Shops and boutiques are cashing on the Jewish connection, with Hebrew notices advertising kosher food opposite the Jewish liceo. This is the original ghetto, to which Pope Paul IV consigned all Roman Jews in 1555 with a bull entitled Cum nimis absurdum. 

It began: “It is absurd and inconvenient that the Jews, who through their own fault were condemned by God to eternal slavery, can ...show such ingratitude towards Christians and affront them by asking for their mercy.... have become so bold as to not only live amongst Christians but near their churches without any distinctive clothing.”  

One can only groan at words we now wish no Pope had ever written. The Roman ghetto was not the first: Vienna, Prague, and Venice had them earlier.

The Jewish presence in Rome goes way back to 160 BC , when a diplomatic delegation arrived, sent by Judas Maccabeus.  By St Paul’s time the community was flourishing. It probably totalled some 40,000 out of a total Roman population of one million. 


One of the most poignant reminders of the Jewish heritage appears on the Arch of Titus in the Roman Forum. It was built to celebrate the emperor Titus’ reconquest of Judaea (68-73 AD) after the Zealot revolt of 66 AD.  On the inside of the arch is depicted a scene of the sacking and destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 AD. The Roman soldiers are carrying away the seven-branched candlestick and the shofar, the liturgical ram’s horn, as booty. Here is a direct historical record, etched in stone, of the tragic fate of Jerusalem prophesied by Jesus in the Gospels.


It is said that to this day, Jews refuse to walk through this arch which commemorates the destruction of their Holy City.


Back to the ghetto. Pope Paul IV forced all 3000 members of the Roman Jewish community to relocate to the eight-acre unhealthy, marshy site, which they were allowed to leave only during daylight hours. Outside the ghetto all Jewish men had to wear a piece of yellow cloth on their hat, while women had to wear a yellow veil, or a scarf of the same colour, so to be easily recognized.


There was no wall surrounding the ghetto, but three large gates were built across the streets, at the Jews’ expense, to seal the zone every night at 8 pm. The Jews were limited to professions like trading in second-hand goods and money-lending. They could not employ Christian servants. They must sell all their outside property to Christians, and had to rent their homes within the ghetto from Christian landlords. 

They could have one synagogue, but no Jewish signs or symbols were allowed. They had five small schools, one for each of their particular rites. On Saturdays, however, they were obliged to attend the various small Catholic churches built on the edge of the ghetto, to hear sermons targeted at their conversion.


The ghetto's only source of running water was a public fountain located in Piazza Giudea, outside the boundary. Hygienic conditions inside were obviously far from desirable.


The construction of the ghetto was part of the general tightening up in response to the Protestant Reformation. It was a defence against heresy seeping into the Christian milieu, by preventing Christians from forming too close an association with persons of a different religion. However, it had a second object: to protect the Jews from mobs or hooligans – especially during Carnival time when violent entertainments and mockeries maltreating the Jews had been popular. 


To some Jews too, the ghetto was welcome, because it protected them from assimilation to the Christian majority and enabled them to practice their special religious customs – if they could turn a deaf ear to the shabbat sermons. 


Later Popes lightened the restrictions. They even passed legislation in the Jews’ defence:  
“January 25, 1595, BILL That forbids anybody to harass or to annoy the Jews.

In order to put an end to the scandal and inconvenience caused by the trouble and the mockeries endured by the Jews every day, ……by the express wish of his Holiness the Pope ………this Bill orders, prohibits and commands that no person, of any rank or social position, may dare in any way to harass or cause hindrance of any kind, either direct or indirect, to any Jew, either male or female, boy or girl, nor mock them, touch them, nor give them offence, either with words or in fact, either during the day or at night-time, either openly or secretly, under the penalty for Christian men of three tugs of the rope, and for women and children of the lash, and to the additional punishment they would be given if they had offended a Christian ……………”

By 1700, the ghetto population had risen to about 9000, as Jews from other cities within the Papal States were forced to move to Rome.


The ghetto was dissolved in 1870, when the Papal States fell. The Italian Republic formally gave Jews equal status with all other Italian citizens.


Near the Portico d’Ottavia the careful observer may spot a plaque thus inscribed: "On October 16, 1943, here began the merciless rout of the Jews. The few who escaped murder and many others, in solidarity, pray for love and peace from mankind and pardon and hope from God."  

When the Germans declared Rome an “open city” the Roman Jews felt safe, especially with Vatican protection. They failed to destroy the synagogue records of names and addresses. 


However, in late September the German commandant, Keppler, ordered the city’s Jewish leaders to produce 50 kilos of gold in 36 hours, to avoid deportation (to Auschwitz).  Pius XII was willing to provide the gold, but in the event the community itself raised it. Then on October 16th the SS surrounded the ghetto and began a round-up of Roman Jews.  After a dragnet of the city, they gathered some 2000 victims.


Others hid successfully in the Roman ruins, and in the attics, cellars and country houses of Christian friends. Monasteries were secretly ordered to take in Jewish “monks” and “nuns”. Thousands of forged baptismal papers were issued. The religious brothers running the San Bartolomeo Hospital invented a new disease to keep Jews in the safety of the wards, called  “K” disease after the German general Kesselring.


Last Friday, Holocaust Memorial Day, we remembered and prayed for the victims of the Nazi Holocaust – 6 million Jews, 3 million Catholic Poles, two million Soviet PoWs. 

The history of the Roman ghetto shows how Christian attitudes towards Jews may have helped in some measure to pave the way for the Nazi abominations – although it must be pointed out that Nazism was based upon an explicit rejection of Christianity. 

One of the great breakthroughs was John Paul II’s visit to the Roman Great Synagogue in 1986. He firmly condemned anti-Semitism, and called upon Catholics to do teshuva (repentance) for misdeeds against Jews. 
