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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR 28.5.00, SUNDAY VI OF EASTER

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


Our Lady’s month draws to its close. This year the Third Secret of Fatima has been revealed to a curious world.


Lucia revealed the first two secrets in 1941. The first was the dreadful vision of hell, with the prophecy of a Second World War as a punishment for sin, if men refused to repent. The aurora borealis of 1938 was the great sign that this war was imminent.  The second secret was the consecration of the world, especially communist Russia, to the Immaculate Heart of Mary.


For years believers have speculated about the Third Secret. The popular guesses were either an apocalyptic conflagration in a nuclear world war; or the doctrinal disorder and loss of faith within the church during the last thirty years. The Third Secret turns out to have been neither of these, but rather an anti-climax: something we knew about already - the Pope’s shooting in 1981.


The test of any prophecy is that it actually comes true. How was it that back in 1917, three little Portuguese children were shown what would happen in St Peter’s Square in Rome 64 years later?


Does the fact that the attempted assassination of the Holy Father “in a blaze of gunfire” was pre-revealed, mean that it was pre-ordained? Was Ali Agca free to shoot John Paul II, or was he pre-destined to do so?


This raises a vital question about pre-destination and human freedom. God knows everything which will happen in the future. He knows which souls will be saved and which will be damned for all eternity. Can we then still be free? Or are all our actions and Pope-shootings pre-ordained?


God foreknows, but He does not pre-determine human choices. He leaves human freedom intact. The root of causality remains within the human will. There is a sharp distinction between knowing and causing. God knows all, but He does not cause all. He allows us to make our own mistakes.

We make our own decisions for good or evil. While His grace helps to free us from evil inclinations and inspires us to do good, He never forces us. The spiritual resources to make the best choice are always offered, but never imposed.


Because God exists in eternity, that is, outside time and space, the whole created universe is like that little walnut which Mother Julian of Norwich saw in the hand of God: “And all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.” God gives every human being the opportunity for salvation. Since He is all wisdom and love, and has foreknowledge of all that ever happens, He presumably intervenes in ways to maximise grace and salvation.


So the Bulgarian Secret service or the Kremlin or whoever, were free to enlist Ali Agca to assassinate the Pope. God wove human evil and hatred of the Church into his greater plan – to free Europe from the yoke of atheistic bolshevism.


Equally, God did not want World War II to break out. That was why He allowed the Virgin Mary to issue a warning back in 1917. Humanity ignored God’s merciful warning. By sinning without repentance the human race placed itself more and more into the hands of Satan. The diabolical forces of hatred and evil grew in power and exploded in a murderous world rampage. In our modern amoral society, that same build-up of spiritual evil is being repeated even now.


The revelation of the Third Secret does allow us to slot into place the last building block of the Fatima story. The shooting literally triggered a series of events which led to the downfall of Soviet communism.


During his recuperation in hospital in 1981, the Pope asked the Slovak bishop Paul Hnilica to bring him all the Fatima documents. Hnilica recounted: “He read everything with extreme attention. Even as a Cardinal, Wojytla had carried a petition to the Vatican, in the name of the Polish bishops, to ask again for the consecration of Russia to the Immaculate Heart. When John Paul II left hospital, I brought a statue of Our Lady of Fatima to Castelgandolfo. He had a small church constructed in Poland, on a hill in a forest on the border of the Soviet Union, to house that statue. It is there now, in the exact position John Paul II wanted it, with its gaze directed towards Russia.” (30 Days, March 1990)

After reading the Fatima documents, the Pope is said to have remarked that: “I have come to understand that the only way to save the world from war, to save it from atheism, is the conversion of Russia according to the message of Fatima.” 

From the start, the Soviet system had something satanic about it. Lenin once declared: “God is my personal enemy. I prefer an atheistic exploiter or a billionaire to a believing proletarian.” 

Pius XII had consecrated the world privately to Mary in 1942 and 1952. So had Paul VI in 1964 and 1967. However, none of these private acts satisfied the heavenly request. One year after his shooting, John Paul II gave thanks in Fatima, and publicly consecrated the world to the Immaculate Heart. He intended this to be done in union with all the world’s bishops.

Unfortunately, many of the letters arrived late, or some bishops just didn’t bother to take part. Sr Lucia informed the Nuncio in Lisbon that this consecration did not perfectly fulfil Our Lady’s request.

A further consecration was arranged for 25th March 1984. This time each bishop was well prepared in advance to make the public consecration in his own diocese. In St Peter’s Rome, the Pope finished the ceremony with the words: “Let there be revealed once more in the history of the world, the infinite saving power of the Redemption: the power of merciful love! May it put a stop to evil! May it transform consciences! May your Immaculate Heart reveal for all the light of hope!”

Now would the promised miracle materialise?

A few months later Michail Gorbachev was promoted to the Head of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the USSR. On 11 March 1985 he became Secretary General of the Soviet Communist Party and launched his democratic reforms: perestroika with glasnost (rebuilding with openness).

26 April 1987: Apparitions of Our Lady begin at Hrushiw near Lviv in western Ukraine. Hundreds of thousands flock from all over the USSR and see the Mother of God. The Marian Year.

Dec. 1987: The Reagan-Gorbachev treaty cuts nuclear arsenals. Mother Teresa, Cardinal Sin and the Patriarch of Constantinople are allowed to visit Moscow.

1988: Gorbachev becomes President of the USSR. Celebrations of the Millennium of Christianity in Kievan Rus’. UN stunned by sweeping unilateral cuts in Soviet armed forces.

Spring 1989: In Poland, Solidarnosc led by Lech Walesa replaces the communist regime. The world holds its breath, but the Red Army does not invade.

Autumn 1989: die Wende, the Turning. Hungary opens its borders to the west. Thousands of East Germans transit via Prague and Budapest to the West. Honecker is overthrown in Berlin and the Wall is opened. Unsupported by Moscow, the Czech communist government collapses in the Velvet Revolution led by Vaclav Havel.

1 Dec 1989: Gorbachev meets the Pope in the Vatican. John Paul obtains freedom of worship for the Ukrainian Catholics. The Romanian revolution begins. Ceaucescu is shot on Christmas Day.

Spring 1990: Communist monopoly of power abolished in the USSR. Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia declare independence.

Autumn 1990: New laws on religious freedom prohibit all religious persecution in the USSR. Re-unification of Germany ends the Cold War.

24 June 1991: Tenth Anniversary of Medjugorje apparitions. Croatia and Slovenia declare independence from Yugoslavia, and Serbian tanks roll in. Wars and massacres in Bosnia and Kosovo will follow.

15 August 1991: The Pope meets one million young people, many from the USSR, at the Marian shrine of Czestachowa. Five days later the Moscow hardliners execute their coup. Gorbachev is isolated in his Crimean dacha, while tanks fill the Moscow streets. Yeltsin leads resistance in front of the Russian Parliament building. On 22 Aug, Feast of the Queenship of Mary, the coup collapses. The communist party is banned from government.

13 Oct. 1991:  The first Russian pilgrimage to Fatima. Yeltsin, in thanksgiving, allows a live broadcast of the Fatima story and the Mass throughout the Soviet republics.

7 Nov. 1991: For the first time the anniversary of Lenin’s 1917  revolution is ignored in the USSR. Instead in response to popular demand, the Fatima Mass is re-broadcast throughout the country.

 8 Dec 1991: Feast of the Immaculate Conception. Russia, Ukraine and Belarus set up the Commonwealth of Independent States.

25 Dec. 1991: Gorbachev resigns as President of the USSR. The red flag bearing the hammer and sickle is lowered from the Kremlin flagstaff. The white, blue and red tricolour of Russia replaces it. The next day the Soviet Parliament officially dissolves itself. After 74 years of communism, the USSR comes to an end.

“In the end, my Immaculate Heart will triumph. The Holy Father will consecrate Russia to me, and she will be converted, and a period of peace will be granted to the world. . . ” That conversion is still far from complete, and needs much cooperation and goodwill between the Catholic and Orthodox churches. Our Lady of Fatima, we thank you, but still, pray for us.

