
	 	 	

THE CONFLICTED RELATIONSHIPS OF THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH  
 

WITH EUROPEAN FASCISM 
 
 

by 
 
 

Jason M. Surmiller 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED BY SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE: 
     
     

    ________________________________________ 
                     Nils Roemer, Chair 
 
 
 
                     ________________________________________
                     Peter K. J. Park, Co-Chair 
 
 
 
                     ________________________________________ 
                     Zsuzsanna Ozsváth  
 
 
 
                     ________________________________________ 
                     Monica Rankin 
 
 
 
                     ________________________________________ 
                     Marilyn Waligore 	



	

	

     
 
 
 
 
 
      

 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Copyright © 2016 
 

Jason M. Surmiller 
 

All Rights Reserved 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To Vanesa, Louis and Izzy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 



	

	

THE CONFLICTED RELATIONSHIPS OF THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH  
 

WITH EUROPEAN FASCISM 
 
 
 
 

by 
 
 
 
 

Jason M. Surmiller, BA, MTh 
 
 
 
 
 

DISSERTATION  

Presented to the Faculty of 

The University of Texas at Dallas 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY IN  

HUMANITIES – HISTORY OF IDEAS 

 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT DALLAS 

December 2016



	

	 v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 

I want to first thank my wife Vanesa for supporting me these past six and a half years. If not for 

her I would not have accomplished this feat. Her love and support was everything. I appreciate 

the monetary support that made my research possible as provided by the University of Texas at 

Dallas through a Ph.D. Research Small Grant, by the Catholic University of America through the 

Dorothy Mohler Research Grant, and by the Ackerman Center Graduate Student Support Award 

Scholarship. I am also thankful for the direction and advice given to me by Drs. Nils Roemer and 

Peter K. J. Park. Their assistance in pointing me in the right direction and the time they spent 

reading my many drafts were invaluable in helping me to finish this dissertation. 

 
October 2016 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



	

	 vi 

THE CONFLICTED RELATIONSHIPS OF THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH  

WITH EUROPEAN FASCISM 

Publication No. ________________ 

Jason Surmiller, PhD 
The University of Texas at Dallas 

 

 

 Supervising Professors: Dr. Nils Roemer, Chair 
      Dr. Peter K. J. Park 
  
 
 
 
Faced with European Fascism, the American Catholic Church had no choice but to react to the 

changing political realities taking place in Europe and Latin America during the 1920s and 

1930s. Because of fascist control over the Vatican and the German Catholic Church, the words 

and actions of bishops, priests, laymen and the Catholic press in the United States revealed a 

distinctly American force that championed to the world American-style freedoms prior to World 

War II. Yet, this support took time to become a reality. Originally, many in the U.S. Church 

openly and enthusiastically supported Benito Mussolini and Francisco Franco because of their 

stance against the Church’s great enemy, communism. However, this support would erode as the 

U.S. Church united itself with the U.S. government in its campaign to confront Hitler and his 

allies. Still, even after the rise of Hitler, the Church had to battle against supporters of Hitler’s 

racist ideology, led by the Detroit priest Fr. Charles Coughlin. Studying the U.S. Church and its 

members during this period, separate and apart from the rest of the Catholic Church, offers a new 

way of understanding the inner workings of the Church. While the American Church had an 
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intimate connection to the Vatican, Pope Pius XII, and the German Church, it had a semi-

autonomous leadership structure that responded differently to the fascist crisis. Unlike the 

Vatican and German Church, the American Church was much freer to express its opinions about 

fascism and react against it. The Church in the U.S. also had a friendly American government 

willing to work with it, while at the same time the Church was hoping to ingratiate itself with 

President Roosevelt and his administration. The American Catholic Church during the inter-war 

years not only represented Catholicism but also stood for America.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The Roman Catholic Church in the 1930s had a presence in almost every part of the 

world and by then had existed in some form or fashion for almost two thousand years. Due to its 

size and age, it is difficult to draw simple conclusions about the actions of Church leaders at any 

particular point in time. Additionally, the Church claims that it was founded by God; certainly its 

pope is one of the world’s most recognizable leaders. In its long history, the Church has been 

involved in numerous atrocities, including the Crusades and the Spanish Inquisition. The rise of 

European fascism, especially in the form of Hitler’s Nazism, once again called into question its 

moral authority.  

Many scholars have blamed the Church for refusing to challenge fascism. Reading the 

scholarship, one gets the impression that Catholicism did nothing but make deals with or offer 

concessions to Hitler and his fellow-dictators, Benito Mussolini and Francisco Franco. 

According to this line of thinking, the Church never pushed back against fascism, and the only 

course of action the bishops seriously entertained was silence or collaboration. Most famously, 

John Cornwell argued in his book, Hitler’s Pope, that the Church, and specifically Pius XII, 

undermined the German Catholics’ ability to confront fascism and that the pope refused to speak 

up for the Jews. Cornwell argues that Pius “created the means of establishing, imposing, and 

sustaining a remarkable new ‘top-down’ power relationship,” helping the Nazis rise to power.1 

The Church, however, is more than just the papacy. To come to a valid historical conclusion 

about this ecclesial society requires that historians delve more earnestly into the details of the 

Church prior to World War II.  
																																																								
1 John Cornwell, Hitler’s Pope: The Secret History of Pius XII (New York: Penguin Books, 

2000), 6. 
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This dissertation questions the idea of a monolithic Church controlled by the pope. 

Instead, it studies the Roman Catholic Church in America as its own entity with its own 

conflicted responses to the spread of European fascism. Treating the American Church on its 

own terms is possible because it is not simply a branch of the Roman Church; it has its own 

leadership and its own unique views of the world on the other side of the Atlantic. While 

previous scholarly works have touched on the American Church during this era, as will be 

discussed in the body of this dissertation, the coverage has only been indirect and cursory. Rather 

than seeing the whole Church as completely folding to European fascist pressure, high-ranking 

bishops and lay members of the semi-autonomous American Church arguably stood up against 

Hitler and his allies by fiercely denouncing their policies. Additionally, many in the American 

Church worked with the government of the United States to contain fascism. Furthermore, this 

work explores how the U.S. Church used the American ideas of freedom of speech, religion, and 

conscience to push back against fascism not only in Europe but also in the Western hemisphere. 

While American Catholics practiced a European faith, many of them grew up in the U.S., 

learning and internalizing the values of its constitution. They rallied around the American notion 

of freedom and joined with their fellow-Americans to defeat the country’s enemies.  

This dissertation is not an attempt to exonerate the Catholic Church during the 1930s and 

1940s. As the following chapters detail, plenty of priests and bishops made terrible decisions, 

from Fr. Charles Coughlin (1879-1979) in Detroit and his followers to Pope Pius XII, with his 

accommodating relationship with the dictators. Yet, the Church at this time included a whole 

host of other actors. The Church is a collection of laity and clergy across the world, and many of 

them, in America and elsewhere, challenged the Nazis and the fascists. Lumping all those 



	

 3 

members of the Church with those that collaborated or remained silent flattens our understanding 

of their behavior, while at the same time offering only a simplistic and distorted understanding of 

the inner workings of the Church during this period. Such a simplistic approach handicaps 

historians that want to study in detail the range of Catholic responses to fascism. 

Although the American Church worked against European fascism, much of the 

opposition of the bishops against the totalitarian regimes was admittedly limited. For example, 

members of the Church rarely, if at all, criticized Francisco Franco and did not attack Benito 

Mussolini until late in the 1930s, despite his brazen assaults against the Church far earlier in that 

decade. In fact, the bishops praised the dictator for stabilizing and developing the Italian state. 

They did this, as this dissertation details, because the fascists formally reestablished the power of 

the Church in their countries, while protecting Catholicism from communism, its dreaded enemy. 

Eventually, that bargain fell apart when Hitler took power, stripped the Church of its privileges, 

and plunged the world into war. In fact, Hitler spurred many Catholics to repudiate any 

connection to fascism and to begin to speak out against it. Along with these new voices, the 

hierarchs actually began raising money to help refugees flee from Nazi Germany before the 

war—but the money raised was generally only for Catholics, not Jews.  

While the German Catholic Church also at first tried to resist the Nazis, eventually it 

knuckled under pressure. Eventually many of the German bishops bowed “to the state 

prohibition of interracial marriage” and “even some clergymen cooperated with the government 

in determining which Germans were of Jewish descent by allowing the use of church birth 
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records.”2 To be fair, the American Church did not do much for Jews in the run-up to the war, 

except for a couple of instances explored in Chapter 4. However, they did try to save Catholic 

converts from Judaism, people the Nazis still considered Jewish because of the twisted racial 

theories of fascism. In some instances, Catholic and Jewish groups worked together with 

Protestants to help refugees. Nevertheless, the general rule was that each religion would take care 

of its own. Today we see how that narrow thinking on the part of Christian churches ignored the 

fact that the Jews bore the brunt of Nazi persecution. Sadly, while Catholic officials in the 1930s 

knew that Nazis were specifically targeting Jews, all of our available sources indicate they 

grossly misunderstood the extent of Jewish suffering.  

While cooperation with other faiths happened occasionally, the American Church also 

developed a deep relationship with the U.S. government, particularly as a consequence of the 

activities of Archbishops Francis Spellman (1889-1967) in New York and Joseph Rummel 

(1876-1964) in Omaha and New Orleans. Yet, the U.S. government was not always the best 

partner when it came to the fascist-manufactured refugee crisis. In fact, some of the 

government’s policy decisions, as explored in Chapter 4, helped to exasperate the crisis. For 

example, despite thousands of people trying to leave Europe, the U.S. government refused to 

significantly revise its immigration quotas to accommodate the persecuted. The most famous 

example of the government turning away refugees was when in 1939 it refused to allow the St. 

Louis, a ship filled with 937 people, mostly Jews, to dock on its shore. Since the U.S. would not 

																																																								
2 Ethel Mary Tinneman, “Attitudes of the German Catholic Hierarchy toward the Nazi Regime: 
A Study in German Psycho-Political Culture, “ The Western Political Quarterly 22, no. 2 (June, 
1969): 343.  
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provide those people with visas, the ship had to go back to Europe where many of its passengers 

ended up in concentration camps.3 

Despite the Church and U.S. government’s failures on immigration, in other areas 

collaboration was much better. For example, the Church faithfully followed the lead of the U.S. 

government during the war; this was especially true of the behavior of the Archbishop of New 

York, Francis Spellman, one of Catholic America’s more fascinating leaders. During the 1930s 

and 1940s, he spoke to Catholics around the world in favor of Roosevelt’s war aims. 

Additionally, he helped to cultivate a relationship between Pius XII and Roosevelt, operated as a 

conduit to Franco’s Spain, and functioned as a link to the Vatican. He also served as the Military 

Vicar of the U.S. Army and Navy during World War II, traveling the world to visit Catholic 

servicemen.  

Spellman best elucidates the marriage between American understanding of freedom and 

the Catholic Church. Just before Christmas 1939, he stated the following in a press release: 

President Roosevelt is our leader, the leader of a free people determined on peace for 
ourselves, desirous of peace for others. We are a people who believe in, who practice and 
defend freedom of religion, freedom in the dissemination of truth, freedom of assembly, 
freedom of trade. It is timely that Our President, intrepid enunciator of these principles 
and champion of them, should join with other forces for peace, for charitable and 
humanitarian influences. Such an influence is the Catholic Church. As an American, I 
rejoice in this action of President Roosevelt.4   

 
The next year he argued in front of the National Convention of the American Legion in Boston, 

Massachusetts that even a hundred years before his reign American Catholic bishops were 
																																																								
3 Holocaust Museum, s.v., "Voyage of the St. Louis," United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum Encyclopedia, July 2, 2016, accessed August 24, 2016, 
https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005267. 
4 Statement of His Excellency Most Reverend Francis J. Spellman, Archbishop of N.Y. 
December 24, 1939, Cardinal Spellman Addresses; S/A-23, Folder 2, Archives of the 
Archdiocese of New York, St. Joseph’s Seminary, Dunwoodle, NY. 
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championing the idea of America. According to Spellman, he was just another in a long line of 

faithful Catholic Americans. He quoted the Third Council of Baltimore (1837) when arguing that 

the hierarchy even then considered “the establishment of our country’s independence . . . [and] 

the shaping of its liberties and laws, as a work of special providence.”5 Along with promising his 

moral support to President Roosevelt when the war finally came, Spellman pledged the physical 

support of Catholic hospitals in New York City.6 This political theology of supporting America 

that Spellman developed became something that American Catholic bishops’ champion even 

today. One would be hard pressed to find a major Catholic leader that would question the value 

of freedom of speech, religion, or conscience. While the adoption of these ideas did not start with 

Spellman, he became a major figure that championed them.  

 The idea of U.S. Catholic bishops uniting Catholic beliefs with America ideas would not 

have seemed plausible a half century earlier. In fact, one only has to study the works of Pope Leo 

XIII to see how unlikely such a union would be. Leo has to be considered one of the most 

important popes of the Catholic Church. One of the longest reigning, he came to power after the 

First Vatican council, which codified the Catholic beliefs in Papal Infallibility and Universal 

Jurisdiction. His most famous achievement was creating the Catholic Social Justice (CJS) 

																																																								
5 An Address by Most Rev. Francis J. Spellman, Archbishop of New York at the opening session 
of the National Convention of the American Legion at Boston Mass., September 22, 1940, ibid. 
6 Address by Francis J. Spellman, Archbishop of New York and Military Vicar of the Armed 
Forces of the United States, on the occasion of the formal blessing of the National Catholic 
Community Service Clubhouse, Folder 3. ibid. 
One particular hospital he spoke about extensively, St. Vincent had 600 beds.  
From An Address by the Most Rev. Francis J. Spellman, D.D. at a dinner in the Hotel Biltmore, 
ibid. 
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movement through the encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891.7 In RN, he became the champion of 

the poor and the most recognizable opponent of communism. Many in the U.S. hierarchy in the 

1890s and again in the 1930s praised his work, using it to convince their fellow-Americans that 

Catholics could assimilate into American culture. Today, popes still continue the CSJ tradition. 

But while the majority of the Church praised the economic teachings of RN, many of those same 

American Catholics simply did not agree with Leo’s political theology. 

 The bishops disregarded Leo’s political teachings because it went against their hoped-for 

marriage between American ideas and the Church. In Leo’s encyclical Immortale Dei, written in 

1885 and referenced in RN, he argued that: “the State . . . is clearly bound to act up to the 

manifold and weighty duties linking it to God by the public profession of religion.”8 Religion for 

Leo was quite clearly the Catholic Church. While the Church argued that the State should allow 

its various people to worship the way they wanted, it also taught “the Church deems it unlawful 

to place the various forms of divine worship on the same footing as the true religion.” He 

opposed the idea of separation of Church and State using the words of a previous pope, Gregory 

XVI, proclaiming that we cannot “hope for happier results either for religion or for the civil 

government from the wishes of those who desire that the Church be separated from the State.”9  

In a letter written to the Archbishop of Baltimore in 1899 concerning the heresy of 

Americanism, Leo complained about the errors pouring fourth from America. He lamented that 

																																																								
7 Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, Vatican Website, November 1, 1885, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-
novarum.html.  
8 Leo XIII, Immortale Dei, Vatican Website, November 1, 1885, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-
xiii_enc_01111885_immortale-dei.html   
9 Ibid. 
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“the confounding of license with liberty . . . the assumed right to hold whatever opinions one 

pleases upon any subject and to set them forth in print to the world, have so wrapped minds in 

darkness that there is now a greater need of the Church teaching office.”10 He made it clear that 

the teachings of the Church were irrevocable and could not be amended. However, the clergy of 

America took it upon themselves to ignore Leo’s political theology because it did not fit in with 

the American mindset. Yet, they draped themselves in his economic thinking. In fact, as 

discussed in Chapter 5, because of the efforts of Msgr. John A. Ryan (1869-1945), RN 

influenced the New Deal. The Church in America conveniently forgot papal teaching while 

growing closer to the U.S. government.  

 To better understand the U.S. bishops’ attachment to American ideals and their rejection 

of fascism, this dissertation first looks at Mexico. Chapter 1 examines the U.S. bishops’ 

involvement in that country’s perceived political oppression of Catholics in the 1920s and 1930s. 

The bishops intervened because they believed that communists in the Mexican government were 

persecuting Mexican Catholics. The bishops tried to convince Americans and Mexicans that the 

best way to end this supposed communist persecution was for Mexico to look to America for 

political inspiration. In the minds of the bishops, as soon as Mexico adopted American freedom 

Mexican Catholics would be safe. The bishops devised various ways to secure the safety and 

faith of Mexican Catholics by housing refugees, raising money, providing spiritual care, and 

building a seminary to train new priests for Mexico. What makes this scenario something of a 

paradox is that Italy, like Mexico, was dealing with a possible communist takeover. Yet, instead 

of campaigning for American values in Italy as they had in Mexico, the bishops wholeheartedly 
																																																								
10 "Testem Benevolentiae Nostrae," Leo, XIII to James Cardinal Gibbons, January 22, 1899, 
accessed September 4, 2016, https://www.ewtn.com/library/PAPALDOC/L13TESTE.HTM 
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embraced Mussolini and his transformation of Italy. The presence of a strongman willing to 

support and protect the Church, which was lacking in Mexico, seemed to preclude the bishops or 

the laity from advocating for democracy in Italy. Nonetheless, the case of Mexico reveals the 

Church’s adoption of American liberalism, at least for those south of the border, while 

demonstrating the great threat that communism posed to members of the Church. 

Chapter 2 deals with several different Latin American countries during the 1930s and 

1940s and the American Church’s efforts to develop relationships with the Latin American 

Churches. The American Church pursued those relations to push Franco and his Falange party—

and, by extension, the Nazis—out of the hemisphere south of the Rio Grande. The American 

Church and the U.S. government were worried that the Axis powers could find a way of using 

Catholicism to convert Latin American nations to their cause. To counter this, the U.S. bishops 

stepped up their efforts in cultural engagement with Latin American churches to convince them 

that democracy, not fascism, was their ally. But despite the fear of a Franco takeover south of the 

U.S., Latin America had no real interest in supporting Franco or joining the Falange. 

Nevertheless, this possibility, as remote as it might have been, encouraged the American Church 

to adopt and export American ideas about democracy to the rest of the Western hemisphere.11  

Chapter 3 delves into the conflicted relationship that the U.S. bishops developed with 

Franco and Mussolini. Originally, despite their anti-democratic attitudes, people in the U.S. 

embraced both of these leaders. Mussolini, especially, tried to cultivate this relationship with the 

American Church, handing out awards to Catholic leaders and sending Italian fascists to America 

																																																								
11 The question of whether the American Church became a way to politically colonize Latin 
America is valid. However, it would pull the focus of this dissertation away from the American 
Church’s relationship to European fascism. 
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on goodwill tours. For American Catholics it appeared—at least at the beginning of his rule—

that Mussolini would secure and enhance the position of the Papacy and the Italian Church. 

However, some in the American hierarchy and lay Catholic community never accepted either 

Mussolini or Franco as the solution to the Church’s problems. Whether through silent dissent or 

through the Catholic mass media, they made their dissatisfaction known. Some, like Msgr. John 

A. Ryan, argued that Catholics had to support Mussolini and Franco simply because they were 

the lesser of two evils.  

Chapter 4 looks specifically at three of the more important bishops of the American 

Church during this era: Archbishops Spellman and Rummel and George Cardinal Mundelein 

(1872-1939). They occupied the leadership of the three most important cities of the Catholic 

Church: New York, Chicago, and New Orleans. Their words and actions represented the loudest 

rebuke to the Nazis and fascism. Spellman worked extensively with the U.S. government in 

order to stop fascism and support the war effort. Rummel organized the refugee efforts of the 

Church by leading the Committee for Catholic Refugees from Germany. Mundelein represented 

a voice that the Nazis heard from across the world and that caused them much pain. All three 

were staunchly anti-Nazi and proud to be Americans. 

 Chapter 5 deals with the ideological battle between the well-known Fr. Charles Coughlin 

and his less famous opponent, Msgr. John A. Ryan. As a popular priest and radio personality, 

Coughlin espoused hyper-nationalistic and anti-Semitic views to an audience of millions across 

the U.S. He was an ardent critic of Roosevelt and his New Deal, and no one in the Church was 

able to silence him. Ryan, on the other hand, fully supported the President’s programs, and his 

thoughts on social justice found their way into Roosevelt’s New Deal program. An academic, 
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rarely taking the stage to speak, Ryan strove to convince the country that social justice was in 

line with American values. These two priests stood at opposing wings of the Catholic Church, 

arguing about its future in the country.  

Despite its missteps, the American Catholic Church stood with the rest of America to 

save Europe from Hitler and fascism; nevertheless, like many Americans before the evil of 

fascism was in full bloom, some Catholics sided with the dictators. Just as the Roman Catholic 

Church is not a monolithic institution, in the 1930s Catholic bishops, priests, and newspapers had 

their own stories. The Church, in many ways, mirrored America coming to grips with the reality 

and challenge of fascism. As Chapter 3 shows, many non-Catholic Americans sang the praise of 

the Italian strongman. During the Spanish Civil War, members of the Catholic Church were not 

the only ones that came out in support of Franco. As much as the American Church is a Catholic 

institution, it is also definitely an American institution. Its American identity definitely 

influenced its stand against fascism and marked it as something different from the rest of the 

worldwide Catholic Church. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 12 

CHAPTER 1 

THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC SUPPORT OF THE MEXICAN CATHOLIC  
 

CHURCH IN THE INTER-WAR YEARS 
 
 

In the run-up to World War II, some powerful American Catholic bishops made 

indefensible decisions to protect the Church in Europe. The bishops and many of the laity in the 

Church chose to develop friendly and cooperative relationships with the leaders of European 

fascism, specifically Francisco Franco and Benito Mussolini. These actions represent a black 

mark in the Church’s recent history but were taken in order to halt the expansion of communist 

regimes from destroying the Church. However, cooperating with the dictators does not define the 

Church’s political orientation. In fact, at the same time it became friendly with these dictators, 

the Church exported, cultivated and supported American ideas about freedom to Mexico. Since it 

believed communists were taking over that country, even though this was not the case. This 

embrace of American values by many in the American Church refutes the idea that the Church 

fell silent in regards to European fascism. Eventually by the time of the war, the Church, in union 

with the U.S. government, finally repudiated and acted out against fascism, except in the case of 

Franco.  

To stem the supposed communist persecution of the Mexican church, the American 

hierarchy put its belief in U.S. ideas into action by vigorously trying to export America’s 

political way of life across its southern border as a way of combatting communism. This 

dissertation opens with the Church’s political actions in Mexico to better understand its decisions 

in Europe, for the Church at this time thought it had only two political options in most of the 

world, communism or fascism. However, at times, the Church looked past fascism and 
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communism and embraced democracy. How the bishops embraced democracy showed that many 

of them preferred it to fascism. Unfortunately for the bishops, democracy in Europe did not 

appear to be a viable option in the 1930s.  

At first, it makes little sense why the U.S. hierarchy looked to fascism to save the Church 

in Europe from communism, especially since the U.S. bishops trumpeted American political 

values to save Mexico. Despite this odd contradiction, the bishops argued voraciously that the 

U.S.’s ideas of freedom of speech, conscience, and religion were what Mexicans needed to stop 

the alleged communist leftists in the Mexican government and end the persecution of the 

Mexican Roman Catholic Church during the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s. Instead of supporting a 

fascist strongman, the American Church declared that Mexico needed to mimic the way the U.S. 

handled its church-state relations. The prelates’ push to introduce U.S. style freedoms into 

Mexico complicates the narrative that the Church looked only to fascism to defend itself against 

communist aggression. At the same time, this wrinkle in the standard history makes it harder to 

explain why American bishops accommodated and sometimes supported dictatorial fascists 

regimes. This stark contradiction plagues the Church. It sided with fascist dictators in Europe 

that implemented policies and laws that the American Church, in general, found intolerable and 

that were antithetical to American ideas. However, in Mexico, the bishops supported and 

preached American democratic values. Their Mexican intervention underscored the fact that they 

did not need to support Hitler or fascism.  

The major newspapers of the time, including The New York Times, The Chicago Tribune, 

and The New Orleans Times-Picayune, greatly aid us in understanding this period of history. 

These newspapers extensively covered how American bishops reacted to the persecution of their 
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coreligionists in Mexico. Through the media of the time, historians can illustrate and trace the 

American hierarchy’s involvement in trying to save, at least in its own mind, the Mexican 

Church. The newspapers covered the archbishops and bishops of major U.S. cities, who regularly 

appeared on their front pages, in many cases more often than many U.S. congressmen and 

senators. The newspapers also became an arena for the Mexican government and U.S. Catholic 

bishops to confront each other. Sometimes the coverage was sympathetic to one side or the other, 

as in the case of The New York Times and the Mexican President Plutarco Elías Calles (1924-

1928). Generally, though, the newspapers did not seem to take sides.  

Along with news articles, historians can turn to the bishops’ writings, tucked away in 

various archives throughout the country, which show them furiously communicating with their 

ecclesial brothers, priests, and religious orders—and with the U.S. government—expressing their 

feelings, thoughts and plans on how to deal with the Mexican situation. The anger and 

motivation of the bishops to save the Mexican Church leaps off the pages of this correspondence. 

A fair amount of secondary literature on the Mexican crisis has been completed. 

However, a number of issues must be addressed when working with this material. For example, 

many historians do not attempt to hide their intentions and clearly have a sympathetic view of the 

Catholic Church, thus providing only the Church’s side of the story. Carlos E. Castañeda in Our 

Catholic Heritage in Texas, 1519-1936 (1958) details how the Church helped refugees fleeing 

the persecution in Mexico. This positive narrative is to be expected, since the purpose of 

Castañeda’s book is to chronicle the growth of the Church in Texas.1 Because this work presents 

a clearly biased vision of the Church, scholarship like this must be approached with considerable 
																																																								
1 Carlos E. Castañeda, Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, 1519-1936 (Austin, TX: 
Von Boeckmann-Jones Company, Vol. VII., 1958.)  
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caution. Like Christopher J. Kauffman’s work, Faith and Fraternalism: The History of the 

Knights of Columbus (1992), Castañeda is obviously promoting a particular agenda. Kauffman’s 

book, on the other hand, does undertake the painstaking task of chronicling the history of a group 

other historians would not necessarily treat by itself and provides an excellent resource 

summarizing the attempts of the Knights of Columbus to change America’s policy toward so-

called Mexican persecution.2 Even though works like those of Castañeda and Kauffman may be 

dismissed out of hand because of their biased view of the Church, they do help fill in holes left 

by other more disinterested historians.  

Another additional problem is that, like Castañeda’s, much of the research on this period 

has become quite dated. Nonetheless, one important older work that deals objectively with a 

specific instance of persecution is David C. Bailey’s Viva Cristo Rey!: The Cristero Rebellion 

and the Church-State Conflict in Mexico (1974). Bailey, then a professor at Michigan State 

University, traced the story of the Cristero Rebellion through both published and unpublished 

material. He brings to life a group of committed Catholics that violently resisted the Mexican 

government’s attempt to destroy or dominate the Catholic Church. In his book, the American 

bishops do not come off very well in the conflict because he essentially portrayed them as 

ignoring the fighting.3 However, this chapter will construct a more complete picture of the 

American Church by providing more details than Bailey had available to him at the time of his 

writing.  

																																																								
2 Christopher J. Kaufman, Faith and Fraternalism: The History of Knights of Columbus (New 
York: Simon & Schuster Academic, 1992). 
3 David C. Bailey, Viva Cristo! The Cristero Rebellion and the Church State Conflict in  
Mexico (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1974). 
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Although some of the literature on the Mexican crisis is out of date or biased, more recent 

scholarship does a more objective and thorough examination of Mexico during this time period. 

Ben Fallaw, Professor of Latin American Studies at Colby College, has done a tremendous 

amount of recent work in studying Mexico during the early 1900s. In the past ten years, he has 

written or edited several books and articles about the subject. In his book, Religion and State 

Formation in Postrevolutinary Mexico (2013), he traces the explosive conflict resulting from the 

secular vision of Mexican presidents Calles and Lazaro Cardenas (1934-1940) and shows how 

the Catholic Church frustrated their vision. He argues that the Catholic Church had a much larger 

hand in creating the post-revolutionary state than many previous historians have thought. In 

particular, Fallaw looked at four understudied Mexican states—Guanajuato, Campeche, 

Guerrero, and Hidalgo—to demonstrate the real power the Church and religion wielded.4  

Then in 2009, Fallaw published an article titled “Varieties of Mexican Revolutionary 

Anticlericalism: Radicalism, Iconoclasm, and Otherwise, 1914-1935” that dealt with the way 

Mexican liberals and radicals worked together in their attempts to dominate or outright dismantle 

the Church. In these and other works, Fallaw presents a multifaceted picture of a Mexican state 

that did not really have a comprehensive plan to attack the Church and a Church that had much 

deeper roots in society than Mexican authorities wanted to admit.5 Fallaw does indeed touch on 

how the U.S. government reacted to this persecution and briefly mentions the reaction of the 

American Church, but mostly he keeps his focus on Mexico, not the United States. 

																																																								
4 Ben Fallaw, Religion and State Formation in Postrevolutionary Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2013.)  
5 Ibid, “Varieties of Mexican Revolutionary Anticlericalism: Radicalism, Iconoclasm, and 
Otherwise, 1914-1935,” The Americas 65, no. 1, (Apr. 2009) 481-509.   
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Adrian A. Bantjes is another recent scholar who has objectively delved into this 

revolutionary period. His work extensively explores the international factors that helped to 

influence and direct the stance of the Mexican government. In his article “Idolatry and 

Iconoclasm in Revolutionary Mexico: The De-Christianization Campaigns, 1929-1940,” he 

explains how the origin of the Mexican persecution of Catholics can be linked to the European 

Enlightenment’s hatred of the Church. He first argues that the Enlightenment and the French 

Revolution motivated Mexican leftists to attempt the overthrow the Church, hoping to strip it of 

its traditional political rights. He next examines how this political landscape changed with the 

leftists’ links to the Russian Bolshevik revolution but shows how the Mexican revolutionary 

struggle against the Catholic Church was different than its Russian counterpart. He details this by 

describing how Mexican revolutionaries utilized some Socialist tactics, such as creating socialist 

weddings or baptisms, but in the end developed their own revolutionary strategy against the 

Church, including attempts to create an independent national Catholic Church. Generally, 

Bantjes sees the Mexican Church as a passive actor during this persecution and has almost 

nothing to say about the American Catholic Church’s intervention in the affair. Additionally, 

while he mentions Russia and possible socialist influence a few times, these influences go 

largely unexplored. Mostly he argues that the Mexican government was far more influenced by 

the French Enlightenment than by the Russian revolution and fails to explore the reasons why the 

Catholic Church saw the hand of communism in this crisis. 6  

																																																								
6 Adrian A. Bantajes, “Idolatry and Iconoclasm in Revolutionary Mexico: The  
De-Christianization Campaigns, 1929-1940,” Mexican Studies 13, no.1 
(Winter 1997): 87-120. 
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This chapter intends to continue the work begun by Fallaw and Bantjes, building on what 

they have done in examining Mexico at this critical time. Unlike their work, however, the 

following chapter will look at the Mexican persecution through the eyes of the American 

Catholic Church and, when appropriate, the Vatican. This chapter intends to understand the 

thoughts and actions of the American hierarchy and to explore why it believed that communists 

were taking over Mexico. The American bishops will play a large role in this chapter because of 

their leadership responsibilities; they were the main actors in how the Church dealt with Mexican 

persecution and are ultimately responsible for any support the Mexican Church received from the 

U.S. in order to weather this stormy period. Explaining the actions of the American hierarchy 

during this period helps historians better understand Mexican history, while at the same time 

providing a window into the political leanings of the American Church of the time. This 

examination will show how U.S. citizens outside the government affected the country’s foreign 

policy—the real aim of both this chapter and this dissertation. 

Because of the violent crisis raging across Mexico and the Mexican government’s 

suppression of the nation’s Catholic Church, the American bishops began to actively flex their 

political muscle. In the case of Mexico, they always supported U.S. policies by persistently 

promoting the ideas of freedom of religion, speech, and conscience. In many ways, like 

politicians they lobbied for U.S. ideas as much as they argued for the Church’s autonomy as 

bishops. In other words, it is difficult to point out exactly where their Catholic faith ended and 

their belief in American ideas began. In fact, the two belief systems appear completely 

intertwined. To understand American bishops, history has to appreciate how much they wanted 

to be viewed as citizens. In many ways, they took on an American identity because they wanted 
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to answer once and for all their U.S. Protestant critics, showing them that Catholics were also 

Americans, a logical response to the historic anti-Catholic activities of their fellow citizens who 

despised the Church.7 This American and Catholic hybrid identity became so united for the 

bishops that it may be impossible to specify what came from their patriotism and what from their 

faith. In any event, this strategy helped the Church, viewed for so long as an alien presence in 

America, become a part of the country’s political, social and religious tapestry. Therefore, when 

we look at the bishops trying to counter the Mexican persecution, we see men trying to protect 

the Church by advocating that Mexico become more like the United States, a stance that clearly 

shows how American the U.S. Church had become.  

Another reason that the Church took on this hybrid identity was that it understood that the 

U.S. was still a Protestant nation. Vatican Secretary of State Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli’s famous 

visit to the U.S. in 1936 epitomizes this. During the trip, he went to Chicago to discuss how to 

resist communism with the city’s archbishop George Cardinal Mundelein. As reported by The 

Chicago Daily Tribune, Bishop John Francis Noll of Ft. Wayne, Indiana, declared that the 

Sunday the two cardinals met would set “off a barrage of the Catholic [C]hurch against 

communism.” He then clarified the statement, calling for a “Christian” campaign, since he 

wanted Protestant leaders to join the anti-communist crusade.8 Noll’s calculated phrasing 

																																																								
7 The short-lived political party the Know-Nothings and the Ku Klux Klan best represent this 
anti-Catholic attitude of the country. Along with the immigration quotas instituted by the federal 
government in order to keep out Catholic people from southern and eastern Europe. Anti-
Catholic bigotry also reared its head in the nation’s newspapers since the founding of the country 
and does not taper off until shortly before this period.  
8 “Vatican’s State Secretary will visit Mundelein,” The Chicago Daily Tribune, October 23, 
1936, 20. 
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allowed and encouraged Protestants to support the bishops’ project to save the Church, since 

they understood that they needed the majority religion of the country on their side.  

The roots of the Mexican church-state conflict of the 1920s and 1930s can be found in the 

early 1910s when the Mexican government and the Church once again found themselves at 

loggerheads. However, the tension between the Church and the Mexican state had existed even 

before the birth of the country in 1824. The liberals, followers of the European Enlightenment, 

who had helped break Mexico away from Spain, hated the special privileges of the priests and 

bishops. For the liberals, the Church represented autocratic Spain and its centuries-long 

exploitation and domination of Mexico. Therefore, following in the footsteps of the French 

Enlightenment regime and others like it, one of their chief goals for a liberal, enlightened, and 

free Mexico was to supplant the social and political power of the Church, sometimes violently. 

For almost the next hundred years, the Church fought a losing struggle against enlightenment 

liberals.  

However, for a short time in the early 1900s, the Church saw a resurgence of political 

power by taking up the ideas of Catholic Social Justice (CSJ) espoused by Leo XIII’s encyclical 

Rerum Novarum.9 This encyclical proclaimed that the Church and upper classes needed to ensure 

the working classes received a living wage to promote civil harmony between the rich and the 

poor. The document went even further, arguing that the working class had the right to a living 

wage and to acquire property. In addition, the members of the working class should be able to 

																																																								
9 Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, Vatican Website, November 1, 1885, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-
novarum.html 
Published in 1891, this encyclical began the modern Roman Catholic Church’s campaign to 
promote the ideas and teachings of Catholic Social Justice that continue under Pope Francis. 
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hand down their wealth, such as it might be, to their descendants. Finally and as importantly, the 

encyclical spoke out against the relatively new philosophy of communism. This threw a new 

ideological wrinkle into the confrontation between the Church and liberals. Instead of viewing 

liberals as inheritors of the Enlightenment with which the Church had developed an uneasy 

peace, it gave the Church a reason to accuse liberal movements of having communist 

sympathies.   

Following the lead of the papacy and the burgeoning CSJ movement, the Mexican 

Church helped to establish in 1911 the National Catholic party to support democratic and 

republican institutions. The party successfully ran Catholic candidates for a couple of years and 

began to take on positions of political influence. Unfortunately, for the Church, the animosity 

between Mexican liberals and the Church began to reemerge in 1913. Differences developed in 

the so-called liberal movement in how to deal with the Church. Some were not interested in 

penalizing the Church or severely restricting its presence in the country. In fact, Venustiano 

Carranza, governor of Coahuila at the time, did not object to the Church maintaining its own 

school system. Other figures, such as Alvaro Obregon, wanted to let circumstances dictate how 

harsh the state should act toward the Church.  

However, Antonio I. Villarreal, governor of Nuevo Leon (1914-1915) and Adalberto 

Tejeda, governor of Veracruz (1920-1924; 1928-1932), both intended to liberate Mexicans from 

the Catholic religion. Villarreal and Tejeda’s position seem to have won out, since by 1914 

revolutionary liberals began to target and attack the Church by “seizing ecclesiastical holdings; 

jailing or exiling bishops, priests, and nuns; and harassing Catholics in countless other ways.” 

Unfortunately, for Mexican Catholics, instead of seeing a reformed body supporting democracy 
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emerge, the new left intended to squash any liberal dissent. This leftist attack against the Church 

eventually culminated in the Mexican Constitution of 1917, which reinforced and expanded the 

anti-clerical laws in the Constitution of 1857.10  

Some of the anti-clerical measures enshrined in the governing document gave the state 

“the power to determine the maximum number of ministers of denominations necessary for local 

needs.”11 In addition, “every religious act of public worship must be performed strictly inside 

places of public worship, which shall at all times be under government supervision.”12 In 

addition, the 1917 Constitution nationalized all Church property and proclaimed “religious 

institutions known as churches . . . may in no case acquire, hold, or administer real property.”13  

In the United States, these incredibly regressive measures were difficult for American 

Catholics to swallow since they operated with so much autonomy and believed that the Mexican 

Church should enjoy the same benefits of self-government. Therefore, in defending the Mexican 

Church, U.S. bishops publicly extolled the values of freedom of speech and religion that they 

believed were universal. However, these ideas were at odds with the traditional teaching of the 

Church regarding the political culture of a country as expressed by Leo XIII in his encyclical 

Immortale Dei.14 Clearly, the U.S. political way of life had made inroads into the American 

Church, because of either sheer opportunism or true conviction. 

																																																								
10 Bailey, Viva Cristo! 1974, 16-22. 
11 Constitution of Mexico, 1917 (as Amended) (Washington D.C.: Secretariat, Organization of 
American States, 1968), accessed July 13, 2016, 
http://www.oas.org/juridico/mla/en/mex/en_mex-int-text-const.pdf, Article 130. 
12 Ibid, Article 24. 
13 Ibid, Article 27. 
14 Leo XIII, Immortale Dei, Vatican Website, November 1, 1885, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-
xiii_enc_01111885_immortale-dei.html   
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While these attacks alone would have been enough to aggravate the American Catholic 

Church, the Russian communist revolution of 1917 added an extra and fearful dimension to the 

Mexican conflict. The Catholic hierarchy feared the expansion of communism as it saw the 

largest country on earth succumb to militant atheism. In its rise to power, the communist party 

brutally attempted to destroy the ancient Christian Russian Orthodox Church.15 Because of the 

Bolshevik takeover, communism now bordered many Catholic countries in Europe. If Mexico 

fell to communism, such a takeover would open up a new front in communism’s war against the 

worldwide Catholic Church. No longer would the battle with communism take place in far away 

Europe but would migrate to the western hemisphere, putting the American Church on the front 

line. Catholics from the pope on down were terrified, since they believed the Russian communist 

dictator Joseph Stalin when he said that the goal of communism was to expand across the world. 

Against this backdrop, the Catholic Churches in the United States and Mexico no longer saw the 

persecution of the Mexican Church as the work of Enlightenment liberals.  

In fact, in the American Church’s mind, the Mexican struggle represented another front 

in the fight between the international, non-democratic, atheistic communist movement and the 

Catholic Church and its support of religious freedom and democratic institutions. In defending 

their southern neighbors in faith—ironic from a historical perspective—the U.S. Church gladly 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Published in 1885, it defended the one thousand-year-old teaching that the Church deserved and 
should have special preferences in a society and needed to influence the leadership of the State 
even if it where secular in nature. This encyclical would seem to be important for later Social 
Justice teaching encyclicals since Leo cited it in Rerum Novarum to give the later document 
weight. However, by this time its main thrusts and teachings seem to have been forgotten or 
disregarded. The introduction of this dissertation discusses the encyclical in far more detail. 
15 While considered schismatic by the Catholic Church or even heretical by some, in general, it 
still maintained a similar type of hierarchy and kept many of the same beliefs as the Church of 
Rome. 
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took on the mantle of defending freedom with a distinct American character.16 Nevertheless, this 

was a seemingly drastic change from just a few decades earlier, when the autocratic Church 

stood against the liberal enlightenment movement of freedom and personal autonomy.   

While the Mexican Church and those Mexican leaders that the Church accused of being 

leftists—whether enlightenment- or communist-inspired—had been locked in a seemingly 

endless conflict before the 1917 constitution, the so-called leftist presidents of Mexico, 

Venustiano Carranza (1917-20) and Álvaro Obregón (1920-1924), despite their new powers, 

decided to follow a more moderate line in church-state relations. Both of them decided to limit 

the enforcement of the anti-clerical measures of the constitution. Their successor, Calles, on the 

other hand, broke with the new status quo and took a much harder stance against Catholics. The 

government under his leadership actively harassed the Church, sometimes violently, attempting 

to push it out of public life and to control it by instituting the provisions of the 1917 Constitution. 

For Catholics, the most famous attempt under his administration to suppress Catholics was the 

Cristero Rebellion of 1926-1929.  

The rebellion is one of the most famous episodes of this period, with U.S. clergy and 

laymen becoming intimately involved. From the beginning, the U.S. Catholic brotherhood, the 

Knights of Columbus, could not convince the Coolidge administration to involve the U.S. in 

Mexico. Additionally, the brotherhood had to contend with a public that did not want to bother 

with the events in Mexico. While the State Department did receive mail from Catholic sources 

protesting the so-called persecution in Mexico, many citizens in the U.S. supported the non-

intervention policies of Coolidge. Only when U.S. interests or citizens were in danger, The 
																																																								
16 The position Catholicism took appears ironic since many have accused it of suppressing the 
right of the individual even up to the present day. 
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Washington Post reported, did the administration support going into Mexico.17 The Supreme 

Council of the Knights of Columbus became more invested in trying to influence the U.S. 

government when, in January of 1926, the council invited 6,000 political leaders to a mass 

meeting on Mexico, including Coolidge, members of Congress, and the courts.18  

Also in 1926 the Knights “adopted a resolution criticizing the Coolidge administration for 

continuing to recognize Calles” and for keeping in place an arms embargo that prohibited selling 

guns in Mexico to no party but the Mexican government. 19 The Knights’ leadership, however, 

eventually rescinded the resolution after meeting with the Coolidge administration. Apparently, 

the government had been able to explain to the brotherhood’s satisfaction why the U.S. could not 

become involved with the internal problems of Mexico.20 The Knights demonstrated this positive 

new attitude towards the administration in a series of addresses across the country on the 

relations between the Mexican government and Catholic Church. The Daily Boston Globe 

reported that at one of their events in Watertown, Maine, over the claims of a prominent lawyer 

arguing that the Calles government was a tool of the communists, the attendees passed a 

resolution supporting the stand taken by Coolidge and Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg.21  

Unlike the Knights, Archbishop Michael Joseph Curley of Baltimore blasted the U.S. 

government, claiming that the Bolshevik regime “would not last a month if Washington would 

																																																								
17 “K. of C. Call Fails to Shift U.S. View Regarding Mexico,” The Washington Post, August 14, 
1926, 1.  
18 “K. of C. Here Preparing For Mexico Assembly,” The Washington, Post January 16, 
1927, 16. 
19 Bailey, Viva Cristo!, 101-2. 
20 Ibid. 
21 “Calls Calles Tool in Communist Plot,” The Daily Boston Globe, January 13, 1927, 1. This 
paper is The Boston Globe today. 
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stop aiding” it.22 The Washington Post reported on an editorial published by Curley in his 

diocesan newspaper, the Baltimore Catholic Review, in which he went even further in his 

criticism of the administration by claiming that it had actually put Calles in power.23 Curley even 

claimed that the Mexicans were persecuting the Church because they believed they had 

Coolidge’s approval. Additionally, he blasted Coolidge for sending guns to Calles while 

forbidding the selling of arms to his rivals. He railed against the fact that Mexican officials dined 

at the White House only to go back south and harass the Church.24  

Despite the fact that the Knights complained that America would not send arms to the 

rebels, when representatives of the rebellion met with the Knights they were told all money 

raised for Mexico was only to help the refugees that had come across the border. 25 Furthermore, 

many U.S. bishops were not very forthcoming either when it came to monetary support of the 

rebellion. The archbishop of St. Louis gave one hundred dollars, but the rebels received much 

less from the other hierarchs they visited. The Bishop of Columbus, Ohio, refused to see the 

rebels’ representatives, while the bishop in Corpus Christi, Texas, told them his parishioners 

simply did not like Mexicans. This stood in sharp contrast to the monetary support the Irish 

received from the U.S. hierarchy in order to fight their British oppressors.26 While the American 

bishops and the Knights may have complained about Calles and lobbied for the U.S. government 

																																																								
22 Bailey, Viva Cristo!, 72.  
Baltimore was the first erected diocese and archdiocese in the United States and until 1939, 
Washington DC was included in the archdiocese. 
23 “Archbishop Holds Protest on Mexico Expulsions Futile,” The Washington Post, May  
22, 1926, 2. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Bailey mentions the representatives carried a letter from the Primate of Mexico Archbishop 
Mora del Rio with them but to no real avail. 
26 Bailey, Viva Cristo!, 102-4. 
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to break relations with him, they were not willing to violate the U.S.’s neutrality laws or support 

the Mexican rebels as they were doing with the Irish.  

While many in the clergy may have not been interested in militarily supporting the 

rebellion, Father John J. Burke of the National Catholic Welfare Conference asked the U.S. 

Ambassador Dwight W. Morrow in 1928 to help negotiate with Mexico and end the fighting. 

Archbishop Pietro Fumasoni-Biondi, the U.S. apostolic delegate, had already appointed Fr. 

Burke as the agent in matters relating to the Mexican religious conflict.27 Originally working 

with President Calles and then President Emilio Portes Gil (1928-1930), he served as a conduit 

between the papal delegate in Washington, the exiled bishops in San Antonio, and Mexican 

officials as reported by The New York Times.28 Morrow would bring in Father Edmund A. 

Walsh, Vice President of Georgetown University, to work with Gil as a link between him, the 

Mexican apostolic delegate Archbishop Ruiz y Flores and the Vatican, eventually ending the war 

in 1929.29  

Calles and his successors still pursued other forms of harassment, including closing 

religious schools, exiling bishops, and seizing church property.30 These measures led many 

Mexican Catholics to try to escape across the border. Unfortunately, for the U.S. bishops, the 

U.S. government did not want them and put in measures to restrict Mexican immigration. The 

Dallas Morning News wrote that Bishop C.E. Byrne of Galveston, Texas, made it clear that if the 

U.S. government took the religious persecution in Mexico far more seriously, then immigration 
																																																								
27 Ibid, 177-8. 
28 “Church Peace Parleys Began a Year Ago,” The New York Times, June 23, 1929, E2.  
29 Bailey, Viva Cristo!, 257-79. 
30 Ben Fallaw, “The Seduction of Revolution: Anticlerical Campaigns against  
Confession in Mexico, 1914-1935,” Journal of Latin American Studies 45, 
no. 01, (February 2013): 102. 
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in the U.S. would not be an issue.31 Along with other similar incidents, this episode demonstrates 

that while the American Church loudly proclaimed U.S. values, it did not mean the rest of the 

country stood with them. 

Due to the regressive measures put in place by the Mexican government against the 

Church, the U.S. bishops initiated a rigorous defense of their Mexican counterparts, believing 

that communist leftists, encouraged by Russia and not Enlightenment liberals, promoted the 

persecution. This allowed the American Church to present this conflict not only as a Mexican 

affair, but also as an international contest between Rome and Moscow, a spiritual world war. In 

addition, the American Church feared that the oppression in Mexico could spill over into the 

U.S. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) and the earlier communist attacks against the Church in 

Spain only helped to confirm this fear. The fascist Franco, however, eventually ended the leftist 

threat to the Church, which helped him gain credibility with the bishops in the U.S. Yet, this 

acceptance of Franco betrays their belief in the freedoms they were advocating in Mexico.   

The defense against the so-called Mexican leftist attack galvanized the American bishops 

into united action. One of the tangible results of this unity was the creation of the American 

Bishops’ Committee for Mexican Relief, originally headed by Archbishop Michael Joseph 

Curley of Baltimore. Through this organization, and others like it, the bishops created a Mexican 

seminary in the U.S., accepted Mexican Catholic refugees, and lobbied various U.S. government 

officials to intercede for religious freedom. They did this not only to rescue Mexican Catholics, 

but also because the American bishops’ feared the communist inspired threat against religion 

would push into the U.S. Dreading what was happening across the border, Cardinal Patrick 
																																																								
31 “Calles Drives Mexicans Out, Bishop Claims,” The Dallas Morning News, March 19,  
1928, 16. 
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Hayes of New York, following the lead of the Vatican, lectured from the pulpit that America 

may have to eventually fight a civil war against communism. In his opinion, Americans had lost 

any sense of patriotism for their country.32 These episodes highlighted the interesting fact that 

the bishops worked to both safeguard the Church and preserve American values.   

 One of the main actors during this time was the Archbishop of San Antonio, Texas, 

Arthur J. Drossaerts (1862-1940), who helped to coordinate much of the work done in America 

to assist the Mexican Church. Originally born in the Netherlands, he was ordained a priest in 

1889 in Bois Le Duc, Belgium. The next year he answered the plea of the Archbishop of New 

Orleans for priests and moved to the archdiocese. He worked there until 1918, after which the 

Holy See selected him as the fifth bishop of San Antonio and eventually its first metropolitan 

archbishop.33 Shortly after becoming an archbishop, as reported in April 1927 by The New York 

Times, his archdiocese hosted a meeting during the Cristero Rebellion that he attended with nine 

exiled Mexican hierarchs to discuss the on-going religious crisis in Mexico.34  

In many ways, Drossearts was following in the footsteps of Pius XI, who believed that a 

“war . . . is now being waged on the Catholic Church” in Mexico, fanned by government 

authorities.35 The pope reiterated this sentiment after an audience with Drossaerts, confirming 

																																																								
32 “Cardinal Hayes Warns of Rise of Communism,” The Washington Post, September 18, 1936, 
X15. 
33 Castañeda, Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, 478-479.  
The diocese of San Antonio would still be a part of the Catholic Province of New Orleans until 
August 3, 1926. On that date, the Pope issued the Bull Pastoris Aeterni, which elevated San 
Antonio to an archdiocese and placed all other dioceses in Texas and Oklahoma under its care, 
except for El Paso, which remained part of the diocese of Santa Fe, NM. 
34 “Nine Exiled Prelates to Confer on Mexico,” The New York Times, April 26, 1927, 3. 
35 Pius XI, Iniquis Afflictisque, Vatican Website, November 18, 1926, accessed June 8, 2015, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_18111926_iniquis-
afflictisque.html. 
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reports given to him by the Archbishop describing the many kinds of oppression ongoing in 

Mexico. Along with the American bishops, the pope blamed the situation in Mexico on “the 

spread of Bolshevism.”36 While the bishops, in general, made the concerns of the pope their own, 

they implemented their own strategies to confront the Mexican crisis on both the diocesan and 

the national level. For example, Drossaerts wrote a scathing letter to his diocesan parishes in 

November 1927, announcing that Mexico was becoming “the Bolshevik Russia of the Western 

Hemisphere.” He went still further, comparing the Mexican persecution to those perpetuated by 

the Ancient Roman Emperors Diocletian and Nero. The secular San Antonio Express reported 

that to spiritually alleviate the suffering of Mexicans, Drossearts ordered his parishes to recite 

after each Mass the Contra Persecutores Ecclesiae and three Our Fathers and Hail Marys until 

the persecution ceased. In the letter ordering this recitation, he also lauded the European press 

for, in his opinion, accurately detailing the events in Mexico and castigated the U.S. press for 

remaining silent.37 While Pius and Drossaerts may have called Mexican leaders communist, they 

had little or no evidence to back this up. The perceived persecution and the attempt by some 

Mexican liberals to marginalize the Church was the primary driver behind the bishops’ belief in 

a communist takeover of Mexico.  

However, the U.S. press at times was more than just silent. After the death of Obregon in 

1928, The New York Times wrote almost glowingly of Calles after his presidential reelection. 

The paper claimed that he had averted an uprising in Mexico after Obregon’s death and that 

Calles’ other successes showed “over a period of several years, that the nation has the chance of 
																																																								
36 “Mexican Attacks Deplored by Pope,” The Washington Post, September 29, 1934, 3. 
37 “Archbishop Drossaerts, In Letter to Clergy, Scores Indifference of the Press to Mexican 
Horrors,” San Antonio Express, Episcopal Collection, Folder 23, Drossaerts, 7-81-1 Addresses, 
Articles, 1926-1927 Pastoral Letter, 1937, Catholic Archives of Texas, Austin, Texas. 
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being prosperous, well governed, at peace with its neighbors and respected by the world.” 38 

Under his leadership, the paper proclaimed, Mexico would find national unity. The article on 

Calles, however, hardly mentions the Catholic opposition to him—aside from noting that there 

was no Catholic political party and making a confused reference to possible “Catholic 

zealots”39—even though when story appeared the Cristeros Rebellion was well underway. 

Despite what Catholics thought, The Daily Boston Globe argued in early 1936 that the 

party in Mexico had broken completely off from Russia.40 While the Mexican communists 

wanted to violently overthrow capitalism, they no longer espoused class hatred. In fact, they had 

toned down their belligerent attitude towards the Catholic Church and believed that being a 

member of the Church was a matter for one’s conscience.41 Indeed, a year earlier, Dr. Luis 

Quintanilla of the Mexican Foreign Service wrote a lengthy piece in The Washington Post 

denying any charge that his government was persecuting the Catholic Church.42 In fact, the 

doctor claimed that the American Catholic hierarchy was attempting to conceal the true situation 

in Mexico. He declared that the Church legally and fully operated as normal in Mexico City. As 

far as any killing of priests, Quintanilla admitted that the Mexican government had executed 

Father Pio, but only because he had tried to assassinate Obergon. Unfortunately, the doctor 

lamented, Pio had become a virtual saint. Additionally, he declared Mexican authorities had not 

killed any other priests. To further show that Catholics were the real villains in Mexico, he made 

it clear that Leon Toral, a Catholic fanatic, assassinated Obregon. Quintanilla was echoing the 
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statement of the Mexican Consul General in New York that the Russians were not encouraging 

the Mexican people to adopt communism and atheism. In fact, the doctor reminded the 

newspaper’s readers that Mexico had had no official relations with Russia since 1929.43  

Despite what Drossaerts believed about the U.S. press and their articles supporting the 

Mexican government, some journalists did attack the reality of the on-going persecution in 

Mexico. Francis McCullagh wrote in The Wall Street Journal that Mexico was reverting to 

barbarism, calling the Calles government “a blight on religion, education, and charity” and 

claiming that “churches are looted and closed, hospitals . . . turned into barracks.”44 However, 

unlike many in the U.S. press, McCullagh was born in Northern Ireland and educated by the 

Christian Brothers.45 He spent much of his career writing books and articles against communism 

and for a time pursued a vocation to the Catholic priesthood. Despite leaving the seminary, he 

remained a committed Catholic and wrote for a variety of different Church publications as a 

zealous anti-communist.46 Moreover, as explored later, many of these papers also regularly 

carried the homilies or letters of the American bishops condemning the Mexican government. 

Drossaerts had always welcomed fleeing clerics into Texas—even before his letter of 

1927 to his local Church, the Cristeros Rebellion, and his meeting with the nine exiled bishops. 

In 1923, he took in the apostolic delegate to Mexico, Monsignor Ernesto Filippi, whom Obregon 

																																																								
43 Ibid. 
44 “Stamp of Calles Put on Education,” The Wall Street Journal, January 5, 1928, 5. 
45 This is a Roman Catholic society of non-ordained men that began in order to offer educational 
opportunities to the poor. http://www.cfcvocations.org/index.php?page=our-roots accessed July 
14, 2015. 
46 John Horgan, “Journalism, Catholicism and Anti-Communism in an Era of  
Revolution: Francis McCullagh, War Correspondent, 1874-1956,” Studies in  
Irish Quarterly Review 98, no. 390 (Summer 2009): 169-184.  



	

 33 

accused of interfering in politics. 47 One of Filippi’s apparent offenses was claiming that Obregon 

objected to the Knights taking root in the country.48 In response to this exile, Bishop Drossaerts 

proclaimed that Obergon had used the same tactics as Lenin and Trotzky. Because of Drossaerts’ 

standing and reach, Obergon felt compelled to respond to this charge by stating that he was 

acting “according to obligations imposed by him by his duty and the law.”49 In union with the 

Archbishop of San Antonio, many American bishops readily compared Mexico to communist 

Russia. Drossaerts, along with other bishops, was also quick to respond to Mexican officials that 

tried to downplay the existence of any kind of persecution.  

In 1926, a few months before the beginning of the Cristeros Rebellion, Drossaerts 

charged the Mexican government with trying to de-Christianize Mexico in imitation of Soviet 

Russia. Gen. Celestino Gasca, the former Mayor of Mexico City and Director General of 

Industries in Calles’ administration, refuted those allegations, claiming that the closed religious 

schools would be reopened. Despite this assurance, Drossaerts proclaimed that “Mr. Calles like 

all tyrants . . . has set out an army of spies operating even in our own free country.”50 Later that 

same year, The Austin American Statesman reported that the U.S. Catholic episcopate had 

published a document warning Americans that Mexico was attacking the foundations of 

Christian civilization.51 Possibly in an attempt to appear apolitical, the bishops said they only 

decided to speak out against the persecution because Calles had started his own propaganda 
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campaign directed at the U.S.52 Like Cardinal Hayes, Drossaerts clearly linked the leftist activity 

in Mexico to a possible invasion of America. The bishops wanted Americans to be afraid of what 

was happening in Mexico because it might quite possibly find its way into their country.  

Ten years later, Drossaerts was still writing to his parishes, warning them about the 

Mexican situation. He claimed that the Mexican government was godless and only held on to 

power because of the gun. He wrote that Mexican communists wanted to completely wipe out 

the faith by stealing all the seminaries and making it a crime to train for the priesthood.53 

Additionally, as detailed by the Southern Messenger—the Catholic paper of Texas and under the 

authority of the Archbishop—Drossaerts used his priests as surrogates in order to spread the 

message against the Mexican leftists. 54 In 1934, Rev. Leo V. Murphy spoke at Drossaerts’ 

direction to the Men’s Club of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in San Antonio, decrying the 

damage to the Catholic faith done by a small minority of socialists. He told the group that the 

philosophy of socialism was foreign to Mexican culture. Additionally, interestingly enough, the 

priest tied not only Mexican socialism to Stalin but also to fascists Hitler and Mussolini. He 

claimed that one of the things that all of these dictators had in common was a return to the pagan 

ideal of the state as god.55 While most of his speech dealt specifically with the links between 

Russia and Mexico, the mention in 1934 of Mussolini as a dictator trying to erase God from the 
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national conscience represented an unusual attack, especially since the Southern Messenger had 

the year before lauded the work done by Mussolini. 56  

The Cristeros Rebellion represented the most direct form of persecution the Mexican 

Church faced during this time. In response to the rebellion, the American hierarchy met shortly 

after the fighting started in Mexico at the Catholic University of America and issued a statement 

of support for the Mexican Catholics. 57 Additionally, they accused the Mexican government of 

ruthless militarism and tyranny. They described their coreligionist as martyrs in their resistance 

to the armed force of the Mexican government and then went further by applauding the fact that 

the Mexican Church was championing the cause of “religious and civil liberty.” After this 

struggle, their government would be founded on “justice and liberty.”58 The Mexican martyrs 

were not just dying for a religious faith but also for civic virtues that the bishops had adopted 

from the U.S.  

In December of that year, Cardinal Patrick Hayes, the head of the committee that wrote 

this letter, described to his congregation the work the bishops had undertaken in reference to the 

Mexican persecution. He asked them to view the persecution of the Church in Mexico in “light 

of American traditions of religious liberty.” 59 The Cardinal and his committee argued that since 

Calles talked about his treatment of the Church in the U.S. press, he should be held to U.S. 

standards. In addition, the letter asks the American people to demand the overthrow of the 

Mexican Constitution, since “no American can accept the Mexican theory of Government as 
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being in accord with fundamental justice without repudiating his own traditions and ideas.” The 

Hayes’ letter even makes the bold claim that to accept the Mexican constitution “is nothing less 

than to condemn the work of the Fathers of [the U.S.] republic.” To validate the U.S. 

Constitution against Mexico’s, he argued that commonly held American beliefs do not allow the 

government to encroach on the rights of men, rights that have come from God. The bishops went 

further and tied the Church to the U.S. form of government, stating that its ideas are wholly in 

keeping with the teachings of the Church. The bishops distributed 30,000 copies of the letter, and 

Catholic organizations made plans to print an additional 2 million.60  

Much like Drossaerts, a decade later The New York Times reported that Cardinal Hayes 

was still attacking the Mexican persecution. In a pastoral letter that he wrote and had read out to 

all 456 parishes in his archdiocese, he explained that the Mexican people have had their 

“freedom of speech, freedom of assemblage, freedom of education and freedom of conscience” 

violated by their government.61 Newspaper readers at the time may be forgiven if they thought 

the American bishops were exporting U.S. idealism. As much as the bishops seemed to talk 

about protection of the Church, they were championing ideas and making statements that could 

come from any American politician on the stump. As much as these were men of the Church, 

they acted like champions of American political philosophy.  

Not only did Drossaerts care for the political welfare of the Mexican Church during the 

Cristeros Rebellion but he also cared for its religious. In April 1928, he buried two of its exiled 

hierarchs, Archbishop Mora y del Rio and Bishop Valdespino. In his homily for the Archbishop, 

he compared the exiled Mora y del Rio’s death to the sacrifice at Calvary and cast Calles as 
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Pontius Pilate. In the funeral oration, the Times reported him lamenting that “bishops have been 

exiled, the priests shot down like mad dogs in the street.”62 He also pointed to the fact that the 

Catholics in the U.S. were like the Maccabees, a group of revolutionary Jews in the 2nd Century 

BC that fought the Greeks in order to purify the Jewish Temple.63 Additionally, during his 

homily for Bishop Valdespino, also carried by the Times, he attacked the U.S. government and 

its attitude toward the persecution in Mexico. In particular, he castigated the U.S. State 

Department for maintaining good relations with a country that had the blood of innocents on its 

hands.64 Unlike other instances where the bishops emphasized their connections with other 

Americans and, by extension, with Protestants, the allusion to the Maccabees implied the 

distinctness of Catholics and their persecution in Mexico. Book One and Two of the Maccabees 

are not recognized as part of the Bible by either Protestants or Jews but are part of the canon of 

the Roman Catholic, Coptic, and Orthodox churches. 

Additionally, after the deaths of Archbishop Mora y del Rio and Bishop Valdespino, 

Drossaerts engaged in a war of words with the Mexican Consul General, Enrique Santibanez. He 

refuted Santibanez and his government’s contention that there was no religious persecution in 

Mexico, declaring, “the program of Bolshevism in Mexico, as in Russia, calls for war against all 

Christianity, Catholic or Protestant.”65 He acknowledged in a letter to Sister Margaret Mary 

Look that he was “getting to be something of a national celebrity with these funerals of Mexican 

bishops and the sermons preached” and that he did these so that he could “[seize] upon these 
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occasions in order to stir up public opinion which has been shamefully dormant long enough.” In 

December 1928, he wrote to Sister Margaret Mary again to say that he had taken in eleven exiled 

Mexican bishops but was nevertheless optimistic about the Church’s future. Especially, since he 

had recently learned of a meeting between the Mexican hierarchy and President Emilio Portes 

Gil and that a famous stigmatized girl from Bavaria had prophesied that the persecution would 

soon end. However, that same girl warned that the Church in Russia was far from peace.66 Much 

as he did in public, he held a steadfast private fear of a communist takeover in Mexico and drew 

links between events in Russia and Mexico.  

Along with the religious comfort the Archbishop provided, he also supported the 

Mexican Church materially and politically. Drossaerts was one of only six bishops on the 

Catholic Bishops Commission Inc. for Mexican Relief.67 The commission had been created in 

order to defend the Church in Mexico and legally protect the rights of religious freedom and the 

conscience of the Mexican people.68 In order to further this aim, the establishment of a Mexican 

seminary became a chief objective for the commission. Drossaerts wrote to the Apostolic 

Delegate to the United States, the Most Reverend Archbishop A. Cicognani, in October 1935, 

asserting that the Mexican and American bishops did not want to delay the building of an inter-

diocesan seminary for Mexican seminarians. He petitioned the Holy Father, Pius XI, and his 

delegate to support the project because, as of March 1936, the commission had no mandate for 

such a seminary. Drossaerts explained the importance of the project writing that it would “be to 
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the everlasting shame of the Church in America if nothing be done to save the Faith of the 

Catholic Nation across the border.”69 In the mind of the commission, time was of the essence, 

and it would put what pressure it could on the Vatican to continue with its plans. This is a clear 

example of while the commission may have wanted the pope’s blessing it eagerly spearheaded 

projects independent of the Vatican.  

The Bishop of Erie, Pennsylvania, John Gannon, looking back in 1951, remembered that 

the Mexican Bishops had asked the American hierarchy to build the seminary in 1936 after he 

asked what the American bishops could do to help. The bishops selected land in Montezuma, 

New Mexico, and spent $269,000 to buy and renovate the existing buildings on the property.70 

The pope gave $5,000 to start a collection drive for the seminary.71 The Church completed the 

school in September 1937 and gave it to the Society of Jesus to administer.72 The pope named it 

a Pontifical Seminary, which was an unusual honor; however, it reinforced how serious everyone 

took the project. 73 The bishops took on this charge because they clearly believed abandoning 

Mexico was not an option; if they did, they believed communism would triumph across the Rio 

Grande. 
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The seminary in Montezuma officially opened September 23, 1937 with 352 students 

from 30 different dioceses across Mexico. The rector, Ramon Martinez Silva, S.J., lauded the 

seminary as a place where the once fugitive students, who before had to move from place to 

place to avoid arrest, could now forget about the persecutions. He wrote that the students’ “only 

aim is to become the savers of their poor country Mexico, to prepare themselves for the holy 

priesthood and a life of sacrifices. This life may end with a martyr’s death.” Much of the money 

to maintain the seminary came from the American bishops and the faithful, but the Mexican 

hierarchy paid at least $70,000 to get the students from Mexico into New Mexico.74 Mexican and 

American bishops described the seminary as a training base to spiritually reinvade Mexico. The 

Church not only took care of seminarians and the exiled bishops, but in 1926, the Diocese of El 

Paso took in refugee nuns in an old school built by the Sisters of Loretto at the Foot of the 

Cross.75  

This concern for the seminary stemmed in part from the bishops’ belief in the power of 

education. In fact, the situation in Mexico may possibly have made the bishops take a closer look 

at education in the States. Bishop Byrne of Galveston, Texas provides an example of this.76 A 

native of Missouri, he had served all of his time as a priest in that state until appointed to his 

diocese in Texas in 1918.77 In his Christmas Midnight Mass homily of 1936, he touched on 

communism in Russia and Mexico and accused U.S. public schools of spreading that vile 

doctrine. He believed that government education only benefitted atheists or free thinkers because 
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public schools did not provide religious education.78 While the Catholic Church is famous for 

having its own independent educational system, all Catholic children did not of course attend its 

schools, and Byrne, at least, became sensitive to what they were learning in those schools. 

Cardinal Hayes was also worried about the influence of communism not only in public schools 

but also in the universities. He complained that schools had replaced the concept of patriotism 

with communism.79 They, along with others, must have been worried that America’s public 

education was mirroring the Mexican. The Catholic Church saw the control of the education 

system as either a launching point for communist infiltration into America or a way for the 

Church to save young minds.  

Aside from those concerns with public education, the bishops clearly wanted to create a 

seminary for Mexico. From their perspective, the information coming from Mexico pointed to a 

communist takeover of that country, and, in fact, moves to push the Church out of the Mexican 

public square were communist inspired. While communists did not direct those attempts, they 

were moves by the government against the Church. For example, the son of Elías Calles, 

Rudolfo Calles, governor of the Mexican State of Sonora directly across the border from 

Arizona, expelled the Catholic priests there because they had attacked the state’s sex education 

program, while his official reason was that they were meddling in politics and creating 

disturbances.80 Along with the wholesale expulsions in Sonora, the Austin American Statesman 

reported in March 1935 that the Archbishop of Durango, Jose M. Gonzalez, complained that the 

authorities had for a time thrown almost all of his priests into jail. The government had also 
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exiled clergy authorized to work in Durango and closed most of his churches, leaving large areas 

of the diocese without the sacraments.81  

Calles, even after is presidency, following his son’s example, threw his support behind a 

proposal put forth by the Mexican Chamber of Deputies that called for the removal of all the 

archbishops and bishops in Mexico. Calles stated that he regarded “the expulsion of archbishops 

and bishops as necessary because they are [an] organ of the present agitation and especially 

because they are organizing in preparation for a movement.”82 This was an obvious tactic for any 

regime trying to destroy the Church. The Mexican, Russian and German governments all knew 

the Church could not exist without the clergy, since a proper Catholic Church required ordained 

men to administer the sacraments and actually lead the parishes and dioceses.  

As in Texas, the Mexican bishops found support in the southern Catholic city of New 

Orleans. In 1932, Archbishop Ruiz y Flores attended the installation of the city’s new 

Archbishop, Joseph Rummel. Reporting on the event, The New Orleans Times-Picayune 

highlighted the connection between the city’s Catholic Church and the Mexican archbishop by 

printing a picture of a local Hispanic priest shaking hands with the hierarch.83 Moreover, 

Rummel actively campaigned against the persecution of Mexican Catholics. In 1935, along with 

the Archbishop, lay Catholics showed their support through such organizations as the Federation 

of Catholic Societies of Louisiana, which passed a resolution against the suppression of religious 
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worship. Rummel continued to speak out against the world’s dictatorships, mentioning both 

Germany and Mexico.84 

In the summer of 1935, when reports began to surface that the persecution of Catholics in 

Mexico might ease, many American Catholic leaders refused to believe the claim. Rev. Edward 

Lodge Curran, the president of the International Catholic Truth Society and the American 

Director of the National Committee for Mexican Relief reported that his representatives in 

Mexico denied any possible change in the treatment of Catholics. 85 Rev. Curran believed that 

Cardenas, the president at the time, was a committed communist and that the root of the problem 

in Mexico was its constitution. The New York Times reported him saying that the Mexican 

constitution “is the most tyrannical document that any military minority has ever evolved for the 

enslavement of an oppressed and outraged people.” 86 It was not just the personalities running 

Mexico that U.S. Catholics hated, but they detested the very foundations of the government. 

From the American Catholic perspective, it seemed that the constitution left the Church in a 

subservient and precarious situation, providing no semblance of religious freedom.  

In October 1936, the Jesuit Michael Kenny, who was detailing the ongoing persecution, 

wrote Drossaerts, Archbishop Curley, and Cardinal William O’Connell of Boston about the 

Mexican situation and enclosed two letters from Mexican Catholic organizations in dire need. 

One, from the Mexican Association of Fathers and Mothers, complained that the government 

sent Mexican students to communist schools and outlawed religious ones. The letter stated, “the 

only schools permitted by the present rulers of Mexico are those that teach tenets of communism 
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and atheism.” The group claimed that if parents refused to send their children to a state school, 

they were subject to fines, imprisonment, or assassination. The association backed this up by 

reporting six hundred homes had been confiscated on the charge that people were teaching 

religion in them.87 Mexican authorities were not just attacking public places of worship but 

peoples’ homes.    

Curley had been an active critic of the U.S. government’s stance on Mexico as early as 

the 1920s. In 1926, as The Washington Post reported, he blasted the U.S. government for 

maintaining its silence in the face of the ongoing outrages in Mexico. He claimed that since the 

U.S. was doing nothing, it was tacitly consenting to the Mexican government’s actions. Because 

of this, the U.S. was implicitly allowing the Mexican government to strip its citizens of religious 

freedom.88 In February 1935, according to The New York Times, Curley inquired why the U.S. 

State Department had not investigated the ongoing religious persecution in Mexico and asked 

rhetorically what “was so holy and sacred about the Bolshevik regime” there. This lack of action 

against Mexico bothered him, particularly because the U.S. government had already protested 

the persecutions happening in Nazi Germany.89 Later that year, as reported on the front page of 

The New York Times, Curley blasted President Roosevelt in front of an audience of 500 people at 

the Sodality Union of Washington for ordering a possible inquiry into the Mexican persecution 

to be “killed.” 90 He told the crowd that the President refused to meet with the Knights or any 
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other lay Catholic organization. Because of these actions by Roosevelt, Curley threatened that 

20,000 voting American Catholics might vote differently in the next election. He also 

condemned “in particular the ‘good-neighbor’ policy of non-interference.”91 Curley, unlike many 

other bishops, actively took the U.S. government to task for its supposed inaction. 

Archbishop Rummel, on the other hand, took a much more conciliatory stance to the U.S. 

government than did Curley. The Archbishop told Catholics in Louisiana that “we ought not to 

be too critical of the national government because of its hesitancy to take up the Mexican 

question. There is a trend showing that the government is far more concerned than outside 

evidence would indicate.”92 Even earlier than that, southern Louisiana Catholics had expressed 

their support for Roosevelt. In 1935, the annual convention of the Catholic Daughters of St. 

Margaret passed resolutions expressing confidence in Roosevelt and condemning the persecution 

of Mexican Catholics. The Archbishop was their honorary spiritual director.93 While Rummel 

took a different tact with the U.S. government than Curley’s, he sounded very much like his 

brother bishops in extolling the virtues of America. In his welcoming address to New Orleans, he 

said “we come together to defend the ideals of the America we love, ideals of freedom and 

democracy, and we need them today.” He once again compared Mexico to Germany and Russia, 

calling them both “marshes of human misery” and lambasted the “threat of communism” and 
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“the serpent of fascism.” 94 He made it clear that if America intended to defend democracy it had 

to defend religious freedom. Democracy could not live without it. Rummel perfectly conflated 

the aims of both the U.S. government and the American Church in that speech. He intended to tie 

the fortunes of both together, much like his other ecclesial colleagues. As this work will later 

detail, Pope Pius XII attempted the same maneuver in his correspondence with President 

Roosevelt.  

Early in 1936, another major hierarch, the Archbishop of Philadelphia Joseph Cardinal 

Dougherty, rallied 30,000 Catholics against the Mexican persecution. 95 He blamed communist 

agents for what was happening across the border and claimed that they could wreak havoc in the 

U.S. The churchman maintained that since 1929 the Mexican government had murdered almost 

5,000 priests and that it sought to “turn out Communists after the Russian pattern” through its 

education policies. Not only had the Russian government sent at least 30 agents to Mexico but 

also had spent $18,000,000 for propaganda.96 If true, this represented a major imbalance of 

power, since the Pope was only able to give the American and Mexican Church $5,000 for a 

seminary.  

In middle America, the Bishop of Springfield, Illinois, James A. Griffin, was just as 

active as other bishops in supporting Mexican Catholics. In September 1936, he called for a 

special collection in all of his parishes and read a special letter detailing what the Mexican 
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tyrants were doing to the Church.97 This collection was part of a larger call by The Committee of 

Bishops on the Mexican Seminary who wanted a national collection drive for the project.98 

Additionally, the archdiocese of Chicago joined in the campaign against Mexican 

communism. Along with Cardinal Mundelein’s top-level conversations with Cardinal Pacelli in 

1936, in a Sunday meeting priests from around the country delivered sermons that attacked 

communist theories and denounced communism as the “arch-enemy of the U.S. constitution, the 

American form of government, the America home.” 99 The sermons pointed out that communism 

wanted to destroy American business and the idea of private ownership. The sermons also set out 

to explain how the communist movement would rob the youth of America of any initiative. The 

three countries they used to emphasize this communist threat were Russia, Mexico, and Spain.100 

This voracious attack against communism came from the belief that the Church in Mexico was 

suffering because it did not have an organized presence in Mexico.101  

What was happening in the world of the 1920s and 1930s helps to explain why the 

Church in America became so politically organized. The U.S. Church only had to look back at its 

own history to realize that organized action saved the Church in America from official and 

unofficial anti-Catholicism. The world around them demonstrated how a weak Church could fall 

under the pressure of the government.   

																																																								
97 James A. Griffin To The Clergy, Religious, and Laity of the Diocese, undated, Episcopal 
Collection, Folder 7, Dossaerts, Arthur Jerome Correspondence, CAT. 
98 The Committee of Bishops on the Mexican Seminary to the National Catholic Welfare 
Conference, August 18, 1936, Ibid. 
99 “Vatican’s State Secretary will visit Mundelein,” 20. 
100 Ibid. 
101 “Cardinal urges Church to Fight Isms with Votes,” The Chicago Daily Tribune January 3, 
1938, 14. 
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Studying the stance taken by the American Catholic Church in reference to Mexico 

presents a counter-narrative to the idea that the Church supported fascism. The claim that the 

whole Catholic Church supported, collaborated, or remained silent in the face of fascism does 

not hold up to scrutiny. In Mexico, we see a Church that defended and espoused views 

antithetical to fascism and never considered communism an option. By trying to protect the 

Mexican Catholic Church, the American Church argued that Mexico should become much more 

like the U.S. In line with this goal, the Church organized a seminary, raised the money to build it, 

housed refugees and for over a decade attempted to politically pressure the U.S. government. 

While the Church had a mixed record of success, it moved as one body to accomplish its 

objectives. In many ways, the Church successfully united as a political and social force for 

change. This was in many ways politically a self-interested move but one it could easily 

convince other Americans to support by arguing that communism wanted to destroy both the 

Catholic Church and America. In its work, the Church provided a lifeline to their persecuted 

neighbors, who could not even educate men for the priesthood, an essential element for the 

Catholic Church to exist anywhere. 

This movement to include the rest of Protestant America in their crusade illustrates how 

perceptive these bishops had become in appealing to their fellow Americans. It also helped them 

to integrate further into U.S. society and become legitimate power brokers. After this perceived 

persecution, the Church was no longer an ethnic enclave but a part of the country that politicians 

and the rest of the U.S. had to take into account. Most remarkably, during this time, the bishops 

did not try to anoint or accept some fascist champion in Mexico to save the Church—as they did 

in Spain and Italy. The bishops’ made the enthusiastic choice of promoting the America’s ideas 
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of freedom to save the Mexican Church and remake Mexico. Eventually, this unabashed support 

for quintessentially U.S. ideas found its way into the documents of Vatican II and helped shape 

the worldwide Church from the 1960s to today. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH VERSUS THE FALANGE AND  
 

NAZISM IN LATIN AMERICA 
 
 

Along with the American Catholic Church’s intervention in Mexico to stop the spread of 

communism, the United States bishops were extremely active in the rest of Latin America. They 

were, however, far more concerned with stopping Francisco Franco’s fascist influence than 

Joseph Stalin’s communism, even if Franco and his Falange party did not find widespread 

support in Latin America. They not only feared Franco but also saw the hand of Hitler’s Nazism 

behind his political party. For the U.S. government and Church, like Mexico and its supposed 

communist government, Latin American Catholicism served as an ideological battlefield 

between Franco’s fascism and U.S. democracy. Much as in Mexico, the American Catholic 

Church expended considerable energy and effort trying to convince Latin Americans they needed 

to look to the U.S. for political support and inspiration. In many instances, the Church resembled 

a political arm of the U.S. government. In fact, the Catholic Church appeared as an instrument 

for the U.S. to colonize Latin America through religion. The following argument demonstrates 

that the work undertaken by the American Church to spread the interests of the U.S. complicates 

the idea that the Church capitulated to fascism before the war, as argued by John Cornwell in 

Hitler’s Pope.1 In fact, the American Church in Latin America during the 1930s became a voice 

for U.S.-style freedoms. How genuine the Church was is debatable but beyond the scope of this 

chapter.  

																																																								
1 John Cornwell, Hitler’s Pope: The Secret History of Pius XII (New York: Penguin Books, 
2000).  
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Despite many scholars arguing that the Church had a helping hand in spreading fascism, 

the following discussion focuses on how the American Church tried to push back against the 

Falange’s supposed influence on the Roman Catholic Church in Latin America. The Church 

believed that it was not only confronting the Falange, but, for many in the U.S. government and 

ecclesial hierarchy, that it was also combating the greater evil of Nazism—the real enemy 

conspiring to turn America’s traditional area of influence against it. Because of the war between 

the U.S. and Nazi Germany, the Latin American Church served as an arena for the American 

bishops to support the U.S. war effort. It allowed them to argue vigorously against and 

counteract Falange and Nazi penetration in Latin American countries, since the U.S. government 

believed that fascist agents could infiltrate various Latin American churches. 2  

This belief was published in the reports of the Federal Bureau of Investigation during the 

war. In June 1942, a bureau report covering Ecuador accused the local Catholic Church of 

sponsoring an organ of Falange propaganda, El Debate. It also accused the Conservative party, 

also known as the Catholic Church party, of being one of the “most efficacious schools of 

Nazism.”3 Additionally, further north in the Central American country of Costa Rica, the bureau 

reported in September 1943 that many in the local Church were pro-Axis, stating that in 1940 the 

Catholic paper Eco Catalico printed an article calling a German victory a “blessing in disguise.”4 

The bureau accused foreign priests from Germany of having pro-Nazi sympathies and believed 

that those from Spain followed Franco. Unfortunately, from the U.S.’s perspective, these 
																																																								
2 Maria Emilia Paz, Strategy, Security, and Spies: Mexico and the U.S. as Allies in World War II 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997), 133. 
3 Totalitarian Activities: Ecuador…Today, June, 1942, F.B.I. Reports – Ecuador, Papers of Harry 
L. Hopkins, Special Assistant to the President, 1941-1945, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential 
Library, Hyde Park, NY. 
4 Totalitarian Activities: Costa Rica.. Today, September 1943, F.B.I. Reports – Costa Rica, ibid. 
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clergymen were considered better educated than the local priests and the leaders of the Costa 

Rican Church. To make matters worse, Spain and Germany were helping to operate seminaries 

that were training new priests. The report did remark that the country’s archbishop was pro-

Allies, but apparently, his words did not have much effect, since in at least one town four out of 

five priests were considered “definite Nazis.”5 Because of the pro-fascist sentiment in Latin 

American Catholicism, the American Church took it upon itself to exert its considerable 

influence.6  

For the U.S. Church, the fight against the Falange served two purposes. The first was to 

prove that it could root out Franco-inspired fascism or Nazi sympathizers from its ranks 

anywhere in the Western Hemisphere. The second was to demonstrate that the American bishops 

intended to defend America’s traditional economic and political interests and hegemony in Latin 

America. The accounts of the American press and the diplomatic activity between the U.S. 

government, American Catholic bishops, and the Vatican show their common belief in the 

supposed attempts by Franco and his party to extend fascist influence into Latin America. 

Additionally, they illustrate how its northern sister church in the U.S. reacted and tried to counter 

this political interference.  

For many in America, the Falange’s penetration was not something just happening south 

of the border. In fact, Americans believed that they could point to the enemy’s movements even 

in the U.S., coming up from Mexico. During the early 1940s, in the American Southwest, a 

Mexican religious-Fascist movement, the Sinarchismo, began to take root and became 

dangerously active in Los Angeles. The Dallas Morning News claimed that the movement was 
																																																								
5 Ibid. 
6 Paz, Strategy, Security, and Spies, 133. 
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spreading Falange propaganda and working closely with the Nazis.7 This movement, the paper 

declared, drove “the so called zoot-suit riots in Los Angeles” that disrupted the American “war 

effort and our relations with [Mexico] to the south; they also furnish[ed] ammunition for the 

Axis propagandists to use against [America].” The Dallas newspaper contrasted the apparent 

Nazi infiltration of Mexicans in Los Angeles that led to these violent eruptions to Mexicans in 

San Antonio. The newspaper boasted that even with this Texas city’s larger Mexican population, 

the Catholic Church, along with other factors, had prevented fascism from taking hold. The 

newspaper reported that the Catholic Church accomplished this by advocating for Hispanic rights 

and by pushing for better wages and housing.8 From government records, we see that The Dallas 

Morning News misrepresented what was actually happening with the Mexican population in Los 

Angeles. The Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs blamed the riots on “a juvenile delinquency 

problem rooted in community conditions and the primary concern of the local authorities.” The 

situation was inflamed by the fact that American servicemen and Mexican youths were 

terrorizing or assaulting one another.9 These accounts highlight two challenges in researching 

this period: first, newspaper accounts at the time are not always reliable and, second, determining 

the extent to which the newspapers were motivated primarily by racism or primarily by fear of 

the fascist enemy is often difficult to determine. Despite the newspapers’ reliability, this episode 

provided a public relations victory for Catholicism because it proved to the public that the 

Church could push back against the Falange—something it tried to replicate with similar 

interventions in the rest of the hemisphere.  
																																																								
7 “Why San Antonio escaped Zoot Suit Trouble,” The Dallas Morning News, July 6, 1943, 2. 
8 Ibid. 
9 The Los Angeles “Zoot-Suit” Riots, Special Operations Reports CIAA, July 9, 1943, OF 4512, 
Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, 1942-1945, RPL. 
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However, the Sinarchismo were not just an apparent problem in the United States. 

According to an earlier article by The Dallas Morning News in 1941, Mexican communists railed 

against this movement—known as the Sinarguismo in Mexico—for representing and pursuing 

fascist and Nazi interests in that country.10 Ironically enough and imitating what was happening 

in Europe, the Catholic Church and U.S. government united the supposed communists in Mexico 

to fight fascism.  

Although previous scholarship suggests that most of the worldwide Church’s hierarchs 

supported Franco’s movement, I will argue that Catholic clergy had a far more conflicted and 

complicated relationship with the movement. In fact, the relationship of both the American and 

Latin American Catholic Churches to Falange fascism needs to be independently evaluated from 

the rest of the worldwide Church. When we view these Churches in this way, we see that Franco 

and his form of fascism simply did not find support in Latin America, since no pro-Franco 

Falange party took control of any Latin American nation during World War II. One possible 

reason for this, as documents of the time will show, was that the American Church and the U.S. 

government actively campaigned against this distinct possibility and took Franco’s moves into 

Latin America seriously. The U.S. Church actively worked to stem any Falange influence and 

curry the support of its co-religionists before and during World War II. This allowed the U.S. 

Church, and Archbishop Francis Spellman in particular, to become more involved and influential 

in the American political scene. However, even if the actions of the U.S. Church were at best 

negligible in thwarting Franco, these efforts still show that at least a part of the Church tried to 

stop fascism from spreading.  

																																																								
10 “Reds Stirring Mexico to Aid Russia,” The Dallas Morning News, July 17, 1941, 7. 
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This involvement also presents a new line of inquiry in understanding the shifting and 

uneven relationship between American Catholicism and Franco. The American Church may have 

supported fascism, at least for a time, in Italy and Spain, but it did not want Franco’s fascism 

south of the U.S. Therefore, this struggle between his movement and the American bishops to 

control the Latin American Church becomes another means of studying the much larger conflict 

between the Axis and the Allies. Instead of using guns and tanks to control countries, the two 

opponents intended to use the Church to appeal to the hearts and minds of the people. 

Additionally, because of the Church’s work with the Roosevelt Administration, American 

bishops, independent of the Vatican, began creating alliances with and being influenced by the 

politics of Washington. For the U.S. government, the American bishops became a natural ally 

since the hierarchy shared a common religion with Latin Americans and the government did not 

want to see the region fall under Axis control, possibly opening up a new front in the coming 

war. 

Recent scholarship does not touch in any systematic way on the role the American 

Church had in influencing her southern neighbors rejection of the Falange. Several works of 

scholarship have explained how both the U.S. government and Nazi Germany tried to recruit 

nations south of the United States. Stanley E. Hilton’s Hitler’s Secret War in South America 

1939-1945: German Military Espionage and Allied Counterespionage in Brazil (1981) explores 

the secret espionage war undertaken by the Allies and Axis in Brazil through a study of official 

records from Nazi departments and British declassified documents—documents that were 
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overlooked until the later part of the twentieth century. 11 In particular, Hilton does an excellent 

job detailing the efforts by the Germans to use Brazil as a listening post against the U.S.  

Max Paul Friedman examined Latin America as a whole, even touching on small 

countries such as Honduras, in Nazis and Good Neighbors: The United States Campaign Against 

the Germans of Latin America in World War II (2003). He recounts the lengths that the U.S. 

went in order to stop any kind of Nazi penetration in the region. The U.S. went so far as to ask 

Latin American countries to deport Germans, even if they had no ties to the Nazis.12 Thomas D. 

Schoonover, in Hitler’s Man in Havana (2008), focuses on one particular spy, Heinz Lüning, to 

discuss the way Hitler tried to build an espionage network in the Caribbean from Lüning’s base 

in Cuba. Lüning, however, was incompetent and eventually caught by the Allies. Despite the fact 

that he was not a capable operative, the Allies advertised his capture as a grand victory.13 While 

each of the works cited above does an excellent job exploring this covert war in Latin America, 

none of them includes a serious study of the role of the Catholic Church in the conflict, despite 

the Church’s extensive international reach.  

As for the American bishops, two particular works that have delved into one particular 

life during the 1930s and help to steer this chapter are Robert J. Gannon’s The Cardinal 

Spellman Story (1962) and John Cooney’s The American Pope: The Life and Times of Francis 

Cardinal Spellman (1984). Gannon, an intimate of Spellman, details his life and argues that 
																																																								
11 Stanley E. Hilton, Hitler’s Secret War in South America 1939-1945: German Military 
Espionage and Allied Counterespionage in Brazil (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State 
University, 1981).  
12 Max Paul Friedman, Nazis & Good Neighbors: The United States Campaign against the 
Germans of Latin American in World War II (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
2003). 
13 Thomas D. Schoonover, Hitler’s Man in Havana (Lexington, KY: The University Press of 
Kentucky, 2008). 
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Spellman is one of the most important bishops in America of his time. He covers Spellman’s 

dealings with the U.S. and foreign governments, the people of New York, and the Vatican. 

Unfortunately, the biography does not appear very objective in the loving portrait it provides of 

the Cardinal and gives only a few glimpses of his relationship with the Latin American 

Churches.14  

Cooney, on the other hand, provides a more clinical take on Spellman and the power that 

he tried to acquire in the Church and in America in general. He also comments on Latin America 

and mentions the supervisory role Spellman had over those Churches but does not examine his 

responsibility there very deeply.15 Because they are biographies of Spellman, their focus is on 

him and consequently do not provide a thorough picture of his brother-bishops.  

Scholars have also published several articles on the life of George Cardinal Mundelein, 

the Archbishop of Chicago, but not much has been done recently on his life in a full-length 

study. However, one example is Edward Katnowicz Corporation Sole: Cardinal Mundelein and 

Chicago Catholicism (1983), which discusses the cardinal’s transformation of the Church into a 

political and economic power in the city of Chicago and beyond. Yet, Katnowicz does not talk 

much about the cardinal’s relationship to world events, such as the rise of European fascism, 

except for recounting the famous “paper hanger” speech that infuriated Hitler.16 Regrettably, 

																																																								
14 Robert I. Gannon, S.J., The Cardinal Spellman Story (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & 
Company, Inc. 1962). 
15 John Cooney, The American Pope: The Life and Times of Francis Cardinal Spellman (New 
York: Times Books, 1984). 
16 Chapter 5 delves into this speech. 
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there is no mention of Latin America in the biography or his reaction to the dictatorship of 

Franco or Mussolini.17  

One more work worth noting is The Real Odessa: Smuggling the Nazis to Perõn’s 

Argentina (2002) by Uki Goñi, which does a fine job sketching the activities of the Church in 

South America. The author, an Argentine journalist, investigates the role some in the European 

and Argentinian Catholic Churches had in moving fascists out of Europe and into the relative 

safety of Latin America. While The Real Odessa deals extensively with powerful members of the 

Church, it is concerned with what happened after the war and does not detail any role played by 

the American Church in South America during the war itself.18  

The intention of the following chapter, therefore, is to add to this history by discussing 

the U.S. Church’s involvement with the Latin American Churches before and during the war. 

This will reveal that the American Catholic Church and the papacy wanted to stop the spread of 

the Falange’s fascism and, by extension, Nazism from Europe, an argument the above texts do 

not examine.     

Understanding how the Church works politically worldwide helps to clarify its different 

positions on fascism. First off, we must understand that in many cases the national churches 

themselves determined what side they took on any political movement or issue. This is and was 

possible since the various national Catholic Churches direct their own day-to-day affairs. This 

allows them to respond differently to any given situation—whether today or during the 1930s 

and 1940s. Despite the pope having immediate and universal jurisdiction over the Church as laid 
																																																								
17 Edward Katnowicz, Corporation Sole: Cardinal Mundelein and Chicago Catholicism (South 
Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983).  
18 Uki Goñi, The Real Odessa: Smuggling the Nazis to Perón’s Argentina (New York: Granta 
Books, 2002). 
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out in the canons of Vatican I, before the war the papacy did not micromanage the world’s 

largest and oldest organization. One example of how the national churches direct their own 

affairs is that they have historically selected their own leadership, which naturally became a 

factor in how each national Church approached different secular leaders, such as Franco, Hitler, 

or Mussolini. Cardinal Spellman in his authorized biography explained how this selection 

process worked.19  

Using the example of the Church in Argentina, the cardinal made it quite clear that like 

other national churches, it essentially cultivated, sought out, and nominated its own bishops. 

When a bishop died or retired, the Argentinian hierarchy selected three men from the clergy and 

then forwarded their episcopal recommendations to the Vatican for consideration. Of course, the 

Vatican ultimately named the bishop, yet only from the pool of candidates provided. Although 

the Vatican could have disregarded the recommendations and selected someone else, this 

happened only very rarely. Therefore, in the end, the Argentine Church, like most other national 

churches, selected its own candidates for the bishop’s throne and acted as the gatekeeper for 

those who hoped to advance in the Church.20 Since the local churches heavily influenced the 

selection of bishops, it is easy to see why the various national Catholic Churches developed a 

different opinion on fascism from that of the Vatican.  

Because of the way the Church is set up, different actors had a variety of concerns and 

engaged with fascism on their own terms. Although the pope wanted the support of western 

																																																								
19 Spellman at this time in the American Catholic Church is one of the most important and 
powerful clergymen in the country and world. He developed a close relationship with the U.S. 
government, the Vatican, especially Pope Pius XII, and led the U.S. Military Archdiocese during 
the war. 
20 Gannon, The Cardinal Spellman Story, 124. 
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countries to check the power of the Axis and restore peace, this did not stop others in the 

hierarchy from covertly or openly working with fascist parties, specifically the Falange, for the 

benefit of the Church. For example, the Spanish Primate Isidro Cardinal Goma y Tomas, 

Archbishop of Toledo, openly supported Franco in his rise and consolidation of power. The 

Church’s differing and inconsistent views on politics and a diffused governance structure point 

to an ever-present plurality in the Catholic Church that allowed this to happen. This existed not 

only because the different national churches largely control the selection of their own leaders, 

who are naturally concerned with local affairs, but because it also has a worldwide mission 

through the pope, who of course views global events far differently than local bishops. To put 

this another way, the church had two different versions of fascism and the world confronting it: a 

series of local understandings and a single worldwide understanding.  

While the pope could see the dangers of worldwide fascism, especially in Hitler, the 

Spanish bishops found a Falange movement willing to deliver them from the dangers of 

communism. This local view of fascism for the Spanish bishops blinded them to the fact that 

Nazism and the Falange shared a similar political outlook, an outlook ultimately detrimental to 

the Church. Though the pope and Vatican could see that Hitler had little regard for the Church, 

for a time the Spanish, Italian and American Church hierarchies saw Mussolini and Franco as 

leaders that they could at least work with. Because of the Church’s dual vision of the world, 

some bishops became very susceptible to this dangerous political ideology that had different 

plans for Catholicism—depending upon the dictator.   

When the party of General Franco successfully won control of Spain after the Spanish 

Civil War, Franco gave the appearance of re-elevating the Church back to its historical 



	

 61 

prominence. Because of this, many in the U.S. assumed that this support would travel across the 

Atlantic and that Franco’s Falange movement in Latin America might join forces with the 

Catholic Church, allowing, some hoped, the ancient institution to reap the same benefits as the 

Spanish Church. However, this did not occur for a few reasons. Before World War II, although 

political support for the Catholic Church had declined, it had not been violently attacked, as it 

had been in Spain and Mexico. Thus, the high number of Catholics in Latin America would have 

little reason to be bitter and turn to the Falange. In other words, few wanted to restore and defend 

the Church since it was never really attacked.  

An American journalist of the time, Alan Chase, helps to explain the Church’s lack of 

support for fascism in his 1943 book Falange: The Axis Secret Army in the Americas. In it, he 

discusses the designs of Franco’s party in Latin America and explains why the Falange never 

enjoyed ecclesial support. He claimed that if a bishop gave official support to the fascist’s 

position, such support would have helped accelerate “the decline of the Church’s political 

influence with the common people.” Furthermore, he suggests that the lower-class Latin 

American Catholics favored democracy. Ultimately, the various Latin American Catholic 

hierarchies did not retain enough influence to persuade Catholics to support Franco’s party. If the 

Church had campaigned for Franco, it would have lost the support it already had.21   

Despite this lack of native Falange support in Latin America, Americans in the United 

States remained concerned. Harold Callender of The New York Times wrote a compelling article 

																																																								
21 Allan Chase, Falange: The Axis Secret Army in the Americas (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 
1943), 257. 
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on why Americans should be worried in general about fascism in South America. 22 On the basis 

of a four-month tour he had taken of South America before the U.S. entered the war, Callender 

painted a less than flattering picture of the Latin American Churches, all of which held 

sometimes hostile views of the U.S. In developing this picture, he consulted with “cardinals, 

priests, monks and outstanding lay leaders” of various Latin American Catholic Churches. He 

wrote that South American Catholics distrusted U.S. Americans because of their anti-Catholic 

attitudes. For example, Dr. Laureano Gomez, the leader of the Conservative Party in Colombia 

and a Catholic, believed Protestants in the States would be all too ready to support a Señor 

Calles-like figure.23 Additionally, priests in Ecuador thought that the government in Washington 

was allied with the Freemasons, the traditional enemy of the Church. Peruvian Catholics told 

Callender that they did not like the U.S. because when U.S.-educated Peruvian Protestants 

returned home, they usually supported leftist parties that were anti-clerical. 

Callender also made it clear that the United States and its democratic ideas had little to do 

with converting Catholics away from fascism. He explained that many of the priests and laity 

preferred the order that fascism promised for society. Furthermore, countries such as Argentina 

already had robust fascist connections in the Church; their hierarchy of “twenty-two bishops” 

included “two Italians, eleven of Italian descent and one German.” Also, as in the case of Brazil, 

many of the anti-Catholics, rationalists, and Freemasons in the country had joined the democratic 

parties, which made fascist parties appear that much better as options for Catholics, since they 

did not harbor the enemies of the Church. Finally, in his investigation of Portuguese-speaking 
																																																								
22 Harold Callender, “Latin Catholic Suspicious of U.S.,” The New York Times, August 3, 1941, 
15. 
23 The Mexican strongman president that persecuted the Mexican Church in the 1920’s and 
1930’s as discussed in Chapter 1. 
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Brazil, which may not have gazed fondly at Franco’s Spain, Callender found admiration for the 

Fascist government of strongman Antonio de Oliveira Salazar in Portugal.  

From the U.S.’s perspective, Callender’s report of course was quite troubling, although 

he did provide a few rays of hope for better South American-U.S. relations. He mentioned that 

numerous lay and ordained Catholics opposed fascism and wanted to foster better relations with 

the U.S. He argued that certain Catholic leaders wanted the facts about fascism in Latin America 

exposed so that they could better fight it. As examples of this sentiment, Callender pointed to the 

Archbishop of Santiago, who refused to be connected to the Conservatives of Chile that called 

for a Franco inspired government, and to the Catholic youth of Chile, who had repudiated all 

forms of fascism.24 

Unfortunately, The Washington Post reported that because of the Nazi invasion of Russia, 

some of the more religious people just south of the border in Mexico had started to support 

Franco and Hitler. 25 From their perspective, the Nazis were fighting the godless communists, 

who in their minds were the true enemies of Catholicism in Mexico and abroad. Many of the 

Mexican people had divided the world up politically into anti-Fascist and Fascist camps, leaving 

little room for democracy. This growing support for fascism led the more educated in the country 

to believe that agents of the Falange were behind this reaction. In response to Falange 

penetration, the Mexican Foreign Minister Don Ezequiel Padilla and Mexican newspaper editors 

warned the people against the false choice of fascism or communism. The cry from the Mexican 

government and opinion-makers was for democracy. They argued that the only way forward for 

Mexico and Latin America was to join with and keep its commitments to the rest of the 
																																																								
24 Callender, “Latin Catholic Suspicious of U.S.,” 15. 
25 Betty Kirk, “Democracy’s Duty,” The Washington Post, July 5, 1941, 7.  
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Americas. Although for a time the democratic countries made common cause with the dreaded 

communists to defeat Hitler, this did not mean they accepted their beliefs. Eventually, the Nazis 

showed their true colors with their invasion of Russia.26 Clearly, fascism understood only force 

and at least the Russians did not engage in sneak attacks, which elevated them in the eyes of 

some.   

Although the Falange generally courted the Catholic Church during the war, it sometimes 

attacked the Church, as in Mexico through its organ Omega. In Alan Chase’s book Falange: The 

Axis Secret Army in the Americas, he reports that the fascist paper accused the Church of being 

in league with Bolshevism. At the same time, however, it denounced clergy who favored 

democracies and questioned how they could speak from the same podium as a Freemason. This 

particular attack appeared after the paper described “the American landing in North Africa as a 

treacherous attack.” Additionally, the fascist mouthpiece argued that the democratic governments 

are far more dangerous than a dictatorship and that the people should fear Roosevelt more than 

Hitler.27 As this paper shows, the Falange appeared to lash out at any available enemy no matter 

how truthful their claims may have been or if they wanted to ally with them. Not only did the 

fascist forces attack the Mexican Church but also came after its supposed collaborator, the 

United States. The Axis propaganda machine claimed that the U.S. kidnapped Mexican youths 

and forced them to join the U.S. Army. Additionally, the fascists claimed that the U.S. had sunk 

a Mexican vessel and that the Japanese took pains to remind Mexico and other Latin Americans 

about their military successes in the war.28  

																																																								
26 Ibid. 
27 Chase, Falange, 161-162. 
28 Paz, Strategy, Security, and Spies, 133-4. 
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 Unlike the Spanish Catholic Church’s acquiescing to the Falange, as we have seen, the 

Latin American Catholic Bishops had little to gain by joining the party, since that would have 

gone against the tide of their own laity. Lay Catholics in Uruguay actively supported and elected 

Colorados and communists into office. It would have been unlikely that the bishops could have 

stemmed this by espousing Falangism. The flock just simply exercised its power independent of 

what the hierarchy wanted. Another reason the Falange did not find an audience in Latin 

America was because most of the laity had no real ethnic link to Spain. So at first glance, it does 

not appear that the bishops or Catholicism in general drew people to Franco. However, some 

people, based on racial and economic level, may have been more sympathetic to the Falange. 

Even though some Catholics probably did support the Falange, they generally resided in the 

upper class or were descended from Spanish colonists.29 Despite this apparent lack of support for 

the Spanish party, the American Church was still very concerned that Franco might successfully 

make inroads into the region, which motivated the American bishops to attempt to influence 

Latin Americans through the Church. Because of this, they zealously advocated for the Latin 

Americans to look to the U.S. and her ideas. The U.S. Church wanted to stop the Falange, and 

the Nazi threat behind it, from spreading even if the movement had no real following.  

The people of Latin America generally did not care what its Churches had to say about 

politics. If those Churches tried to accept government support from the fascist party—one of the 

benefits the Falange promised—such an accommodation would have only given opposition 

forces another excuse to attack the bishops. There was little to gain and a lot to lose by accepting 

fascist help. Hoping that the fascists would come in to prop up the Church would have served 
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only to destroy its credibility. Aside from Puerto Rico, whose clergy were probably the most 

sympathetic to fascism, as we will see, the Church appeared to have a healthy population of 

followers that wanted to hear the spiritual message of the Church, demonstrating that the bishops 

did not need to support Franco’s movement.30  

A deeper understanding of Latin America and the Church’s strained relationship with the 

Falange requires an examination of a few specific individual areas and countries. Puerto Rico 

and Chile provide two good examples in the Hispanic world. As early as 1937, a Dutch friar in 

Puerto Rico named Father Martin Bernstein denounced the Flange in his paper El Piloto. He 

declared that the average Catholic in Spain did not see the Falange as “a holy crusade for 

Christianity.” 31 The friar argued that the party was incompatible with Catholic ideas. He 

lambasted Franco’s political machine and derided its devotion to totalitarianism. In his opinion, 

the fascists who supported such evils exaggerated national pride and violence. Because of this, 

he understood that fascism posed a great danger to personal liberty and peace. However, the 

Puerto Rican bishops, many of whom had a stake in Spanish fascism, became angry with Father 

Bernstein. Because of the bishops’ official displeasure or perhaps as a sign of their possible 

support of fascism (some may have indirectly owed their positions to Franco), El Piloto lost 

readership among the clergy. However, his words did have an effect on at least one Spanish 

priest in Puerto Rico, Fr. Padilla, who resigned his position in the party after reading the Dutch 

friar’s work.32  
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Another reason that Bernstein may have stood out on the island is discussed by Andrew 

Lefebvre in his 2007 article “Puerto Rico: Quiet Participant.” He stated that an overwhelming 

majority of the Catholic clergy in Puerto Rico supported Franco and fascism. Much of the reason 

for this is that the Church of Spain in collaboration with Rome selected the men that were sent to 

serve in Puerto Rico. Once there, the clergymen were difficult to remove.33 A legitimate 

question, therefore, is to wonder how free the Catholic Church actually was in sending these 

priests to the island. Did Franco seize an opportunity to use the Church as another arm of the 

Spanish Foreign Office, sending men to Puerto Rico loyal to him simply dressed up as clerics? If 

Franco were manipulating the Church’s selection process, this would help to explain why clergy 

would have isolated Bernstein, since they may have received their positions from Franco 

friendly-bishops. Even though the Puerto Rican clergy may have heavily supported Franco, the 

fact that the island belonged to the U.S. would have stunted any legitimate movement to support 

the Spanish strongman. As it could not in other Latin American countries, the U.S. could have 

responded to any specific fascist threat in Puerto Rico immediately.   

 Further south, Chile presents a far different picture. The Washington Post reported in 

1939 that the Chilean Bishop Juan Subercaseaux spoke directly to the European fascist threat 

when he went on a fundraising tour to Washington for earthquake relief. 34 The bishop reported 

that Chileans were too concerned with their own problems for Nazi propaganda to take hold. 

Yet, he seemed to lament the fact that the average Chilean knew more about the U.S. than the 

average American knew about Chile, implying that if the U.S. knew more about Chile, 
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Americans would know better than to fear a fascist takeover of his country. Furthermore, he 

extolled and promoted closer relations between the two countries. He also assured Americans 

that, despite the large European communities in Chile, “there is no danger of a Fascist revolt” 

and no worry about them “carrying on subversive activities.” The bishop emphasized that the 

U.S. and Chile already had positive relations, pointing to Franklin Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor 

Policy and stated that the Nazi’s attempts to “depreciate” it were not working. He praised Bishop 

James H. Ryan’s goodwill trip to Latin America and supported the idea of a Pan-American 

Catholic Conference to be held in Chile in 1942.35 Given Subercaseaux’s ideas, it is fair to 

speculate that if the U.S. had a better knowledge of Latin America, United States diplomatic 

history may have been much better and much different. Instead of hunting Nazis and 

communists, the efforts of the U.S. Church and government could have been better directed 

toward engaging with Latin America as equal partners. Yet, the American Church seemed to 

have developed a one-track mind, perhaps too heavily influenced by the priorities of the U.S. 

government. 

 Along with the Chilean bishop’s support for the U.S., the American Ambassador Claude 

Bowers returned the favor when he wrote to President Roosevelt about winning the Catholic 

people in Chile. Working proactively in that country, Bowers had helped a Catholic parish 

stymie the Spanish. A Chilean priest told the Ambassador about a historic parish that could not 

afford to pay its taxes, so Bowers, playing the part of a “historian,” asked the Foreign Minister 

Ernesto Barros to have the taxes lowered. This gesture was made into a public relations 

campaign in which the American believed he gained the goodwill of Chilean Catholics. Not to be 
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outflanked in this spiritual arms race, the Spanish Ambassador, in support of the Axis, at the 

same time lobbied for the support of Catholics, too.36 

 Despite the work of the U.S., the Nazis in the beginning of 1942 through the Falange was 

still attempting to sway Chile to its side, which provided a reason for the U.S. to get involved in 

Latin American politics. The Dallas Morning News, despite the rosy view of Bishop 

Subercaseaux three years earlier, reported that the fascists were pouring money into Chile, 

making threats, and using propaganda to influence the country’s February 1942 presidential 

election in an attempt to elect Gen. Carlos Ibanez. 37 The general had previously tried to erect a 

fascist-type government a decade earlier but had been ousted from power and exiled from the 

country. However, after returning to Chile, he gained the endorsement of the Vanguardia party—

formerly the National Socialists but known as the Chilean Nazis. In 1938, the group had 

unsuccessfully tried to overthrow Chile’s democratic government. Like Hitler almost a decade 

before, this time they would try the democratic route. One of the ways the Axis’ tried to gain the 

support of Catholics was to present themselves as the defenders of the Church against Anglo-

Saxon Protestants and the godless communists. This tactic reportedly swayed the reactionary 

elements of the Chilean clergy.38 In many instances, the U.S. Government and the American 

Catholic Church did not need to fear a grand fascist takeover of the Latin American Churches; 

however, events like this demonstrate why they needed to be vigilant against an Axis enemy 

preparing to strike when and wherever. 
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 Because of the possibility of Nazi and Falange infiltration, the American government and 

the U.S. Church looked at Latin America warily, afraid that fascism under the Falange would 

gain a foothold on the continent. H. Rutledge Southworth outlined the reasons for this fear of the 

Falange in October 1939 in Foreign Affairs. To show why his fears were reasonable, he 

explained the history and philosophy of the party. He highlighted an interview given in July 1937 

in which General Franco openly admitted that he desired to follow in the footsteps of Fascist 

Italy and Germany. Furthermore, Franco stated that he wanted Spanish fascism to exhibit 

Spanish-characteristics and used the language of empire when it came to foreign policy. An 

empire, he believed, that was still present in Latin America through shared language, religion, 

and history.  

In 1939, H. Rutledge Southworth, a reviewer for The Washington Post, wrote in Foreign 

Affairs that in order to rebuild the Spanish empire in Latin America, Franco had to “strive for the 

unification of culture, of economic interests and of power.”39 To help buttress the religious 

connection, Cardinal Goma y Tomas offered the Church’s support for Franco’s foreign policy. 

The primate helped to export fascism by proposing and supporting the idea of Hispandid—a 

term used to describe those living under Spanish cultural and religious rule, including Native 

Americans—coined by the deceased Ramiro de Maeztu.40 The primate allowed Franco to use the 
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Catholic Church as a bridge to unify the Hispanic culture. However, Franco and the cardinal 

could not convince Catholics in Latin America to support Hispandid. 

As far as this new empire was concerned, Spain of course served for Franco as the 

“Spiritual Axis of the Hispanic world”; for Franco, his country was the natural leader of the 

Spanish world. In Franco’s own way, he wanted to follow the program written by Nazi Germany 

and Hitler’s drive to unite all German speakers.41 By creating a Spanish-German alliance, Franco 

could recreate the old Spanish empire. Southworth quoted Miguel Gran from the Fascist paper 

Fe in February 1937: “for the America of our culture, our faith, and our blood, we wish more 

than just living together...We desire unity, unity of mind, unity of economy, unity of power.”  

 Southworth also mentioned José Pemartín, Chief of University and Secondary Education 

of Spain in 1938, who wanted Christian culture and political jurisdiction over Latin America. In 

fact, he saw the conversion of North America to Catholicism as one of the aims of Pan-

Hispanicism. Southworth describes this movement as a way for Franco to extend his power, 

something he could not do in Europe in the way Germany could incorporate German lands into 

the Reich. However, like Hitler, Franco wanted to use the three ties of race, religion, and 

language to rebuild this empire. He utilized the religious tie by having the Primate of Spain reach 

out to the Church of Latin America to turn to Spain. The Spanish primate willing followed 

Franco and lamented the fact that the Latin American countries were independent of Spain.  

However, this maneuver by the Spanish bishops occasioned a backlash from the 

American Church. Professor Francis X. Connelly at Fordham University spoke out against the 
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Spanish hierarchy allowing itself to be used by Franco to erase Latin America and recreate a new 

Spanish America in its place.42 These maneuvers give us a glimpse into the Spanish Church’s 

relations with the Falange and help us understand how Franco wanted to use the Church to build 

ties with Latin America. We also see how the American Church’s reaction to these attempts 

demonstrated the split in the political outlook of the Church worldwide. As will be discussed 

later, the U.S. Church married its efforts to fight fascism with the U.S. government, which had 

been at loggerheads with fascism since the early 1930s.  

To better understand the American Church’s response to the Falange, we should first 

examine the Vatican’s stance against fascism, which gave the U.S. Church a corporate ecclesial 

reason to oppose it. The most famous papal example of attacking fascism comes from Pius XI 

Mit Brennender Sorge (With Burning Concern).43 Although not directed against Spain, it clearly 

denounces fascist beliefs. In the encyclical, the pope addresses the Church’s relations with the 

Nazi Party and provides a window into his thinking on the troubling racial ideology pushed by 

fascism, which ran counter to the multiethnic identity of the Church. But despite what the 

document said, the Vatican nevertheless made agreements with the fascist countries when they 

came to power and welcomed the overtures of Franco and Mussolini.  

In general, the papacy had always attempted to come to an agreement with any reigning 

government. With that as his modus operandi, Pius came to terms with the Nazis because he 

wanted “to secure for Germany the freedom of the Church’s beneficent mission and the salvation 

of the souls in her care.” In other words, in order to take care of German Catholics, the pope 
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willingly worked with the Nazi Government. It is easy to see why the Spanish bishops, simply 

following the papal lead, made the same deal with Franco. In fact, in the pope’s encyclical, he 

recognized he had to make accommodations to protect the Church. He also understood public 

opinion, telling the world that the Church wanted to pursue peace in Germany, thus preventing 

anyone from blaming the Vatican for its breakdown in Europe.  

The encyclical highlights the failure of the Church in securing peace with the Nazis. But 

for Pius, this failure was not the Church’s fault, since he tried to secure peace—as the world 

could see—while in paragraph 4 of the encyclical he lays the blame squarely on the Nazis for the 

current state of affairs. Pius makes it quite clear that if the Nazis had followed the example of the 

Church, there would be no violence. Nonetheless, Pius comes across as a bit self-serving when in 

the very next paragraph of the letter it becomes clear that the Church is speaking out now only 

because of attacks by the Nazis. It appears that the pope is only concerned for the Church and 

will only speak up, for example, when parents’ right to choose how to educate their children is 

questioned. He does not stand up when others outside the Church are attacked. On the other 

hand, he berates the Nazis for exalting race at the expense of the “human community.” He 

accuses them of divinizing race to an “idolatrous level” and perverting “an order of the world 

planned and created by God.”  

Though not directly mentioning Franco, the encyclical cut at the heart of the Spanish 

dictator’s project to recreate a Hispanic empire. The spirit, more than just the words, of the 

encyclical demonstrated that Pius was clearly taking on the Nazi and Franco parties because they 

not only stripped away the Church’s freedom but also attacked the community of races 

established by God. Unfortunately, the pope does not attack Franco directly. But then again, 
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neither Pius nor his successor had cause to directly confront the Falange party. Even though this 

party was fascist and sympathetic to Nazi Germany, it did not exhibit the same anti-Catholic 

tendencies; furthermore, it brought the Catholic Church back into prominence.44  

As for the U.S. government, along with fighting against European fascism, it was 

motivated to keep Spain on the other side of the Atlantic because of America’s long-held 

interests, best represented by the eighteenth century Monroe Doctrine. The government was 

determined to keep Europe out of the Western Hemisphere. For this reason, the U.S. reacted 

strongly against any European-style fascist maneuvers in Latin America. An examination of the 

U.S. press at the time shows that the government believed it was fighting an active fascist threat 

south of the border. The major newspapers also reported on moves made by the Axis countries to 

gain a foothold in Latin America and speculated that Franco would publicly join their efforts. For 

example, The New York Times, on April 1, 1939, ran a story covering the opening sessions of the 

annual meeting of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. Dr. David Efron, a 

native of Argentina, in his speech to the body expressed his belief that the support of Franco by 

the “Fascist axis” was a “first step in a well-laid-out program of Germany and Italy for 

‘conquest’ of South America.”45 He argued that Franco dreamed of a Spanish empire under 

Hitler and Mussolini. Additionally, he claimed that the Axis had a base in Peru, in striking 

distance of the Panama Canal. To back up this claim, he reported that in 1914 Germany obtained 

extra-territorial rights in Peru over Malabrigo, which lies only a few hours from the canal. He 

went on further to describe the Axis threat and told the Academy that the tactics employed in 

Spain in support of Franco by the Axis powers were now being used in Latin America.  
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For many in the U.S. who saw that Germany and Italy had already started building their 

empires, Latin America seemed the logical place for Franco to put into action his own imperial 

schemes. The New York Times wrote about others in the U.S. that were trying to quell this fear. 

One of those was Bishop Ryan, who had completed a six-week trip to the region. He believed 

that the Latin Republics, and by extension the U.S., had little to fear from Nazi propaganda. He 

thought that the fascist’s only way into Latin America was through economic relationships and 

that fascist political penetration of that area was unlikely. Nevertheless, to stem any possibility 

that Latin America would fall to Franco, the bishop wanted to use his ecclesial connections with 

the Hispanic Church to build a bridge of Pan-American unity, ensuring that any problems that 

might arise could be handled.46 The bishop clearly was acting as an ambassador, taking the 

initiative to extend an American presence in Latin America and to their Churches to stop the 

spread of Nazism or the Falange.  

In a similar manner, The New York Times reported later in the year that at a Pax Romana 

conference Bishop Francis Kelley of Oklahoma City called for the American Churches to better 

understand each other. Kelley argued that the American Church did not have a true 

understanding of the Latin American Churches, which led the conference to created a committee, 

the Catholic Bureau for Inter-American Collaboration, to exchange faculty and students between 

the different regions.47 The idea to strengthen spiritual ties between North and South America 

received support from Professor Joseph Thorning at the first Conference of Spiritual Inter-

Americanism of the Inter-American Federation of Catholic Seminars. He advised Nelson 
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Rockefeller that his Inter-American Committee’s effort to improve relations with Latin America 

would fail if it did not have a spiritual element.48    

 This fostering of better ties between the U.S. and Latin American Catholic Churches took 

place against the backdrop of growing, warm relations between the worldwide Church and the 

United States. At the highest levels of their governments, President Roosevelt and Pope Pius XII, 

the immediate successor to Pius XI, wrote to each other before and during the war years. On 

March 16, 1940, the pope sent a letter to Roosevelt thanking him for sending a personal 

representative, Myron C. Taylor, a very old presidential friend, to the Vatican. In the letter, Pius 

sees Roosevelt as a restorer of peace. The pope also believed that the representative from 

America demonstrated a way for the Church to have a role in reestablishing peaceful 

international relations. Apparently, just the presence of Taylor brought encouragement to the 

papacy, and new possibilities opened up for Pius.  

The next letter from the pope to the President, dated August 22, 1940, calls for peace and 

conveyed his belief that the president of the U.S. was providing powerful support to the Catholic 

Church. This letter clearly shows that the Church of Rome felt a warm relationship with the U.S. 

Pius began this possible alliance couched in Christian terms about establishing a peace by God’s 

grace. These letters contrast starkly with the encyclical that Pius XI wrote to the German 

Catholics, in which a peaceful and common Christian conversation with the Reich could not take 

place. The letters show the pope clearly understood that the Vatican needed a champion in the 

U.S. President. As much as Franco restored and maintained the Spanish Church, he was still a 

friend of Hitler, its persecutor. 
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 In his letter to Pius dated October 1, 1940, Roosevelt used the same type of Christian 

language that the pope earlier invoked, stating, “that peace as Your Holiness conceives it must be 

based upon the re-establishment of Christian law and doctrine.” This Christian law would be the 

guiding principle on how free men and states would govern themselves. Spiritual freedom, the 

president wrote to the pope, would become a necessary part of their common goal.49 We find in 

this correspondence a pope who sees a kindred spirit in America and the president shoring up a 

possible ally before the war. Roosevelt pursued this alliance because he knew how large and 

important the Catholic Church was in the world and how useful it would be to be on good terms 

with the spiritual leader of so many Latin Americans.   

 In one of the more ironic twists in the history of the American Church, after years of 

struggling with supposed communists in Mexico from the 1920s to the early 1930s, now in the 

late 1930s and 1940s the Church saw that it had to deal with a new and different threat just 

across the border. This time the Church feared a fascist dictator taking control. This new fascist 

threat splashed across the front pages of the American press as the war in Europe progressed, 

eventually pulling in the United States. The Washington Post, in an August 18, 1940 article 

entitled “Mexico a Second Spain,” claimed that General Juan Andreu Almazan resembled 

another General—General Francisco Franco. Like Franco, who began his bid outside Spain in 

Morocco, Almazan began his race to power in a radio address outside Mexico in Havana, 

Cuba.50 
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The Post article quoted the Spanish language newspaper El Popular arguing that 

Almazan was an enemy of democracy. The writer, Betty Kirk, reminded her readers that much 

like Franco, Almazan fought against communism. Continuing its comparison of Almazan to 

Franco, the paper told its readers the Spaniard found support from the Catholic Church and the 

large landowners, whose power previously had been shorn. The article argued that Almazan was 

pursuing a path similar to Franco’s and was even in the same position as Franco had been to take 

power as he had the backing of the Church. Like Franco, he promised the Church that he could 

“restore its power and reopen Church schools.” He also claimed to have most of the Army and 

the land-owning class backing him. He even had a large popular following as shown by previous 

elections. If in his bid for power he could not get support from the U.S., his spokesman said he 

would find allies wherever they presented themselves. 

 On the other hand, the Post article stated that Almazan was publically an anti-Nazi and 

accused his opponents of being in their pay. Nevertheless, the article also argued that a large part 

of his following was sympathetic to the Spanish Falange. Regrettably, to complicate matters, no 

one knew his views on the party or Franco. The group that defined Franco’s foreign policy, 

referred to only as ABC, released a picture titled “The future President of Mexico is a Friend of 

the Caudillo,” which implied that the Falange saw Almazan as their leader in Mexico. ABC 

claimed that the reconstruction of Mexico would proceed along the same lines as that in Spain. 

Despite Almazan stating that he was against the Nazi party, this was how supposedly Hitler 

would make his entrance into Mexico. He would use the Falange as a spearhead.    	

 The Washington Post author made it quite clear that the Falange in Mexico operated as a 

front for totalitarian parties, which had strong ties to the Catholic Church and the moneyed 
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Spanish colonists. The Falange presented itself as a sympathetic force that wanted to move into 

the heart of Catholic Latin America. Although the Falange was technically banned in Mexico, its 

newspaper, Boletin de Unidad, proclaimed that Latin America should be spiritually re-conquered 

by Spain, while calling for the destruction of Anglo-Saxon influence. While Almazan, the article 

goes on, may not be a fascist, some of his supporters were, and if he fails them, the party will 

find another person to back. The article proclaimed that due to the confusion that Mexico is 

facing—like Spain before Franco—anything could happen and the Falange might seize power in 

the Almazan camp and give it over to the fascist cause.51   

 The newspaper wanted to imply that since the Church benefited in Franco’s Spain, it 

obviously supported a fascist Mexico. It went further, not only identifying the Church with the 

Falange but also connecting Catholicism to the regime in Berlin. This attachment was forged 

despite the fact that the Roman Pontiff, as we have seen, publicly chided the Nazi Reich in 1937. 

The article tied the Church with America’s enemy without looking at the full diplomatic situation 

just before the war. The press clearly did not take into account the relationship between the 

Vatican and Hitler. Additionally, whereas individual Catholics may have been supporters of the 

Falange in Mexico, The Washington Post could not quote a single bishop in support of Almazan 

or the fascists. 

 Not only were the Nazis trying to infiltrate Mexico, but also, much further south in 

Bolivia, they were trying to do the same thing just before the U.S. entered the war in 1942. The 

Dallas Morning News promoted the idea of the Nazis being in that Latin America country. 52 It 

reported that the Marquis of Aguiar, Don Manuel De Ausgtin, a representative of Spanish 
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monarchical and Catholic parties, had claimed Nazi agents were using the fascist Falange party 

to operate inside the country. He based his belief on the fact that the German minister in the 

country was persona non grata and that the government had declared a state of siege because 

they believed German agents were creating “a state of agitation.” He blamed this increase in 

Nazi activity on Hans Hellerman, who had entered Mexico from Spain. His arrival had worried 

Bolivia but also Mexico, Cuba, and Guatemala.53 This assumption by the Marquis was 

apparently quite logical, since Hellerman had led the Nazi Party in Barcelona in 1936.54  

 These fears of fascism entering the Americas through the Church in Latin America were 

in response to the practical measures taken by Franco on November 2, 1940 to spread the 

Falange. One of the concrete steps in this project to promote his party was to construct a grand 

Council of Hispandid; its goal was to bring the Hispanic world under Spanish control. By 

January 7, 1941, this council started to take form and included, in its initial 74 members, 

intellectuals and representatives of the Catholic Church. One of the first acts of the council was 

to invite about twenty Spanish Americans that had shown interest in the Falange party. The 

group did not consist of any leading figures except for José de la Riva Agüero, a one-time Prime 

Minister of Peru.55  

The group intended for the Hispanic nations to establish “Hispanic ideals,” and one of 

those ideals was to nurture Catholicism. Franco and the party wanted to turn back the clock to 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, purifying Spain, and by extension, Latin America of 
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such alien ideas as communism and democracy. Along with the Spanish-speaking countries, his 

plan included both Portugal and Brazil. If that were not enough, the Hispandid movement had 

aims that went beyond Latin America and included the goal of converting the world to 

Catholicism. This ambitious idea obviously never came to pass, and even though the Falange 

party experienced some popularity in Latin America during and immediately after the Spanish 

Civil War, it eventually faded.  

 Eventually, those Latin American groups that once had aligned with the Falange party 

turned their backs on it both because of its promotion of an empire and its treatment of the 

party’s Republican enemies after the Spanish Civil War. The Falange also had to fight against 

national politicians that felt free to denounce it, like the Uruguayan statesmen, Pedro Manini y 

Ríos, a leading candidate for president until a coup d’état. In fact, by January 1942 what support 

the party had in South America was withering away. Finally, Hispandid—the underlying idea 

behind the Falange—never really caught on in Latin America, so, for example, Argentina 

showed little support for the Falange outside of certain clergy and a few lay members.  

The clergy in Argentina that did want to strengthen the Hispanic tradition by reviving 

Catholicism and Spanish morality only wanted to do so up to a point, with a few notable 

exceptions, like the Archbishop of Salta, who completely embraced Hispandid. This particular 

hierarch went so far as to take the initiative and call a Congress of Hispandid with 

representatives from Spain, Portugal, and other Latin American countries. Yet, he was outside 

the mainstream. Despite the fact that some Catholics in Colombia supported Hispandid, no one 

from the hierarchy attached their names to it. In the end, the project of a united Spanish world 

found little general support, and only a few clergy seemed to back the Falange—despite the 
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party’s implicit promise to combat Protestantism. Eventually, Franco’s hoped-for project seems 

to have stalled by 1942.56 

 Although there are a few examples of Falange supporters, a closer look at the social 

politics of the time shows that even Spanish citizens in Mexico actively struggled against 

Franco’s party. The New York Times reported on a committee of Spaniards established to 

convince others in their community to support Mexico and “be on guard against ‘pernicious 

propaganda’ from Franco.” Along with the anti-Falange work done by these Spaniards, the 

Mexican writer Pedro Gringoire argued against the Falange holding a “monopoly on 

‘Hispanidad’ or Spanish cultural tradition.”57 He went even further and linked the Falange’s 

doctrine to Hitler’s ideology. The Times article also argued that these anti-Falange activities took 

on a particular significance because of a Falange secret agent working under German orders that 

had been recently arrested. This move by the Falange, the article argued, had led many Catholics 

to repudiate the party but still embrace what they considered a “true Hispanidad”— a Spanish 

tradition without fascism or Franco.58  

 While the popular press may have argued that Hitler and Franco were in lock step, this 

may not have been the case at all. The “Weekly Intelligence Report” issued on January 10, 1941 

by the Naval Intelligence Division of the British Navy, argued quite the contrary. It reported in 

its political section that Spain apparently refused to accept Nazi control or partial occupation. 

Additionally, Spain was supported by the Portuguese, who convinced Franco to “oppose German 
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intervention in any form.”59 Because of this, the report mentioned a possible German invasion of 

Spain to secure Gibraltar and close the western end of the Mediterranean. Also, by invading, the 

Germans could take over Spanish and Portuguese ports and intensify the blockade of Great 

Britain. The British also commented on the fact that the political attitude of Spain toward 

Germany was unfavorable at that point in time. Furthermore, the report mentioned how the 

Spanish were working with the British by trying to satisfy Spanish claims to Tangier, despite the 

fact that the Germans opposed this and were subjecting the Spanish to heavy pressure. For the 

Germans, a successful diplomatic outcome between the Spanish and British would have been a 

huge setback.60 

 However, the British report dealt with Latin America as a whole and warned that there 

was “continual evidence that agents of Germany, Italy, Vichy and the Spanish Falange in Latin 

America have orders to collaborate against Great Britain and the United States.” Interestingly, 

there is no distinction made between Germany and the Spanish Falange in Latin America, even 

though the report goes into detail about the issues the two were having in Europe. However, in 

Latin America they were apparently working towards the same goal. Despite the fact that Axis 

agents were in the field, apparently they were not very successful in gaining allies in Latin 

America. This is highlighted by the fact, as the British claimed in the report, Argentina was 

considered a friend of the British. The report concludes its analysis of Argentina by stating that 

its entire press is behind the British. Yet, this widespread support of Great Britain, the 
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government of Argentina did not take any definite steps that would cause them to lose their 

neutral status.61  

 Even though Latin America may not have been open to Franco, the U.S. Church still felt 

concerned. The New York Times on September 23, 1941 confirmed evidence of the spies working 

in Latin America referred to in the British report.62 It reported a Falange agent, Pablo Rodriquez 

Valiente, was working in Mexico before being deported to Cuba. The article made sure to 

connect the Spanish party to the Gestapo and point out that the Falange received some financial 

backing from the Nazi party. It also explained that the Falange received some support from the 

Mexican upper class and the Catholic Church because of its fight against communism. The paper 

also argued that after 1940, Franco and the Falange were under the thumb of the Nazi party. In 

other words, the Church’s support of the Falange showed by association it was in league with the 

Gestapo. The paper did not conclude that the Catholic Church originally sided with the Falange 

to fight the perceived greater enemy, communism. This association of the Church and fascism is 

made even more damning, since the article proclaims that the Falange is the main instrument for 

fascist propaganda in Mexico.63  

 While the American Church worked in Latin America during the war to stem fascism, the 

Church also worked with Franco in order to stifle the main threat, Hitler’s Nazism. In March 

1943, Archbishop Spellman of New York traveled to Spain to meet with Franco and noted in his 

diary that he had “done more for good relations between Spain and the U.S.A. in 24 hours than 

any other in a period of months.” Spellman wanted to take the sting out of associating with 
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Franco by breaking the dictator’s ties to Hitler. The Archbishop even claimed to get an 

admission from Franco that Germany could not win.64 Spellman seemed to have realized the 

fastest and easiest way to handle the Falange problem in Latin America was for the Catholic 

Church, through its connections in Spain, to convince Franco and his party to sever their 

association with Hitler and Nazi Germany, the true enemy. This preserved Franco and his 

reinstitution of the Church, while eliminating any possible Falange problem in Latin America at 

its source in Spain. 

 The meeting between Franco and Spellman also demonstrated that the highest levels of 

the U.S. government, Vatican, and U.S. Catholic Church cooperated to mitigate the fascist threat. 

Along with those meetings, on November 22, 1942, Ernest Lindley wrote in the Washington Post 

that Pope Pius XII, when still Cardinal Pacelli, the Papal Secretary of State, expressed his 

support for American ways when he made his famous tour of the U.S.65 After Pacelli’s ascension 

in 1939, Roosevelt and the new pope exchanged Christmas greetings and a commitment to 

peace. The U.S. Catholic Church followed the lead of Pius and released a statement in 1942 

accusing the Nazi or Fascist party of creating a “slave world.” The American bishops not only 

put out statements but also tried to come to a common position with the Latin American bishops. 

They were doing this to combat the image that the Spanish Falange used to portray the U.S. as 

“mercenary pagans.” The American bishops lead the way in better relations with an inter-

American seminar, so the Church could bring together the different Catholic social programs in 

the Western Hemisphere. This event helped to show the Catholic hierarchy in Latin America that 

there was a vital Catholic presence in the U.S.  
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The Post article reported that by 1942 the Falange had started to lose the Church’s 

support even in Spain because of the party’s blatant Nazism. The bishops of the Spanish Church 

resented the fact that the party was trying to gain control of its schools and the lesser clergy 

despised the opportunistic tendency of party members.66 This appears to be an ironic turn of 

events for the Falange because of their turn away from Germany on account of its own heavy-

handed tactics. Yet, it demonstrates that the Falange never really posed much of a threat to the 

U.S. in its hemisphere, since Franco was never that united to Germany. However, one should not 

downplay the efforts of the U.S. government and Church to stop the party’s attempt to recreate a 

Spanish empire.  

 Not only do scholars take issue with the Church working with fascists before and during 

the war. They also heavily criticize the Church’s apparent collusion with fascism after 1945. 

When hostilities ended, the Church, counter to good sense, apparently kept ties to the defeated 

fascist movements in Europe as demonstrated by its actions after the war. This activity colors 

what they did or did not do during the actual war to support the Falange and fascism in general. 

For example, one of the Church’s most inexcusable actions under Pius XII was to smuggle 

fascist war criminals to Latin America. In 1946, the Argentinian President Juan Domingo Perón, 

the Argentine Catholic Church, and the Vatican during secret talks in Rome planned the flight of 

French Collaborators and Croatian Ustashi. Even though there does not appear to be any Spanish 

or Falangist ties in this arrangement, these actions paint the church in an unfavorable light. These 

arrangements give the impression that the Church may have supported the Falange or fascists far 

more than it actually did and that any anti-fascists activities the Church took were half-hearted, 
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or worse, just for show. As anyone might ask, if the Church did not support fascism, why would 

they have moved war criminals out of Europe? Unfortunately, these war criminals found a way 

out of Europe and escaped justice due to the Church. However, the Church was not the only 

group taking in ex-fascist, and the U.S government helped a fair share of them leave Europe.67  

  One of the final issues to consider in looking at a Church-fascist alliance during the war 

is how important the Church was in the equation. For example, Perón, a colonel at the time in the 

Argentinian military, in a secret GOU (Group of United Officers) manifesto expressed in 1943 

the idea of creating a pro-Nazi alliance with Paraguay, Bolivia, and Chile to offset Brazil and its 

alliance with U.S. While this demonstrates an Axis operations inside South America, it 

concerned mainly Germany’s involvement, not Spain’s, or by extension, the Church’s. In fact, 

the official Church would have had little to do with a German-Argentinean alliance.68 However, 

looking backward through history, one could see the Falange being linked to this situation, since 

they collaborated and received aid from the Nazis, while the Catholic Church fell under an 

umbrella of guilt by association, since they benefitted in Spain from Franco’s rise to power.   

In the end, the relationship between the Church in Latin America and the Falange was 

ambiguous. One reason was that the Catholic Churches of Spain and the U.S. actively courted its 

support, both trying to find a way to sway the hearts and minds of the people. The Falange 

swayed some of the Latin American hierarchy and a small part of its population—but not a large 

part of the clergy or the average layman. From the secondary literature, it does not appear that 

fascism had any real hold. In fact, the U.S. government and Church may have invented a fascist 

problem. Nonetheless, by 1942 the efforts by Franco’s party to extend its sphere of influence to 
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the new world had run out of steam. The former Spanish colonies wanted no part of Franco’s 

reestablish Spanish empire. The only support that the party had came from the landowners and 

descendants of Spanish immigrants. Additionally, the fact that the pope confronted the Nazis 

shows that the Falange never had a chance of being a serious ally of the Church. In fact, the 

Church in Spain started to distance itself from the party in the early 1940s. 

 On the other side of the equation, the American Church responded aggressively to the 

threat of a possible Falange takeover of the Latin America Church to save it from European 

fascism. The American bishops did this by actively courting their Latin American counterparts 

through good-will gestures. This became a contest between the U.S. and Spanish Churches that 

mirrored in some way the Axis/Allies contest in the region. This gave the U.S. Church a chance 

to show that it had common religious ties to the region and to entice the two churches to create 

closer bonds. The U.S. government used the Church as a conduit to show a friendly America to 

the region, not just a place from which Protestants originated to convert native Catholics. 

However, the actions of the Church after the war call into question what exactly it did during the 

war. Further study of the Church as part of the larger campaign of the U.S. to recruit Latin 

American countries as allies should harvest interesting findings. The different institutions and 

peoples, and the fact that the worldwide Church does not speak with one voice, should give 

historians much to study, since many voices in the American Church spoke out so loudly against 

Europe’s fascism.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO  
 

FRANCO AND MUSSOLINI 
 
 

The Roman Catholic Church has been severely criticized by many scholars, including 

John Cornwell and Uki Goñi, for extolling and supporting fascism during the 1920s, 1930s, and 

1940s. By simple association, the American Catholic Church stands accused of the same charge. 

The American Church is rightly taken to task for not opposing Nazi policies and for not helping 

the Jews. The Church had plenty of opportunity to act but did not, despite the Nazis repeated 

disregard of all their agreements with the Church, including the 1933 Concordat. Many scholars, 

like Cornwell, argue that the Church refused to vigorously oppose the Nazis and supported 

Franco and Mussolini so that Catholicism, despite fascism’s inhuman policies, could maintain 

and even increase its power in Europe. An investigation as to why the American Church, 

independent of the pope and the European Church, rallied around fascist leaders such as 

Francisco Franco and Benito Mussolini helps to explain this support and, as the first two chapters 

of this study have shown, proves that the American Church was far more concerned with the 

welfare of the worldwide Church than collaborating with fascism. In other words, the Church 

had no particular affection for fascism; instead, it tried to use fascist leaders to protect itself.  

Unfortunately, due to this faulty thinking, many in the Church accepted a marriage of 

convenience with fascism instead of resisting an ideology that would be responsible for the death 

of millions. The fact that so many Catholics decided to support fascism is stunning, since at the 

same time they were arguing for democracy in the Western hemisphere. However, when 

studying the American Church’s culpability in accepting and even praising Franco and 
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Mussolini, that culpability must be seen in light of their belief that the fascist dictators were 

protecting European Churches against communism. The American Church did not agree with 

fascism, as this study will continue to show, but democracy in Europe did not present itself as a 

viable solution.  

Two factors must be examined to understand the position of the American Church. The 

first is that the Catholic Church has never developed a coherent political theology. In fact, Jesus 

had little to say about politics beyond telling Pontius Pilate in John 18:36 that “my kingdom is 

not of this world.”1 Second, during the Church’s first 300 years, it had relatively little interaction 

with the political powers of the time. In reality, the early Church tried to avoid the Roman state 

that periodically tried to annihilate it. This changed when, in 313, the Emperor Constantine made 

Christianity the religion of the Roman Empire. These two instances summarize the story of the 

Catholic Church’s two-thousand-year history of living in varying degrees of comfort with 

different political establishments, sometimes in official favor and sometimes not. Yet, for much 

of that history, the bishops had to worry about limiting the state’s interference in the Church’s 

internal life. The Papal States in Italy represented the only Catholic theocracy in history, and it 

existed only at the pleasure of the great European states, which would periodically take that 

autonomy away from the pope.  

Because the Church has no established political theology, it has adapted itself to work 

with monarchies, dictatorships, republics, and democracies. Sometimes these relationships 

benefitted the Church and had a major influence on the direction of Europe; at other times, the 
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Church served as little more than an extension of state power with political leaders using it as a 

lever to control the people.  

However, in many instances, the personality and the ability of a strong bishop or pope 

buttressed the power of the institution and determined events in the wider world.2 On the other 

hand, a weak bishop or pope revealed how little influence the Church had and how easily kings 

or politicians could control it. As a result, with no real political direction to follow, but with a 

desire to protect and enhance the Church, the American Catholic bishops found political allies in 

the new European conservative movement led by Mussolini and Franco. The bishops saw a 

chance to control events using the dictators. Unfortunately, the fascists proved themselves poor 

political allies, since they took every opportunity to suppress the Church and her members when 

the Church was no longer necessary. Yet, for a time the American Church wanted to help her 

European sisters and believed fascism presented the only option. Nonetheless, many other voices 

in the American Church argued stridently against this alliance.    

Despite fascism’s extreme form of nationalism based on malicious racial theories and its 

destruction of the established European political order, the fascists promised to restore the 

Church to the privileged position it once held and to protect it from atheistic communism. 

Fascism presented the American Church with the belief that its European counterparts would 

both survive the communist onslaught and once again thrive in Europe. In pursuit of these 

government-bestowed privileges and benefits promised by Franco and Mussolini, for a time the 

American and European Catholic Churches, through the work of Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, 

believed they could come to some kind of accommodation with fascism in general and, more 
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dangerously, with Hitler in particular.3 Eventually, Hitler and his regime proved how 

incompatible Catholicism and fascism truly were as he campaigned to silence and imprison 

Church officials. The most famous example of trying to silence the German Church was the Nazi 

campaign against the famous Bishop Augustus von Galen of Münster, who forcefully spoke out 

against the Nazi euthanasia program.  

Scholars have done a significant amount of work on the relationship between the Italian, 

Spanish and German Catholic Churches and fascism. Especially since the turn of this century, 

scholarship has delved into the relationship between fascism and those Churches. For example, 

John Cornwell in Hitler’s Pope (2000) extensively treats the relationship between Hitler and Pius 

XII. He asserts that one of Pius XII’s many errors was to strip the German Church of its 

autonomy, forcing many of the members of the German hierarchy to bow to Nazi pressure. 

Consequently, he argues that Pius essentially helped the Nazis eliminate at least one native 

organization that could have stopped the German dictator—unlike the German bishops in the 

1870s who politically battled Otto von Bismarck and eventually came to an accommodation that 

preserved the independence of the German Church.4 Cornwell does a thorough job in his analysis 

and his conclusions are well reasoned and difficult to dispute. Pius did the Church a great 

disservice by attempting to concentrate all of its power in the Vatican. Yet, Cornwell writes as if 
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the pope was the only significant actor in the Church. This dissertation acknowledges how 

powerful Pius was but argues that other members of the Catholic hierarchy at this time also 

played significant roles.   

David Kertzer’s book, The Pope and Mussolini (2014), argues that most of the Italian 

Church hierarchy, which was primarily concerned with finally making peace with the Italian 

state and integrating the Church into the broader society—despite Mussolini punishing it when it 

stepped out of line—undercut the efforts of Pius XI. At the end of Pius’ life, he saw the dangers 

of fascism and tried to speak out, only to be prevented from doing so by his subordinates, 

including the future Pius XII (Eugenio Pacelli.) The refusal of the Church to speak out against 

Mussolini, Kertzer argues, contributed to the horrors of World War II, something the Church 

could possibly have mitigated had it acted earlier.5 Kertzer definitely adds to our understanding 

of the role Pius XII ultimately played in fascism’s rise to power. In order to do that however, he 

portrays Pius XI as a manic personality prone to outbursts who was controlled by those around 

him. By doing this, he shows that other bishops, beside the pope, controlled the fate of the 

Church. 

Antony Beevor’s The Battle for Spain: The Spanish Civil War, 1936-1939 (2006) shows 

that the Spanish Catholic Church generally supported Franco’s Nationalist forces in the hope of 

stopping the supposed republic’s communist-inspired takeover. Furthermore, Beevor gives a 

thorough overview of how the rest of the democratic, fascist, and communist worlds became 

involved in the Spanish Civil War and tried to influence it.6  
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However, in constructing their histories, these scholars barely—if at all—mention the 

American Catholic Church and its relationship with both the European Churches and fascism. In 

particular, Cardinal Francis Spellman became extremely involved in the U.S. government’s 

foreign affairs concerning Spain and Italy. His involvement, ignored by Cornwell, Kertzer, and 

Beevor, is covered in depth throughout this dissertation.  

Concentrating solely on the European Churches in the years up to and during World War 

II and the Holocaust does a disservice to the American Church, because in many ways it acted 

quite differently than the Catholic Churches across the ocean. Unlike European Catholicism, 

which served generally homogeneous populations, a multitude of different ethnicities crowded 

the American pew, including, among many others, the Irish, Italians, and Polish. Additionally, 

American Catholics generally came from poorer immigrant families struggling to make a life in 

America. In traditional Catholic countries, people came from across a broad economic spectrum 

not just from the economic bottom. Furthermore, the American Church was much younger than 

its European counterparts and had a strong presence in only certain sections of the country, 

primarily in the major cities of the Northeast, the Midwest, and large areas of the Southwest.  

Yet, the most obvious distinction between Catholics in European Catholic countries and 

America was that American Catholics lived in a Protestant country, a country that at times 

loathed its existence. Because the U.S. Church lived in a Protestant land, it did not have a history 

of involvement and influence in civil society like her European counterparts. The U.S. Church 

also never had avowedly Catholic leaders in the country’s political and economic life, unlike 

European countries that had lay members of the Church as political leaders or monarchs. In fact, 

many U.S. political and social groups, such as the Know Nothings and the Ku Klux Klan, made 
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it their mission to keep Catholics out of America’s political life. Protestants had nourished their 

anti-Catholic feelings since the establishment of the American colonies. One only has to pick up 

a newspaper for the first hundred years of the country’s existence to see that Protestants saw 

Catholics as an anti-democratic, alien force from the Old World controlled by a far-away Italian 

prince.  

These differences between European and American Catholicism demand that historians 

give the U.S. Catholic Church separate treatment from its European counterparts. Stemming 

from its unique situation, the American Church developed its own reasons and narrative for 

supporting or decrying Mussolini and Franco that deserve the attention of historians. Discovering 

and detailing this history would provide a better and more nuanced understanding of what 

Catholic Americans and Catholics outside of Europe thought about the events happening before 

and during World War II.  

In spite of the attempts of Protestant America to exclude Catholics from public life, the 

1920s and 1930s nevertheless saw the beginning of a real rise of American Catholic political 

power in the United States. Part of this rise was the consequence of the Church eventually 

denouncing fascism to the U.S. public and government, which enabled American bishops to 

begin demonstrating real political power which culminated in the election of John F. Kennedy 

fifteen years after the war. This demonstration became all that more powerful because of the 

massive growth in the American Catholic population and lay Catholic political involvement. 

Finally, during this period, American bishops began to determine the politics of major American 

cities and consequently influenced the politics of the nation. Today, the American Catholic vote 

is a powerful force in national, regional and local elections.  
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With the goal of ensuring the place of the European Church in European society, and 

seeing no democratic alternative to communism, many American Catholic bishops gladly 

endorsed the fascist regimes of Mussolini’s Italy in the early 1920s and, in the late 1930s, 

Franco’s Spain. However, historian Philip Gleason has argued that this pro-Fascist stance, 

especially in regard to the Spanish Civil War, put those bishops at odds with other Americans. 

For example, many American liberals criticized Catholics because of their vocal support for 

Italy, Germany, and Spain. They attacked the Church publicly for praising the work of Mussolini 

and Franco in rebuilding their countries, going so far as to accuse the bishops of being “in 

league” with the fascist political movement. Some liberals thought that the Church would 

eventually suffer a backlash in America due to this support.7 What is missing in Gleason’s work 

is that he does not identify any of the Catholic bishops that the liberals attacked, nor does he 

discuss those bishops who did come out against fascism. He does make, however, a strong case 

that the Catholic Church as a whole found itself out of step with those Americans who supported 

democracy and were considered liberal and educated. Yet, the Church was in step with a 

majority of the American public who supported the dictators before the war. Thus, it appears that 

the position of the Church was much closer to the country’s mood than to the mood of the liberal 

minority. 

Despite the criticism leveled by liberals at the U.S. bishops for supporting fascism, plenty 

of other non-Catholic Americans joined in praising Franco and Mussolini. As the scholar John P. 

Diggins wrote, “businessmen . . . waxed rhapsodic over Il Duce as the proper antidote to 

Bolshevism; the poet Ezra Pound . . . wrote paeans to the Italian strongman crushing the creature 
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of capitalism . . . [and] managerial idealist[s] . . . extolled Mussolini as the ideal industrial 

executive.”8 Diggins showed that a true cross section of America fell under the spell of 

Mussolini and his project to revive Italy. Much like many Catholics in the U.S., many other 

Americans saw that Mussolini represented a bulwark against communism, the great threat to 

U.S. democracy. He further contends that Americans across the political spectrum chose to see 

Mussolini in ways that fit their own expectations. In the early days of fascism, the dictator made 

this possible since this new political philosophy possessed an “amorphous nature,” and the 

Italian tyrant could present himself in different ways to suit different audiences.9 Diggins’ work, 

while an example of older scholarship, helps to shed light on the political culture in which 

American Catholicism found itself.  

 Initially, however, the American Church did not always choose fascism in the face of 

communism as it did in Spain. As discussed in Chapter One, the alleged persecution of Catholics 

in Mexico by revolutionaries and possible communist leftists in the 1910s, 1920s and 1930s 

show that the American Catholic Church did support democracy. Yet, when Spain was 

supposedly under communist-inspired leftist control the Church in America did not campaign for 

Spanish democracy. On the surface, Mexico and Spain’s fight against the supposed communists 

share some similarities, including violent battlefield confrontations. The bishops though decided 

on two different courses of action in Mexico and Spain. In the minds of the U.S. bishops, Franco 

was fighting the communist Republic and restoring the Church, which led them to embrace 

fascism for Spain. Yet, Mexican Catholics, who were openly fighting their supposed communist 
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government—the Cristeros being the most famous example of this—did not win the support of 

the American bishops. A couple of possible reasons for this appear to be the lack of a compelling 

nationalist figure in Mexico and the reluctance of the U.S. government to allow its citizens to 

advocate for armed partisans in a conflict so close to home. Nevertheless, since Mexico was the 

U.S.’s immediate neighbor, the U.S. Church nonetheless did advocate for democratic and 

American ideas south of the border, which they could do with out having to support an armed 

conflict.  

One possible motivation for the U.S. Church to involve itself in Mexico was the anti-

Catholic laws that had been on the books in Mexico since the 1910s. Since these supposedly 

communist laws were originally never really enforced, the U.S. bishops did not take an active 

interest in combating them. This changed with the election of Elías Calles as the Mexican 

president in 1924. Under his administration, Mexico started to aggressively enforce anti-Church 

legislation.10 In 1926, the American bishops as a body complained of this persecution and 

offered their sympathies to the persecuted. They issued a pastoral letter to U.S. citizens detailing 

the situation and accused the Mexican government of trading democracy for despotism. Most 

alarmingly of all, they claimed that Calles wanted to export his war on religion to the U.S. To 

support their contention, the bishops reported that the Mexican government was prohibiting all 

religious teaching, restricting places of worship and suppressing religious publications.11 Prelates 

exiled to the U.S. from Mexico complained that they were “victims of the cruelest religious 

persecution of modern times.” They blamed the persecution on “both the laws passed and the 
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inhuman application of them.” Because of the opposition of the Mexican bishops and the desire 

to see the Church removed from public life, in the 1920s the Mexican government even blamed 

some of its own bishops with inciting armed insurrection, giving them the choice of a trial for 

treason or exile.12 

The American Church tried different tactics in order to pressure the U.S. government into 

action. One was through the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic lay fraternal organization, which 

laid out the case to President Roosevelt that Catholics were being persecuted in Mexico. The 

Knights proved ineffective in persuading the president, and when they asked Roosevelt to 

confront Mexico over the persecution, he declined.13 Despite this lack of success, the persecution 

of the Church by presumed communists led the bishops to fully support democracy in Mexico in 

their words and actions, offering supporters of the Church a way to combat Calles. Additionally, 

the Mexican persecution provided a way for the U.S. Church to prove to other Americans how 

supportive of democracy the Church could be.  

Unfortunately, as discussed in recent scholarship and in the body of this work, this drive 

to support American ideas did not extend across the Atlantic. The American Church chose to 

forego democracy for fascism, especially in Spain and Italy, in its attempts to defend the Church 

in Europe. Yet, in the beginning, the strongmen of Europe made supporting them an easy 

decision when they lavished the Church with special attention and political consideration. One 

wonders if the Church had received this kind of support from a viable fascist in Mexico if it 

would have provided this same kind of initial support. While we can ask this question, 
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nonetheless, what we actually see is the Catholic Church in America aggressively advocating for 

the American way of life, not fascism, in Mexico. 

Despite their actions towards Mexico, the American bishops freely came to the decision 

to support fascism rather than democracy in Catholic Spain and Italy for a variety of motives. 

From the American Catholic perspective, the Church’s clergy and lay members had positive 

reasons to do so. For one, the two European fascist dictators actively campaigned for American 

Catholic support. They also began their reign by restoring the position of the Church in their 

countries, stopped the supposed communist persecutions, seemed to give a sense of order to their 

nations and seemed to represent a bulwark against atheism. A 1939 article in The Chicago Daily 

Tribune reinforced this last idea by reminding readers after Franco’s victory that Stalin had once 

predicted Spain would be the first communist country in Western Europe and that the atheistic 

minority “had seized power.”14 General Franco’s victory kept Stalin out of Spain and saved the 

country’s Catholic Church, which elevated him in the minds of many Catholics. The anti-

communist stand also helped the Spanish fascists win the backing of some non-Catholic 

Americans.15  

Not everyone in the U.S. Church supported the fascist dictators; some vocalized their 

distaste for the new fascist regimes. Msgr. John A. Ryan stood out as one of Catholicism’s most 

vocal critics of the Spanish Church’s alliance with fascism, yet his stance against the ideology 

came with a caveat: to stop communism, he would support fascism. As this chapter will detail in 
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the following pages, this fight inside American Catholicism became quite vicious between its 

members and various Catholic print publications. This pre-war era presents a Church with its 

members arguing not only with other Americans, but also with themselves.  

 Interestingly enough, Maria Mazzenga, from the Catholic University of America, wrote 

in 2008 that some American Catholics actually conflated fascism with communism as being anti-

American.16 Connecting communism with fascism seems to have affected how members of the 

Catholic Church viewed the persecution of Jews in Germany, leading them to make indefensible 

statements about their treatment. For instance, at an anti-Nazi protest before the beginning of the 

Holocaust, John J. Mitty, the Archbishop of San Francisco, compared the suffering of Jews in 

Germany to what was happening to Catholics in Spain. Apparently, he did this hoping the 

secular media would cover the active persecutions of the Church in other countries.17 While the 

motivation for the Archbishop’s statements may make some sense, after the events of the war 

and the Holocaust his words seem hopelessly out of touch. Dr. Mazzenga argues strongly that the 

American Church did not know the true horrors going on in Europe in the run-up to the war.  

Another example of the Catholic world not appreciating the actual state of affairs in 

Europe pre-World War II comes from the Catholic press. A protest by a Catholic newspaper, the 

Brooklyn Tablet, to get Catholic persecutions covered by its secular counterparts led the diocesan 

newspaper to downplay what was happening in Nazi Germany. Instead of dealing with the 

persecution of the Jews in Germany, the paper just commented in passing on the public uproar 

over the treatment of Jews while dealing in detail with the trials of Catholics in Mexico and 
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Russia.18 In order to show the danger of communism, the Brooklyn Tablet willingly downplayed 

the horrors of Nazi Germany. However, the American Church and the Catholic press had no idea 

of the full extent of the Holocaust until the war was well underway. We have no idea what steps 

they would have taken if American Catholics truly grasped the gravity of the situation and how 

they would have approached the Catholic persecution in relation to the even greater Jewish 

Holocaust. 

Moving from viewing the U.S. Church’s relationship to fascism as a whole to specifically 

studying the institution’s dealings with Mussolini and Franco individually offers interesting 

insights into why American Catholics supported them. Originally, Mussolini seemed an unlikely 

future patron of the Catholic Church since he started out politically as a committed socialist who 

actively persecuted the ecclesial society. In 1912, the future dictator became the national editor 

of the Socialist Party newspaper Avantil. However, World War I would change Mussolini’s 

political affiliations and attitude toward the Church. Although his stance may have changed as a 

consequence of the Great War, he never became a devoted Catholic and only saw the Church as 

a convenient tool to help him gain and expand his power in Italy.  

Kertzer argues that Mussolini became a fascist because he could not support socialism’s 

pacifist position and refused to accept Italy standing on the sideline of World War I. Even though 

he edited the socialist newspaper, he could not bring the rest of his comrades to his pro-war 

position. Because of his support for the war, the socialists eventually forced him out of the party. 

No longer being a socialist did not effect his hatred of parliamentary democracy. In fact, as a 
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fascist, he could maintain that disdain and unite it with a love of violent action, although his 

change in ideological affiliation did modify his attitude, as least superficially, to the Church. 19 

After taking over the country as a fascist, Mussolini attempted to cultivate good relations 

between his regime and the Church, but, as Kertzer argues, this alliance was always uneasy, as 

Mussolini repeatedly threatened to attack the Church. Sometimes he went beyond threats. In his 

fascist party’s rise to power in 1922, he sometimes had his men beat priests and Catholic 

activists. During this same period, he directed his thugs to ransack the headquarters of Catholic 

Action in Pope Pius XI’s home district of Brianza.20 Apparently, his favorite way to abuse 

Catholic clergy was to force-feed them castor oil, which would cause an embarrassing 

gastrointestinal episode.21 Although these beatings and abuses, clearly directed by Mussolini, 

would continue over the next few years, the Italian Catholic press would only report that “the 

attacks were the work of isolated extremists outside of Mussolini’s control.”22 Mussolini quite 

literally beat the Italian Church into submission. 

Beyond fighting the communists and in spite of his violent strikes against the Catholic 

Church, Mussolini took steps to win friends in the Church. One way in which he courted the 

Church was having his wife and three children publicly baptized, while ordering crucifixes hung 
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in every classroom in the country.23 The fascist dictator not only actively courted Catholics in 

Italy but also in America. He specifically ingratiated himself with U.S. Catholics when he signed 

a treaty with the Vatican in 1929, finally establishing the Vatican as a free and independent state 

almost seventy years after Italian unification. 24 Article One of the treaty reestablished 

Catholicism as the state religion of Italy and Article Eight declared the pope “to be sacred and 

inviolable” and “any attempt against his person or any incitement to commit such an attempt is 

punishable by the same penalties as similar attempts . . . against the King.”25 Catholicism’s 

highest authority now stood as high as a monarch. The Catholic bishops of America in the 1920s 

and 1930s saw a politician in Europe that respected the Catholic Church and who, after decades 

of marginalization, regularized the status of the papacy. Such recognition would have been 

impossible under a communist government. Prior to Mussolini, no democratic government had 

come to an accommodation with the Church in Italy. For a time, Italian fascism proved itself to 

be a much better partner for the Church than democracy.  

Mussolini attempted to explain his marriage of Catholicism and fascism in “The Doctrine 

of Fascism,” in which he called “Roman Catholicism, the special, positive religion of 

Italians...The Fascist State sees in religion one of the deepest of spiritual manifestations and for 

this reason it not only respects but defends and protects it.”26 With this document, he wanted to 
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give a place to the ancient faith and please its members, while still showing fascism to be the 

primary power in his new Italy.  

Along with his actions in Italy to demonstrate his respect for Catholicism—if only for 

appearance’s sake—Mussolini directly courted the American Church. For example, in 1927 he 

requested that the Italian king, Victor Emmanuel III, award Archbishop Michael Curley of 

Baltimore the decoration of a Grand Officer of the Crown of Italy because of his work with 

Italian immigrants in his archdiocese.27  

Even before “The Doctrine of Fascism,” senior Catholic hierarchs sang the praises of 

Mussolini. Diggins, in his 1967 article “American Catholics and Italian Fascism,” discusses the 

different major voices in American Catholicism and their reactions to Mussolini. He develops a 

nuanced view of the American Church of the time through an investigation of the bishops, the 

major Catholic politicians and the Catholic press. He mentions that as early as 1924, Cardinal 

O’Connell, Archbishop of Boston, after visiting Italy, reported that fascism had changed the 

country for the better. Two years later Cardinal Hayes, the Archbishop of New York, applauded 

the fact that the crucifix was back in Italian schools; and Bishop Bernard Mahoney of Sioux 

Falls, South Dakota, told Mussolini that Americans compared him to George Washington. Yet, 

while acknowledging the accolades laid on the Italian dictator by some prominent leaders of the 

American Church, Diggins shows in considerable detail how numerous Catholics spoke out 
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against the dangers of Mussolini.28 He demonstrates that history should not evaluate the Church 

only on some of its voices. The current study continues and expands on Diggins by looking at 

different members of the Church who rebuked fascism.  

Not only were some bishops reporting the wonders Mussolini had accomplished on the 

religious front, but it also seems that the American press was lavishing praise on the dictator 

because of his economic policies. The New York Times reported that the fascist government hired 

400,000 Italians to undertake public works, 142,000 of whom were sent to repair roads to help 

the automobile industry and improve tourism.29  

For Chicago’s Century of Progress Exposition in 1933, the fascist general Italo Balbo led 

a huge armada of Marchetti seaplanes from Italy to Lake Michigan, an impressive and dangerous 

undertaking for the time.30 The ostensible purpose of the trip was to gift to the Exposition an 

ancient column from the ruins of a Roman temple in Ostia, Italy.31 The population of Chicago 

reveled in the visit, and the Chicago Tribune proclaimed that the city “took to its bosom a Fascist 

general and his men in four days of cheering, feasting and celebrating.” After his experience, 

Balbo wrote to Mussolini, informing him that “his welcome exploded the myth of a strong anti-

Fascist movement” outside of Italy.32 Sixty thousand Chicagoans greeted Balbo at Soldiers Field 
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followed by three days of balls, dinners, and receptions. The Chicago Tribune also noted that 

some in the crowds whom Balbo greeted wore black shirts and ties, giving the fascist salute. 33  

Unlike other powerful American bishops, however, Cardinal George Mundelein of 

Chicago steered clear of lavishing kind words on the Italian dictator. While many in Chicago 

may have welcomed General Balbo and the Italians, Mundelein did not appear to be one of them. 

Instead of presiding over a ceremony at the Holy Name Cathedral to honor Balbo with an 

honorary degree from Loyola University, he left his auxiliary Bishop, Bernard Sheil, in charge of 

the liturgy, while at the same time the Cardinal administered the sacrament of confirmation to 

two Chicago parishes. While confirmation is an important event in the life of the Church, it was 

something that Bishop Sheil could have done.34 The Chicago Tribune does not mention it, but 

many in the crowd must have been Italians and were probably excited to see a great Italian visit 

America. So when viewing Mundelein’s small slight, one can interpret it as simply a non-Italian 

bishop not becoming overly excited about Balbo’s visit. However, his absence may have 

telegraphed the fact that Mundelein, the Bishop of the Catholic Church in the city, would not 

honor a fascist, especially compared to how other bishops talked so positively about Mussolini. 

Many clerics not only supported the dictator, but numerous Catholic magazines voiced 

their approval. The Jesuit periodical America applauded his banning of the Freemasons, old 

enemies of the Catholic Church, reporting that they posed a “danger to the State.”35 In spite of 

favorably reporting on Fascist Italy, America failed to report on the negative aspects of the 

regime; for example, “its pages contained no condemnation of the Ethiopian War or the Italian 
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anti-Semitic decrees.” The leading lay Catholic magazine, Commonweal, tried to be more even-

handed in its approach, but its editorials leaned more toward supporting the fascist cause. While 

no one in the Catholic Church wanted a fascist government in the U.S., Italy seemed to need it.36 

In other words, Americans could practice democracy, but many in the U.S. did not believe it 

could exist in other places. 

To capitalize on the American Catholics’ love of Mussolini, the Roman Church showed 

off its ties to the Italian government when Cardinal Pacelli, the future Pope Pius XII, came to the 

U.S. in 1936, in his celebratory tour of the country with the Italian ambassador Fulvio Suvich. 

The Cardinal did this to “capitalize on the confidence being placed on Mussolini’s Italy” by 

America because of the dictator’s popularity. This was despite the fact that Mussolini had 

already begun to disregard his treaty with the Holy See.  

By this time, the Italian Church had started to push back against Mussolini’s anti-Church 

policies through Pius XI’s encyclical Non Abbiamo Bisogno, which made Catholic Action in 

Italy a political and social movement against state intrusion and rebuked Italian fascism.37 

Despite the hostility that developed between the papacy and the government even after the 

signing of “The Doctrine of Fascism,” Mussolini still attended the funeral Mass for Pius XI in 

1939.38 Through tokens such as this, Mussolini at least tried to keep up the appearance of having 

cordial relations with the Church, an agreement he knew Catholics in America responded to 
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favorably. Of course, if American Catholics had understood the extent of his mistreatment of 

their brothers and sisters in faith, their view of Mussolini would have been far different.         

Praising Mussolini was not simply a northeastern Catholic phenomenon. In the U.S. 

South, the Southern Messenger of the Archdiocese of San Antonio in 1933 trumpeted 

Mussolini’s sincerity in endorsing the Catholic faith as a way to ensure national unity.39 The 

newspaper proclaimed that the dictator was the first man in living memory to say the name of 

God in the Italian parliament and mentioned his personal faith. The newspaper also told its 

readers that Mussolini asked for the building of a new church. Like the high-ranking clerics, it 

promoted the idea of “the marvelous transformation that has come over Italy within the last two 

years.”40 One can see why many Texas Catholics may have embraced Mussolini. They only had 

to look towards Mexico and observe the apparently successful attacks of the communist left on 

the Church as claimed by the hierarchy. It was a far better fate to live under a tolerant strongman 

than bloody persecution. Ironically, this same paper proudly made the case for democracy, not 

fascism, against the supposed communist onslaught in Mexico.  

However, one must be careful on the amount of blame put on the Catholic press for 

espousing fascism to save Europe. In January 1926, the Dallas Morning News published a long 

editorial explaining why the parliamentary system no longer worked in Europe and why many of 

its countries were dysfunctional. The problem with parliamentary democracy in these European 

countries, the newspaper explained, was that they had too many parties, were in financial distress 

and could not regain control of their societies after World War I. Notwithstanding this, the Texas 
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paper pointed to the two European countries that were functioning—authoritarian-led Italy and 

Greece. In other words, those countries led by dictators were beginning to successfully turn 

themselves around, unlike those that practiced democracy.41 

However, the Dallas newspaper that same month published a lengthy article explaining 

why Mussolini and Italy should be a source of concern for the rest of the world. A real fear came 

through the article that Italy would use war in order to achieve its objectives. The newspaper 

describes a country frustrated by its position in Europe and desperate for first-rate power status. 

Going even further, the article paints a picture of an Italy under Mussolini at odds with other 

European countries such as Britain and France, claiming that the only consideration holding the 

dictator back from imposing his will on the rest of Europe was that he had made no alliances. 

The end of the article concludes that “the Italy of Mussolini must be an expansive, perhaps an 

explosive force.”42 As the future would show, this article provided a far more insightful view of 

Italy than most of its counterparts. While many American Catholics can be rightfully blamed for 

supporting Mussolini, many Americans in general can be blamed for not realizing the threat the 

Italian posed to Europe.  

Despite the praise lavished on the dictator, American Catholics should have been aware 

through the press that Mussolini attacked or suppressed the Catholic Church in Italy when he felt 

the need. He successfully dismantled the Italian Catholic Party after accepting the resignation of 

Catholic Party members in his cabinet in 1923—something the fascist movement had for some 

time been agitating. The Catholic Party then split in two, with a fascist-friendly branch arising 
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under the leadership of Father Don Sturzo. Since the Catholic Party represented the second 

strongest political group in Italy, this split eliminated Mussolini’s main political rival. Any 

government, fascist or otherwise, that hoped to control Italy had to either have the support of the 

Catholic party or had to eliminate it.43 Much like the German Catholic Bishops in Germany’s 

Center Party, the Italian Catholic hierarchy allowed Mussolini to wipe out its political presence. 

 In 1931, Mussolini jailed leaders of the lay Italian Catholic Union, accusing the union of 

being a front for anti-Fascist activities. During the roundup, however, Mussolini made it clear 

that he still respected the Catholic Church and its head.44 A few years earlier, in 1928, the 

dictator threatened to strip young people from the Church in response to a speech made by Pius 

XI, which criticized the fascist education of the youth. Many in Italy feared that Mussolini would 

respond to the speech by legally dissolving the Catholic Boy Scouts and forcing them into fascist 

youth organizations. Ironically, the fascist newspaper Il Tevere used the speech to show that the 

newspaper was standing up both for fascists and Catholics by supporting the pope—who had 

been badly served by his underlings by allowing him to give the speech in the first place.45 

Furthermore, Il Tevere argued that the Vatican newspaper Osservatore Romano had not even 

accurately reported the pope’s words. The fascists were setting the record straight for His 

Holiness.46 During this episode, the Vatican eventually told the Osservatore Romano’s editor to 
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stop attacking fascism and, in a spirit of seeming cooperation, the fascist press likewise 

discontinued its own outbursts against the Church.47  

Finally, in 1931, Mussolini dissolved all Catholic youth organizations outside of fascist 

control. The one Catholic institution technically unharmed by this development was the 

playgrounds built by the American Knights of Columbus in Italy. Originally, Mussolini had 

intended to close the Knights’ playgrounds along with all other Catholic youth organizations, but 

after Edward Hearn, a papal count and the Knight’s representative in Italy, lodged a complaint 

with the U.S. embassy, the Italian government allowed the playgrounds to be reopened. Hearn 

explained that the playgrounds were only for the physical fitness of the youth, had no political 

affiliation, and were not under the control of the Italian Catholic Union. He even went further 

and clarified that the playgrounds shared the same goals as the fascists.48 Oddly enough, 

American Catholics refused to join with their Italian co-religionists and allow their project to 

close due to fascist interference. Instead, they came to an understanding with the fascists and 

refused to stand up for the Church in Italy. 

While Mussolini represented fascism to most U.S. Catholics in the 1920s, Hitler had 

passed him in notoriety in the early 1930s. Additionally, General Franco introduced himself to 

Americans in the late 1930s. He won over not only U.S. bishops but also the American Catholic 

public when he took on the anti-clerical forces of the Republic in the Spanish Civil War. One 

illustration of the support of average Catholics for Franco comes from a poll conducted by the 

American Institute of Public Opinion and published by The Dallas Morning News in December 
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1938. As reported by Dr. George Gallup, the poll found that 75% of Americans who expressed a 

preference supported the loyalist cause. 49 In order to support him, the U.S. bishops and public 

had to close their eyes to Franco’s harsh actions against some in the Spanish Church, such as 

Basque Catholics. The general referred to the Basque as “less Christian than democrat, who, 

infected by a destructive liberalism did not manage to understand this sublime page of religious 

persecution in Spain which, with its thousands of martyrs, is the most glorious the Church has 

suffered.”50 If the U.S. Church understood what Franco was doing to Catholics that stood up to 

him, American opinion of Spanish fascism would have been much different.  

The poll also broke down support between American Catholics and Protestants for the 

Spanish Civil War and found that 58% of Catholics who had an opinion supported Franco 

compared to 83% of Protestants, who favored the Loyalists. Overall, however, approximately a 

third of Catholics at the time had no opinion either way about the war. The 1938 poll was the 

third one taken to gauge American support for Franco. Each poll showed a drop in overall 

American support for the fascists from an original high of 35% in 1937 to 25% at the end of 

1938. Gallup explained these numbers by arguing that Americans supported the loyalists because 

they were the legitimately elected government. Additionally, Americans did not like Franco 

because they saw Hitler and Mussolini fueling his Falange movement.51 As time went on, 

American Catholics looked increasingly out of step with their fellow citizens, who generally 

supported the Loyalists. Gallup implied that Catholics supported not only an anti-democratic 

regime but also sided with three unsavory dictators. 
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Before Franco and the generals revolted against the Republican government, the Catholic 

Church strongly believed that the Republic was controlled by communists and was attacking the 

Church. Historian J. David Valaik, much like Diggens, examined those American Catholics who 

came out for or against fascism in Spain. One of the strongest examples of Catholic support for 

Franco was from Archbishop McNicholas of Cincinnati. While speaking at the 1938 Knights of 

Columbus national convention, he claimed that over 300,000 people had been killed in Spain 

because of their religious faith.52  

The Archbishop’s distaste for the Republic was apparently backed up by news reports of 

the time. Early in 1933, the Southern Messenger reported that nearly two hundred Catholic 

Churches had been destroyed in the Spanish Republic. 53 In addition, the Republic was reported 

to have cut off all funding to priests that worked for the Spanish dioceses, leaving many 

destitute. Allegedly, in order for a priest to walk the streets, he had to disguise himself to avoid 

persecution. Even more dramatically, the Catholic hierarchy suspended religious processions 

because communists used those occasions to shoot at worshippers. Finally, the Southern 

Messenger recounted that the Republic had closed the Spanish Church’s schools throughout the 

country.54 Such news reports gave ample reason for most Catholics to side with Franco.  

Even though Archbishop McNicholas supported Franco in 1938, he had not afforded the 

same backing to Mussolini in 1935—quite the reverse. The archbishop publicly attacked the 

Italian dictator in a speech at the seventh National Eucharistic Congress in Cleveland that 
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September. The archbishop called Mussolini and Hitler insane and high-handed autocrats. As 

written up by the Dallas Morning News, he accused them of “strutting up and down the nations, 

speaking as they were above any other authority, disregarding the dignity of human nature and 

the eternal destiny of man.” Ironically, Cardinal Hayes opened the congress, the same man who 

in the 1920s had extolled Mussolini for all the work he accomplished in Italy for the Catholic 

faith.55  

As he had done earlier for Mussolini in 1924, Cardinal O’Connell of Boston heaped 

praise on the Spanish dictator. In the New York Times in mid-March 1938, he presented Franco 

as a champion of Christian civilization and a fighter against the communists—a threat, he added, 

America was also facing. He dismissed any claims that Franco’s bombing of Barcelona, which 

killed 1,000 loyalists, had no military value. He believed that the U.S. press and public supported 

the loyalists because they did not understand the true situation in Spain.56 The New York Times 

also reported a few days later that Cardinal Hayes of New York was praying for Franco to win 

the war, while at the same time telling the public that the Church took no side in the Spanish 

conflict. He refused to believe that Franco had bombed Barcelona, arguing that the information 

concerning the episode had become exaggerated. He warned, however, that the Church could not 

support the bombing of civilians.57 Interestingly enough, the same edition of the newspaper 

proclaimed that the pope had urged Franco to stop the bombing.58  
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According to The New York Times, the next month, Rabbi S.S. Wise responded to the 

report that Cardinal Hayes had been praying for Franco. Speaking before a meeting of the 

Committee for Peace Through World Cooperation attended by 10,000 people at Madison Square 

Garden, Wise, one of the creators of the World Jewish Congress and one-time honorary president 

of the American Jewish Congress, denounced those, like Cardinal Hayes, who supported Franco 

or Hitler. Wise’s audience included leaders from the Episcopal Church, the Methodist Episcopal 

Church, and the Catholic Association for International Peace.59 Many U.S. bishops, apparently, 

closed their eyes to the atrocities Franco committed in their hope of securing the future of the 

Spanish Church. Many Catholics would die in Spain as Franco rose to power.  

The Washington Post wrote that even in 1943, well into the war, Francis J. Spellman, 

Archbishop of New York, wrote to his father that whatever “criticism has been made of General 

Franco (and it has been considerable), I cannot doubt that he is a man loyal to his God, devoted 

to his country’s welfare, and definitely willing to sacrifice himself in any capacity and to any 

extent for Spain.”60 In addition to praising the Spanish strongman, the archbishop had actually 

met personally with Franco, on route to Rome under the same facilities granted to Myron C. 

Taylor, President Roosevelt’s envoy to the Vatican. Spellman visited with the dictator, the 

Spanish Foreign Minister, the Primate of Spain, and the Bishop of Madrid. The New York Times 

relays that he had a cordial seventy-minute meeting in Franco’s private residence, El Prado.61 

When Spellman left Madrid, the U.S. Ambassador to Spain, Carlton J. H. Hayes, and the Papal 
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Nuncio accompanied him to the airport on his way to Rome.62 This dogged support of a fascist 

dictator clashes with Spellman’s own words when he talked about freedom in the U.S. Despite 

claiming that “America fights for God-given rights, for her ‘credo’ of industrial freedom, 

educational freedom, social freedom, freedom of speech and of the press,” by meeting with 

Franco and praising him he undercuts the veracity of his own words for historians.63  

Although Spellman held Franco in high esteem, the U.S. and British governments did not 

share that sentiment. In June 1943, The New York Times reported that the two governments 

shared the same opinion of Spain and Franco. According to the Times, both “have shown a 

marked change in their attitude toward . . . Franco’s Fascist government in Spain in recent 

weeks. It is a steadily stiffening attitude with regard to a foreign government which, although 

neutral in name, is pro-Axis in fact.”64 Many in Britain felt Franco would openly support Hitler 

and only held back because Britain allowed some supplies through so the dictator could feed his 

people. Although Spain did not show open support for Hitler during the war, the British 

government nonetheless believed that Spain would welcome a German victory over the Allied 

powers. The allied governments did not trust Franco and knew they were playing a delicate game 

to make sure that he did not join Hitler. This might have even led to the fall of Portugal and the 

establishment of U-boat bases on its coasts to further dramatically effect transatlantic shipping.65  
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 The Spanish dictator still kept up connections with Hitler, even after meeting with 

Spellman in 1943. In June of that year, The New York Times reported, forty-nine members of the 

Hitler Youth visited Spain in a spirit of cooperation between the German “Strength Through Joy” 

program and the Falange’s “Education and Leisure Organization.”66 Yet, by the middle of 1943, 

as Times reported, Franco recognized the strength of the Axis powers and began to press for 

peace between the warring powers, an apparent about-face since at the start of the war he 

predicted Hitler’s victory.67 

In 1937, the Anglo-French writer Hilaire Belloc spoke to the Alumni Association of 

Fordham University and declared, “the civil war in Spain is a death struggle between 

Christianity, as championed by the Spanish Insurgents, and anti-religion, as represented by the 

Madrid government.” 68 Rev. Robert I. Gannon, the president of the university also spoke and 

claimed that Franco’s movement had absolutely nothing to do with fascism. Rev. Jaime Castillo, 

a psychology professor at Fordham, on the other hand, stated at the meeting that Franco was not 

a hero. The real hero, he claimed, was the Spanish landed peasantry that made up his army, 

calling them “Christian, independent . . . and full of traditional common sense and practical 

wisdom.”69 This presented an interesting rationalization that allowed people to support the 

Nationalists of Spain but not necessarily Franco. Members of the Church made these claims 

about Spain because they looked at the religious persecution in Russia and Mexico and truly 

believed that socialist and communist forces in the Republic wanted to wipe away the 
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prerogatives of the Spanish Church. It was easy to blame the Republican forces for the deaths of 

thousands of priests and nuns and see Franco as a savior.70  

Along with clerics and academics, much of the Catholic press stood behind the 

Nationalists. The Jesuit-run America reported that the Republic was actually a communist 

government and that Franco’s victory would be a blessing. While the magazine did not support 

Franco’s atrocities during the war, it argued that his crimes were far less in comparison to those 

of the communist left. American Jesuits, in general, were quite concerned about what was 

happening in Spain because their order had suffered the most under the Republican 

government.71 At first, Commonweal took the opposite tact from America, but found itself at 

odds with much of the American Catholic public. One of its critics, the Archbishop of 

Cincinnati, banned the magazine in his diocese. Eventually, the number of subscribers began to 

dwindle nationwide. This, for a time, forced the publication to become much more supportive of 

the Nationalists.72 Part of the reason that some could support Franco was that many in the 

Catholic press just did not see his movement as a part of worldwide fascism. The Catholic Press 

Association, in its 1939 New York meeting, covered by The New York Times, voted to condemn 

the Nazis, fascists, and communists, but it congratulated Franco on his victory. It also lambasted 

the secular press for its unfair coverage of the Nationalist cause.73  

Generally, in the opinion of American Catholic leaders, Franco was a blessing to the 

Church. Unfortunately, they often refused to acknowledge Franco’s abuses against the 

																																																								
70 Valaik, “American Catholic Dissenters,” 537-538. 
71 Ibid, 539. 
72 Ibid, 540. 
73 “Catholic Editors Denounce Racism,” The New York Times, June 25, 1939, 31. 



	

 120 

institution. This allowed Franco and the Nationalist movement, like Mussolini and his party in 

Italy, to attack and control Catholics who did not align with fascism.  

This was especially the case with the Basques, who cultivated separatist tendencies. The 

treatment of Basque Catholics indicates Franco was only a friend to Catholics as long as they 

adhered to his vision of Spain. At the beginning of the war, the Nationalists destroyed Basque 

Guernica even though the population was conservative and Catholic.74 The Basque Catholics 

were an embarrassment to Franco. Even some in the Spanish hierarchy detested them, and “the 

Archbishop of Burgos called Basque priests ‘the dross of the Spanish clergy, in the pay of the 

reds.’” The Archbishop was not the only hierarch to side with the Nationalists against fellow-

Catholic clergymen.75 When the Nationalists killed sixteen Basque members of the clergy, only 

the Bishop of Vitoria protested and took the matter up with the pope. While a small number in 

relation to the four thousand priests killed by the Republic, it speaks to the fact that Franco was 

willing to kill any opponent, no matter what his or her religion.76  

Another, though far less bloody, example of Franco lashing out at his Catholic enemies 

happened at the end of the war, when in 1939 the General placed Francisco Herrera, at one time 

one of his most active Catholic monarchist supporters, under house arrest.77 The promotion of 

Catholicism was only a goal of Franco’s when it served his purposes. 

 Outside of the Church, many in the U.S. overwhelmingly favored the loyalist cause. The 

Abraham Lincoln Brigade represented the most famous example of American support for the 
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Republic.78 Unlike Catholics, who saw this as a war against communism, liberals viewed this as 

a battle between fascism and democracy. Additionally, the fact that the Catholic Church tried 

using the voting power of its members to dictate a more pro-fascist policy really angered liberals. 

They accused the Church of using its influence to oppose the “lifting of the embargo on arms 

sales to the Spanish Republicans.”79  

Even though it appeared to many liberals that the Church had sided with fascism, this was 

not always the case. Monsignor John A. Ryan serves as a famous example that not everyone in 

the Church at the time supported the fascist movement in the 1920s and 1930s. Father Wilson D. 

Miscamble of Notre Dame wrote in a 1990 essay for the Nation that Ryan sided with American 

liberals in 1926 against the policies of Mussolini. In his critique of the fascist ideology in 

Commonweal, Ryan stated that the goals of fascism and the Church were opposed to each other. 

Upholding the American political system, he sneered at the fact that Fascist Italy did not have a 

bill of rights or a democracy.80 However, he fully supported the 1929 treaty Mussolini signed 

with the Vatican. Miscamble claims that Ryan did this to avoid implicitly criticizing the pope.81 

The point Miscamble raises about Ryan not wanting to criticize the Pope is important. While the 

bishops and theologians of the American Church may have from time to time taken stands at 

odds with the papacy, very rarely did they oppose the pope openly about any position, 

theological or political.  
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While Ryan may have supported the treaty, he made it clear that his support did not 

constitute a support of fascism. He saw it as a way for the Church to further its interest, even 

though it conflicted with his own political views. For Ryan, the Church came before his 

opposition to the fascist movement.82 While democracy was the best form of government in his 

opinion, he preferred fascism to a communist movement, which would have destroyed the 

Church, and this dictated his position during the Spanish Civil War. Because of the apparent 

protection that Franco offered to the Church against the communists, Ryan, along with 174 other 

Catholics, threw their support behind the Spanish rebels.83  

 Another popular figure at the time, the French Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain, 

caused considerable consternation among American Catholics in his opposition to Franco. He 

could not bring himself to accept the methods used by Franco, including mass executions in the 

name of God. The Commonweal picked up his writings in 1938 after a change in ownership and 

a new policy of criticizing Franco took hold. Because of his denunciation of Franco, most of the 

American Catholic press attacked him. One of the harshest criticisms came from Ave Maria, 

which “accused him of doing concrete harm to the Church by not denouncing the anticlerical 

Loyalist and castigated him for giving scandal.”84  

While Commonweal went back and forth on its coverage of Franco, The Catholic Worker 

remained consistent in its opposition to the Spanish Civil War. It had a real concern over 

Franco’s connections with fascism, anti-Christian governments, and the violent methods he 

employed. Despite the assurance from the Spanish hierarchy that Franco would not follow the 
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lead of anti-Christian fascists, The Catholic Worker continued in its dissent.85 Yet, the newspaper 

refused to take sides in the conflict because of its abhorrence of violence.86 Unlike Commonweal, 

The Catholic Worker did not change its reporting or editorials on the war after attacks or 

criticism from the public. Even death threats to its founder Dorothy Day did not sway its 

position.87 

Additionally, the Spanish Catholic royalist Marquis de Aguiar, Don Manuel de Agustin, 

also made it a point in The New York Times to directly connect Franco to Hitler’s war maneuvers 

and painted a far different picture than presented by pro-Franco clergy. The nobleman, registered 

with the U.S. State Department, said that the October 8, 1938 pact between Franco and Hitler 

allowed the Nazis to control Spain’s national and international policies. Additionally, the Nazis 

were moving twelve divisions into Spain to fight the British in North Africa. They were also 

using Spanish ports to send munitions to Latin America to help Falangist-inspired rebels.88 Later, 

in May 1942, during a visit to the U.S., the marquis asserted that Franco, in a secret treaty, 

committed Spain to helping Germany whenever necessary. The New York Times conveys that he 

argued that the time had come for war between Germany and Russia. According to the marquis, 

the Spanish Foreign Minister Ramon Serrano Suñer, Franco’s brother in law and violent pro-

Nazi, wanted to enter the war with Germany. However, Franco feared a war with Russia could 

spark a revolt in Spain against his regime.89     
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The fight over supporting Franco and Mussolini illustrates a Church in America at odds 

with the rest of the country. The Church was isolated from the rest of America because it 

supported Catholics in these European countries. Yet, it still presented itself as a church that 

believed in American values as shown in its attitude toward the Mexican persecution. The 

Church also wanted to create a united front for protecting Catholics abroad. Unfortunately, 

because of either willful blindness or simply accepting the idea that fascism was better than 

communism, the Church allowed Catholics to die at the hands of the dictators. Interestingly 

enough, as in the case of Archbishop McNicholas and Msgr. Ryan, support for one dictator did 

not automatically imply support for the other. At the same time, other Catholics could not 

intellectually or spiritually assent to the violent methods used by either to control their countries. 

They simply did not entertain the idea that fascism could save the Church from communism.  

Eventually, when the links of fascism to Nazism were fully known, it became impossible 

to support Mussolini, and the Church quite quickly distanced itself from the fascist movement. 

For his part, Franco did not return the support that Hitler had given him in the late 1930s and 

continued to communicate with Catholic bishops through diplomatic backchannels during World 

War II. Yet, for a moment in time, these strongmen who apparently supported the Church 

represented a way of fighting back against the boogeyman of communism. No longer would the 

Church be on the defensive against the left but instead had an ally on the right that would fight 

back against persecution.  

Eventually, the supposed champions of the Church, especially in the form of Nazism, 

demonstrated they had no use for the Church after all. Nonetheless, the attempts of the Church to 

maintain a relationship with fascism shows that the Church was willing to compromise its 
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beliefs, both Christian and American, in order to escape from the grasp of communism. In time, 

the bishops of America would turn against fascism after they understood how it treated the 

Church in Spain and Italy. They also had an alternative in U.S. freedoms and democracy that 

they championed just across the border to the south.  
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CHAPTER 4 

MUNDELEIN, SPELLMAN, & RUMMEL AGAINST THE NAZIS AND  
 

FASCISM 
 
	

 The perception created by many historians is that the whole Catholic Church acquiesced 

to European fascism during the 1930s and 1940s. They arrived at this conclusion because the 

lives of many key Catholic figures of this time still need to be examined. Therefore, instead of 

viewing Catholics en masse meekly giving way to fascism, the public lives of three Catholics— 

Archbishop Francis Spellman of New York (1939-1967), Cardinal George Mundelein of 

Chicago (1916-1939), and Archbishop Joseph Rummel of New Orleans (1935-1964)—proves 

that American Catholicism stood up to European fascism.1 These three Catholic leaders strongly 

denounced and worked against European fascism. Additionally, they disrupt the narrative that 

Catholicism cooperated with the Nazis and fascism. Once their lives are better known, through 

this dissertation and other works like it, we will have a far fuller and nuanced history of Catholic 

and fascist relations that shows Catholics defying fascism.  

It is important to realize that these three bishops completely supported and embraced the 

idea of being American and championed the administration of President Roosevelt. They whole-

heartedly wanted to see his New Deal agenda succeed and backed his stand against the Nazis. 

Unlike other European bishops that may have wanted to stand against the fascists but could not, 

these three men benefited from the fact that they operated far from Nazi control and that the U.S. 

government was their active ally in stopping the spread of the fascist movement. While these 

Catholic bishops served directly under an Italian prince in Rome and considered him their direct 
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superior. They clearly acted relatively freely and on their own initiative: in fact, the three, 

especially Spellman, disregarded the traditional teaching on Church-State relations.2  

Scholars have treated these three bishops before, and we know a great deal about 

Mundelein’s work with unions, Spellman’s political machinations, and Rummel’s civil rights 

advocacy. However, we do not know much about their stand against European fascism. This 

chapter will investigate that part of their lives and show how they confronted the Nazis and 

fascism. Additionally, it details how these bishops made the Church more American, since the 

history of the Church attacking the Nazis dovetails with the Americanization of Catholicism and 

its bishops. Archbishop Spellman summed up this idea in a speech he gave at a Catholic hospital 

dedication, boasting “as a Catholic priest, and in my priesthood and in my Catholicism, I see a 

furtherance of the ideals of my country. The ideals of America are complimentary, 

supplementary to my ideals and my ideas as a Catholic priest.”3 The bishops’ working 

relationship with the U.S. government helped to demonstrate their patriotism and confirm that 

the Church was a part of American life. It also became a way for the Church to ideologically 

oppose the Nazis, as we will see later on in the chapter in Archbishop Spellman’s sermons. In 

many ways, the run-up to the war helped Catholicism ingratiate itself to non-Catholic America 

and gave the Roosevelt administration three powerful allies. Not only did they stand up against 

the Nazis and their totalitarian and racist beliefs, but also Spellman and Rummel battled against 

these same tendencies in the United States well after the end of the war.4 As Chapter 2 of this 
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dissertation has established, the U.S. Church in the 1930s and 1940s became a significant partner 

for the U.S. government in the battle against European fascism. This chapter will delve into how 

these three Church leaders contested European fascism and how the Nazis derided these 

American bishops.   

First, comprehending how the Catholic Church actually governs itself allows us to better 

understand how it confronts or conforms to the world. The key to understanding how the Church 

manages itself comes from recognizing the essential theological role the bishops around the 

world play in autonomously crafting Catholic teachings and policies. Bishops are not mid-level 

managers or simply delegates of the pope. Theologically speaking, one should understand and 

describe them as semi-independent princes. They are answerable sometimes to the pope but 

generally only to themselves. While the current Catechism of the Catholic Church came out after 

their time, Spellman, Rummel, and Mundelein epitomize what it teaches about the hierarches 

when it states that “bishops are the visible source and foundation of unity in their own particular 

Churches. As such, they exercise their pastoral office over the Portion of the People of God 

assigned to them.”5 While the pope may select and confirm the bishops, he rarely removes them. 

Additionally, even though a bishop receives his office from the pope, he is not his delegate. 

By using the current catechism to examine these bishops, we can see that their identity as 

Catholics solidly links them throughout the world with other bishops, especially the pope. As “a 

member of the episcopal college, each bishop shares in the concern for all Churches.”6 While 

bishops enjoy a fair amount of autonomy, it is almost unthinkable for a Catholic bishop to break 
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those episcopal bonds. This does not limit their power, but reminds them why they are bishops: 

to shepherd God’s Church. Not only are they the rulers of their local Churches, but also in a real 

sense the diocese’s father. In other words, it is not possible for a local Catholic Church to exist 

without the bishop. Without him, the Church simply does not exist—no Eucharist confected, 

confession heard, or priest ordained. He truly is as the Catechism teaches, the Vicar of Christ: the 

one who represents the Divine Christ in the temporal world. Therefore, any real understanding of 

how American Catholicism dealt with fascism begins with the bishops.   

Another defining feature that helps us better understand Catholicism is that it is a religion 

of the city. The Church from almost the beginning of its history has generally organized itself 

and found the portion of people given to them by God in the cities. In many ways, the Catholic 

Church does not understand itself apart from the city. Simply put, the polis is the main 

organizing principle of Catholic administration. We see this because the Churches around the 

world have names such as the Church of New York or the Diocese of Dallas. The name of the 

city is always there. In fact, one of the titles for the worldwide Catholic Church is the Church of 

Rome. Catholicism naturally targets the city since that is where the people live. Through the 

marriage of the bishop and the city, the Catholic Church has based its autonomous diocesan 

governance structure. Each diocese is sacramentally independent of one another but still chooses 

to be in communion. Catholicism holds the belief that, through the bishop, the God/Man Jesus 

Christ manifests his Church here on Earth fully and completely in the city. 

In all Catholic countries or those that have a sizable Catholic population, the bishops 

always style themselves shepherds of a particular city—the Archbishop of Chicago or the 

Primate of Venice. Since Peter, the chief Christian apostle, went to Antioch and Rome, the 
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Church charges the bishops with bringing the faith and leading the people of a specific city. As 

for the people in the city, the bishop stood at their center—teaching, preaching, and sanctifying. 

More specifically, the bishop of a city becomes a sort of monarch. In the 1930s and 1940s, they 

certainly took on those trappings, dressing in ancient robes, having themselves enthroned and 

beginning their reign with a crowning. Newspapers are replete with photographs of bishops in all 

their regalia. This does not ignore the extremely important role of the pope in Catholicism, but in 

the day-to-day operation of a Catholic diocese in a city, the bishop reigns supreme. He controls 

the parishes, schools, and other local church endeavors.  

The Catholic press in his diocese must have his approval. He ordains new priests, 

approves of the work undertaken by his clergy, and directs the path of the faithful. The local 

bishop works with the city’s civic leaders, influences city politicians, and administers the 

sacraments to the people. The voice of the bishop is the voice of the Church in his city, and if a 

bishop is located in a major metropolis like New York, Chicago, or New Orleans, his voice can 

be heard well beyond municipal limits. While the pope captures the attention of the people 

around the world, spreading the faith and flexing the Church’s soft power, the bishop maintains 

the faith of his local Church and actually puts into exercise that power. 

  In America, three cities hold a special importance for the Catholic Church because of 

size, age, and, for the larger two, the cardinal’s hat, New York, Chicago and New Orleans. New 

York, as it is now, was the preeminent city of America for all Americans and the world. While 

Washington is the political capital, the economic and cultural heart of the United States beats in 

New York. Furthermore, this is where a majority of immigrants from around the world first 

came, and from the late 1800s to the early part of the 1900s, many of those were Irish, Italian, 
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and Eastern European Catholics. After World War II, New York grew in importance, becoming a 

capital of the world with the United Nations headquarters. The city naturally elevated what it had 

in its confines, and in the 1930s and 1940s, cities raised their bishops to a prominent place in 

national and international power politics. 

 Although the bishop may hold a significant amount of power in the Church, in the secular 

world they have to make accommodations to worldly authority. Even at the height of the 

papacy’s power in the Middle Ages, the kings of Europe generally held much more authority 

over the people and, in fact, a significant amount of power over the Church. Up until 1903, some 

Catholic European monarchs even had the right of veto in papal elections. Understanding the 

world they lived in, the American bishops at this time gladly adapted themselves to American 

secular authority, especially in the case of Spellman. In return for supporting the American-style 

freedoms and democracy against fascism, Catholics were rewarded with a place in American 

life. However, in pursuing this alliance with secular America, the Church found itself 

contradicting its own teaching, as discussed in the introduction of this dissertation.   

 Before delving individually into the three bishops and their fight against the Nazis, the 

common belief of how Catholics reacted against Nazism may be best summarized by Professor 

Emeritus Haim Genizi of Bar-llan. He wrote extensively about the America of the 1930s and 

provides the usual narrative of how Catholicism weakly responded to Nazi Germany. In “The 

Attitude of American Catholics Toward Catholic Refugees From Nazism, 1933-1945,” he argues 

that some in the Catholic Church were either ambivalent about the rise of Hitler or supported it 



	

 132 

during the early to mid-1930s.7 He quotes the Catholic magazine Commonweal, complaining that 

American Catholics took no interest in the Nazis. Another Catholic publication he examines, the 

Tablet, pushed for the United States to establish relations with Nazi Germany in order to benefit 

both countries. Genizi surmises that American Catholics at the time have no way of justifying 

their silence or acquiescence to the rise of Nazi power, especially since Catholics loudly 

campaigned against the active Mexican persecution of the Church. Apparently, as Genizi argues, 

many Catholics remained silent about German oppression because some in the Church claimed 

that any kind of protest would accelerate attacks on Catholicism by Hitler. He argues that it was 

only after Pope Pius XI wrote Mit Brennender Sorge that the American Church felt they could 

attack the Nazis. Furthermore, he explains that the American Catholic Church’s refugee efforts 

were inadequate at best.8 While he mentions Rummel a few times, he does not write about 

Mundelein or Spellman at all. Since Mundelein headed the second largest diocese in the United 

States during the 1930s and Spellman would take over the largest in 1939, not including 

Mundelein and Spellman in a history of American Catholicism in the 1930s gives an incomplete 

picture and is a glaring omission. Moreover, if Genizi had included them in his history of 

American Catholicism, he would have presented a different impression of what the Church did 

or failed to do.  

 Unlike Genizi, Patrick Hayes, the archivist of the Baltimore Province of the 

Redemptorists, in a chapter included in a volume of essays titled American Religious Responses 

to Kristallnacht (2009), gives a far more sympathetic picture of how the American Catholic 
																																																								
7 Haim Genizi “The Attitude of American Catholics Toward Catholic Refugees from Nazism, 
1933-1945,” Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies 1: Holocaust Research 
(1977): 23-43. 
8 Ibid. 



	

 133 

bishops tried to respond to the German refugees suffering because of Kristallnacht.9 To start off 

his work, he agrees that Genizi’s negative claims about the Catholic Church during the 1930s “is 

considered normative,” yet he wants “to challenge these claims by examining some of the 

context surrounding the decisions” of those in the Church.10 In Hayes’ essay, he makes clear the 

limitations the Catholic Church and its agencies were presented with when trying to help 

refugees. However, Hayes presents the efforts of Archbishop Joseph Rummel and some of his 

episcopal brothers as making a vigorous good-faith effort to help with European refugees. 

Unfortunately, their efforts were hamstrung by the fact that most Americans, not just Catholics, 

were ambivalent about the situation in Europe before the war. Nonetheless, because of the 

actions of Germany, the Catholic Church took a special interest in assisting non-Aryans. Catholic 

agencies, especially the National Catholic Welfare Conference, “would make these non-Aryans 

the targeted group for assistance, and this was conveyed to the U.S. State Department.”11 This 

chapter and dissertation attempts to follow Hayes and challenge the literature that hues much too 

closely to Genizi’s criticisms. 

Our first bishop, Francis Spellman, Archbishop of New York, capably used the power 

gained from New York’s prestige to become one of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s trusted 

advisors and an ad hoc diplomat to Francisco Franco’s Spain, the Vatican, and Latin America. 

Along with his diplomatic work, he became the Apostolic Vicar of the U.S. Armed Forces during 

World War II. Even after the war, his stature continued to grow in the eyes of the Federal 

																																																								
9 Patrick Hayes, “American Catholics Respond to Kristallnacht: NCWC Refugee Policy and the 
Plight of non-Aryans,” in American Religious Responses to Kristallnacht, ed. Maria Mazzenga 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 111-144. 
10 Ibid, 112. 
11 Ibid, 120. 
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government. His extensive FBI file, available online through the FBI’s website, brims with 

positive and courteous letters between him and FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover in the 1940s, 

1950s, and 1960s. Many of the files also detail Spellman’s willing cooperation with the United 

States government against its enemies. Long after the war, Hoover sent a letter congratulating the 

Cardinal for receiving an award at the White House from President Dwight D. Eisenhower.12 As 

for his status in the Church before and during the war, Spellman was a central figure of 

Catholicism in the U.S. Of the three bishops treated below, he is the one with the most extensive 

FBI file.   

The Cardinal Spellman Story, his authorized biography, tells us that Spellman was born 

to Irish immigrants in Massachusetts who ran a grocery store. In grade school, he grew up loving 

American baseball but made only average grades. He eventually went to college at Fordham in 

New York, and while he thought about the priesthood during his college years, it was just one 

option among many. He made the decision to become a priest only when he graduated from 

college. Soon after that, he went to Rome to study for ordination at the prestigious North 

American College in Rome. As his biography recounts, at the time one did not have to be 

particularly accomplished academically to study at the NAC. One just needed the right 

connections, which Spellman had. He was ordained to the priesthood in 1916 and returned to 

America that same year to serve as a priest in his home state.13 This authorized biography makes 

																																																								
12 Cardinal Spellman to J. Edgar Hoover, March 8th, 1960, Cardinal Francis Spellman File, 
Federal Bureau of Investigation, FBI Record: The Vault accessed September 20, 2016, 
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13 Robert I. Gannon, S.J. The Cardinal Spellman Story (New York: Doubleday, 1962), 3-31.  
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sure that his Catholic readers knew that even as a small boy, specifically through baseball, he felt 

connected to America.     

 As a young priest Spellman cultivated considerable influence in Rome. After serving as a 

priest in America, in the early 1930s he went to work in the Church’s diplomatic service under 

the Vatican Secretary of State, Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, the future Pius XII. During his time in 

Rome, Pacelli chose him to smuggle the papal encyclical Non Abbiamo Bisogno to Paris and 

London.14 Because of Spellman’s loyal service, Pacelli helped elevate the American to the 

episcopate and ordained him a bishop in St. Peter’s Basilica in 1932. Spellman then returned to 

America and first served as an auxiliary bishop in Boston under Archbishop William O’Connell. 

Even though the reigning prelate of that city regulated him to a supporting role in the local 

Church, Spellman kept up his connections in the Vatican through his relationship with Pacelli.  

 This association bore tremendous fruit when the Vatican decided to send Pacelli, the 

Vatican Secretary of State, to America in 1936. In America’s history, no one of such standing in 

the Church had crossed the Atlantic. Certainly, no pope had. Popes simply did not travel.15 In 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
name of the Cardinal. One immediately gets the sense that Gannon has an affection for Spellman 
and presents the best version of the man possible. What Gannon provides with his examination 
of the primary sources is undercut by the lack of a critical eye. Much like Spellman who worked 
with the U.S. armed forces, Gannon served as Chairman of the Congressional Nominating 
Committee for the U.S. military academies. John Cooney’s biography, The American Pope, as 
discussed in Chapter 2, gives a much controversial view of the Cardinal than Gannon, most 
likely due to Cooney not being a clergy member and his writing it twenties years after Gannon. 
14 Pius XI, Non Abbiamo Bisogno, Vatican Website, June 29, 1931, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_29061931_non-
abbiamo-bisogno.html  
Closely akin to Mit Brennender Sorge, this encyclical denounced Mussolini’s Fascist Italy in 
1931. 
15 The new tradition of a pope visiting other countries did not begin until the reign of Pope Paul 
VI. 
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fact, no pope had left Italy since 1809.16 However, Pacelli represented the next best thing, and, to 

say the least, American Catholics were extremely excited about the Cardinal’s visit. In 2006, Fr. 

Leon Hutton, who serves in the Archdiocese of Los Angeles, wrote about this event and the 

extensive tour undertaken by Pacelli to become acquainted with America.17 Hutton writes that 

Pacelli spent a month in the U.S. traveling coast to coast by car, train, and airliner in an effort to 

court the soon-to-be superpower of the world. Hutton also argues that this allowed the American 

hierarchy to show Rome that the American Church had come of age while allowing Pacelli to 

successfully start creating bonds with both the U.S. Church and the American government.18  

At the time of Pacelli’s visit, many in the Catholic world started to call him the next 

pope, a prediction that came true in 1939. Since Spellman was only an assistant bishop, it seems 

unlikely he would be involved in the Cardinal’s visit. However, because of their earlier working 

relationship, Pacelli entrusted Spellman with setting up the all-important summit between the 

Cardinal and President Roosevelt, passing over the Vatican’s apostolic delegate to America, 

Archbishop Amelto Cicognani, and other more senior members of the American hierarchy. 

Because of the work Spellman put in to make Pacelli’s American visit a success, Pacelli, after 

becoming Pius XII, promoted Spellman to the position of Archbishop of New York.19 This event 

cemented Spellman’s place in the American and global hierarchy and made him a force to be 

reckoned with until Vatican II. 
																																																								
16 Pius VII left Rome because Napoleon arrested him and sent to France. 
17 Leon Hutton, “The Future Pope Comes to America: Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli’s Visit to the 
United States,” U.S. Catholic Historian 24, no. 2 (Spring 2006), 109-130.  
Fr. Hutton works extensively in Catholic Education as a member of the Board of Directors of the 
National Catholic Educational Association and taught Church History at St. John’s seminary in 
the Los Angeles Archdiocese. 
18 Ibid, 109. 
19 Ibid, 114. 
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 To understand Archbishop Spellman, one must above all else understand him as a patriot 

who valued his American identity and believed that the country accepted immigrants from all 

over the world. Furthermore, he held that the U.S. was a force for divine good in the world. In 

many ways, as is discussed in the following paragraphs, his championing of America is in line 

with his ecclesial identity. He spoke about this twin-identity the day after he was installed, May 

24, 1939, at a reception in his honor. He told the Catholic parishioners and organizations in 

attendance, one of whom was former New York governor Al Smith, “it would be unworthy of 

me to think myself a stranger among you . . . fundamentally because of common religion which 

binds us all . . . and also because of our common Americanism.”20 When he arrived in New York 

to take over his new diocese, even people outside of the Catholic faith commented on Spellman’s 

belief in an America of many different peoples. The New York Times covered Rabbi Israel 

Goldstein of Congregation B’nai Jeshurun, who favorably compared Spellman to those 

Americans who scapegoated the Jews, praising the new Archbishop for asking a room full of 

Protestants and Jews “to remember that the American tradition has always been to welcome the 

immigrant and to promote friendship and fellowship among the different groups.”21 This 

understanding of America as made up of different peoples and cultures, no matter their national 

origin, coming together in fellowship is a necessary key to understanding why Archbishop 

Spellman reacted to Spanish, German, and Italian fascism quite differently before and during the 

war. His experience as a son of immigrants who found acceptance in the American landscape 

helps to demonstrate how he understood the Church and America as a home for immigrants. 

																																																								
20 The Reception of to the Most Reverend Francis J. Spellman, D.D. May 24, 1939, Folder 2, 
S/A-23, Cardinal Spellman Addresses, Archives of the AANY.  
21 “Rabbis Felicitate New Archbishop,” The New York Times, May 28, 1939, 7.  
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Nazism and fascism threatened to destroy what he loved. Alongside that, his time as a bishop 

was devoted to marrying his national affiliation with his loyalty to the Church.  

 As important as his devotion to the U.S. was, Spellman cultivated and treasured his 

international ecclesial identity as a Catholic, which he displayed to the people before America 

entered World War II. As reported by the New York Times in January 1940, the Archbishop 

started a special collection in his Archdiocese for the Poles who had suffered under German 

aggression. During the Mass the priest assigned to Spellman’s Cathedral, Fr. Michael Deacy 

proclaimed that the Poles had been victims of an “ungodly aggression.”22 Also reported by The 

New York Times that summer, Spellman had begun raising money to help refugees from 

Germany, Austria, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. However, he made sure that people knew his 

efforts were imbued with the idea of Americans helping their fellow man. He confirmed his 

Catholic identity by giving the funds he raised to Pope Pius XII so that the pope could distribute 

them as he saw fit. Along with mentioning the refugees, he named France, Belgium and few 

other countries as victims of the war.23 Interestingly enough, Spellman never mentions the 

country of Germany itself as a victim—only the refugees fleeing from it. 

Spellman’s work with the Roosevelt administration, which began in 1939 and continued 

until Roosevelt’s death in 1945, clearly showed off the marriage of his American patriotism to 

his Catholicism. In an article in the Journal of Church and State, Nikolas K. Gvosdev explored 

this association in his study of the Church and State working together in the field of espionage.24 

Gvosdev speculates about the appropriateness of the two cooperating in this way and describes 
																																																								
22 “Catholics Aid the Poles,” ibid, January 22, 1940, 3. 
23 “Spellman Starts War-Victim Fund,” ibid, August 12, 1940, 18. 
24 Nikolas Gvosdev served as a fellow at the Nixon Center until 2007 and currently teaches at the 
Naval War College. 
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how the administration knew about Spellman’s patriotism and utilized it. He writes that the U.S. 

government understood the archbishop’s full diplomatic worth when it came to him speaking to 

Catholics around the world. Unlike other American diplomats, he could go where American 

government officials could not. Furthermore, his connections to the Vatican helped him make 

contacts that were unavailable to others in the U.S. government.25 Spellman represented a nexus 

between ecclesial and political power, which he wielded expertly. 

Spellman willingly assisted the U.S. government to further what he believed were goals 

shared by both his Church and his country. Edward T. Folliard, the famous award-winning 

reporter who covered presidents from Coolidge to Nixon, reported in 1942 that Spellman, along 

with his other bishops, broadcasted President Roosevelt’s message that America had no 

territorial ambitions in the war to large Catholic nations, including fascist Portugal and Spain. 

Moreover, Spellman and the other bishops declared to the world that Roosevelt and America 

would win the war and that, once victorious, the U.S. would not seek vengeance and would only 

want to establish “an international order in which Christ shall rule the hearts of men and of 

nations.”26 Establishing Christ’s rule was certainly not the objective of the U.S. but Spellman’s 

message shows how invested he was in a U.S. victory. He was willing to convince himself that 

supporting the U.S. meant supporting Christianity. For Spellman, Roosevelt’s actions for peace 

were not a ruse to establish American domination, but, as Spellman seems to imply, a new 

Christendom. In other words, after listening to Spellman, one could have the impression that 

Roosevelt was making the world safe for both democracy and the Catholic Church—or at least 
																																																								
25 Nikolas K. Gvosdev “Espionage and the Ecclesia,” Journal of Church and State 42, no. 4 
(Autumn, 2000): 806. 
26 Edward T. Folliard, “Catholic Hierarchy Praises Roosevelt Pledge on U.S. Aims: Roosevelt’s 
Pledge Praised by Hierarchy,” The New York Times, November 15, 1942, 1. 
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for Christianity. Presumably, in his mind, the goals and ambitions of the Church and the U.S. 

government to save the world were the same, a stark difference between what the American 

hierarchy believed the Nazis wanted to accomplish, the destruction of Catholicism. 

Because of the president and archbishop’s cordial relations, Roosevelt was able to exploit 

their relationship to further his domestic agenda. When Cardinal George Mundelein died in 

1939, the president tried to convince Spellman to push for Chicago’s auxiliary bishop Bernard J. 

Sheil to become that city’s new archbishop. Like Mundelein, Roosevelt knew that Sheil 

supported his New Deal policies and fully supported labor. Spellman respectfully refused the 

president, telling him that some in the Church did not think Sheil was a very good administrator. 

Regardless of Roosevelt’s wishes, Archbishop Samuel Stritch of Milwaukee took over the 

Chicago Church. Nonetheless, after his appointment Stritch made it known to Spellman that he 

fully supported the president and his policies. He went even further by disavowing any criticism 

he made of the president when he was Bishop of Milwaukee.27   

Fr. Gannon, Spellman’s biographer, wrote at length about Spellman as the military vicar 

and about the hierarch’s faith in Roosevelt. Gannon tells us that Spellman believed that “in the 

President he saw not ‘a scheming squire using the commonalty for his own purposes,’ but the 

Commander-in-Chief, with authority from God through the people a knight in armor revolting . . 

. against the vicious attacks of two pagan tyrants.”28 The two pagan tyrants for Spellman were 

Hitler and Stalin, but despite the fact that Roosevelt came to an accommodation with the 

communists in order to win the war, Spellman still kept his faith in the president. As the Military 

Vicar of the U.S. Army and Navy serving the knights in armor, he worked with the American 
																																																								
27 Gannon, The Cardinal Spellman Story, 178-9. 
28 Ibid, 182. 
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Legion and supported conscription even before the war began. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, 

the Archbishop of New York released a statement to declare, “as an American and one of 

twenty-five million Catholic Americans I follow the identically glorious traditions of my country 

and religion.”29 As the Military Vicar before the war, he made sure to visit Catholic servicemen 

throughout the country, notably going to every outpost in Alaska. When the war started, he 

traveled on behalf of the army from Portugal to Iran to South Africa—and practically all points 

in between.  

 Because of his great love of the Church and his country, Spellman’s thinking developed 

into a patriotic theology that he defended in his book, The Road to Victory (1942).30 In order to 

help America win the war against fascism, he argued that “it is not alone a duty but it is also a 

privilege to place all our [Catholic] agencies and hospital facilities at the disposition of the 

Government of the United States.” He claimed that the Church could do this because “for at all 

times work for the welfare of our country and for the welfare of humanity is done in the name of 

God.”31 He communicated in his work that serving America meant serving God. The two went 

together, or as he wrote, “religion and patriotism support, strengthen and complement each 

other.” America was a new Israel that would right the world.32 This fascinating short book truly 

builds a world that looks at the U.S. as a part of God’s plan, which the Catholic Church needed 

to support and defend.  

With the Archbishop’s actions and words in mind, we can address the common 

accusation that the Catholic Church collaborated with fascism far more critically and come to 
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better understand the relationship that Spellman developed with Franco.33 History can appreciate 

that the close working relationship the Archbishop established with Franco served to further 

American war aims. In fact, Spellman’s negotiating with Franco and engaging with Spain was a 

patriotic service. He was not trying to prop up a fascist regime, even though that appeared to be 

the case. As reported by the New York Times, he was working through American channels as 

evidenced by the fact that he visited the American consulate when he went to Spain.34 By 

visiting Franco, he believed he was creating better relations between the U.S. and Spain.35 The 

fact that Franco never declared war on America or completely threw his support behind Hitler 

allowed Spellman to continue making his trips to Spain on behalf of the U.S.36 Arguing that 

Spellman supported fascism because he visited Franco ignores the fact that the U.S. government 

was involved in his trips to Spain.   

The idea that Spellman wanted to help America achieve its goals is highlighted by the 

fact that he evidently tried to topple Mussolini. In fact, rumors at the time had Spellman working 

with the American government to bring down Mussolini’s dictatorship even though the dictator 

supported the Italian Church. Apparently, on his trips to Spain and Italy in the middle of the war, 

Spellman began to work with the Italian underground to overthrow the dictator.37 While only a 

rumor, this shows that some people at the time did not think Spellman was a friend to the 

fascists. 
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The relationship between Spellman and Roosevelt was not a one-way affair. The 

Archbishop did spread Roosevelt’s message to Catholics around the world, but, obviously, 

Spellman also had Roosevelt’s confidence. Anna M. Cienciala, a professor of history at the 

University of Kansas, in discussing the relationship between Poland and the U.S. in World War 

II, mentions a conversation between the president and the archbishop. She relates that Spellman 

claimed in 1943 that Roosevelt discussed how the world might be divided after the war between 

the U.S., Russia, and Britain. The president told Spellman that the U.S. would be responsible for 

the Pacific while Britain and Russia would divide up Europe. For the president there was no real 

point in opposing the Russians. It just made more sense to gracefully concede that they would 

control a large part of Europe.38 What Spellman apparently heard from the president broadly 

came into existence after the war. Along with Roosevelt, Spellman developed a close working 

relationship with the FBI and Hoover. In 1944, during the late stages of the war, the FBI 

arranged to question Spellman about the state of the Latin American Catholic hierarchy because 

of his intimate acquaintance with the region. 39 In addition, the Bureau apparently thought he 

would pass along information. 

While the archbishop worked with the American government to rollback fascism, as a 

senior clergyman he also used the symbols of his Church to draw a clear line between Nazism 

and Catholicism. Before the United States entered the war in May 1941, The New York Times 
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covered him celebrating a Mass honoring the war dead.40 He arranged for and specifically 

mentioned that clergymen of “virtually every racial group of Europe” assisted in the liturgy, even 

a priest from China. In his talk ending the mass, he celebrated the idea that these different racial 

groups could gather and that it verified the unique universal character of the Church. He also 

praised the fact that this type of service could happen only in America. Earlier in the homily, Fr. 

Cornelius Drew attacked the Nazis, thundering that they “replaced the cross with the swastika, 

and for the Christian code of morality they substituted their national church, which approved of 

everything, even evil, that favored the fatherland.” The service closed with the singing of “The 

Star-Spangled Banner” by the choir and congregation.41 The archbishop made sure in a Cathedral 

liturgy to advertise the universal character of humanity that both his country and Church shared 

in kind. The American Church was the Church where the people of many different nations came 

together and the U.S. was the country that hosted the people of the world. It rightly stood 

opposed to the narrow national church of Germany that looked inward and that the evil Nazi 

regime supported. 

Along with his symbolic attacks, the Archbishop of New York officiated over numerous 

events for notable Catholics in which he would strongly condemn the Nazis and communists in 

the same speech. 42 In June 1940, The New York Times wrote that during Marymount College’s 

graduation ceremony, the editor of The Catholic News told the graduating class that the Nazis 

had elevated the state above God and were teaching that man was created for the State. Due to 

these dangerous ideas, the Nazi government exposed itself as anti-human by inverting the true 
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relationship of the state and man. Spellman later presided over the graduation ceremony and then 

bestowed the solemn benediction.43 Many times before and during the war Church officials and 

preeminent Catholics made sure to link communism, the great enemy of the Church, with 

fascism, signifying many American Catholic bishops simply did not support fascism simply 

because they understood it as a threat like communism, while some in the Church certainly did 

see fascism as an antidote to communism. The Church obviously had a conflicted relationship 

with fascism because of these two attitudes.  

To be clear, the dread of communism, even for Spellman, seemed to come before the 

Church’s fear of fascism. In a speech to the National Convention of the American Legion on 

September 22, 1940, Spellman mentioned the start of European hostilities. Yet, he does not talk 

about Germany invading Poland or its aggressive moves up to this point, but only mentions the 

fact that the Soviet Union had invaded Finland.44 Nonetheless, right before the U.S. entered the 

war, he gave an address for the inaugural Radio Chapel program on station WOR in which he 

called both communists and the Gestapo tyrants. Spellman drew a distinction between 

communism and Nazism on the one hand and the Church on the other by arguing that the latter 

“believed that every man has an immortal soul made by God, and as a sovereign person may not 

be immersed in the totality of the class, or the race or the nation.”45 Spellman understood this 

battle as a fight between America, which espoused freedom, and Russia and Germany, which 

championed slavery. His last act against the Nazis came in the summer of 1960. At the 
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International Eucharistic Congress in Munich, Germany, with over a million pilgrims, Spellman 

dedicated a chapel at Dachau against Nazi paganism.46   

 It is difficult to sustain the idea that meetings between Spellman and Franco meant the 

Catholic Church supported fascism. On the contrary, the Church was working to further the aims 

of the U.S. government through the relationship Spellman developed with Franco. As soon as the 

war ended in 1945, the archbishop’s endorsement of the Spanish strongman’s rule began to 

whither away. When the Soviet publication Izvestia, according to The New York Times, accused 

the archbishop of maintaining friendly relations with the Franco regime, his chancellery 

responded “that the archbishop has been accustomed to attacks by enemies of religion, of 

America and of world peace. He has been assailed by the minions of Hitler . . . and other tyrants 

and is not surprised at renewed baseless attacks.”47 Spellman may have been an ally of Franco 

and decided to denounce him only because of the Soviets. On the other hand, maybe he was 

finally able to distance himself from Franco because the war was over. Nonetheless, his identity 

as an American compelled him to repudiate his country’s enemies, fascist or communist. 

 Although the war ended the relationship between Spellman and Franco, it did not end the 

close relationship between Spellman and U.S. authorities. In fact, he still worked closely with the 

Federal Government, especially the FBI, to advance American interests against communism. In a 

letter to Hoover, he explains that he strove “to make Communism understood, feared and resisted 

for patriotic motives as well as religious.”48 Spellman had two masters, the Church and his 
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country, that he reconciled and served. He defended them equally against any enemy, communist 

or fascist. In line with his American and Catholic identity, Spellman continued to support racist 

ideas, defending African American rights after the war. 49 He also maintained good relations with 

the Jewish community, receiving in 1963 the George E. Sokolsky Memorial Award from the 

American Jewish League against Communism because of his anti-communist activities.50  

 To the east in Illinois, Spellman’s brother bishop, George Mundelein ran the Church of 

Chicago from 1915 until his death in 1939. Before entering the Church, he grew up poor in New 

York’s Lower East Side. Because of his circumstances, he threw himself into his schoolwork and 

graduated from the seminary at age 20, four years before he was eligible for ordination. At age 

37, he became the country’s youngest bishop and, six years later, became the third Archbishop of 

Chicago. Within a decade, he received the red hat from Pope Pius XI. Remembered as a liberal, 

he became friends with President Roosevelt and strongly supported the New Deal.51 The 

Pittsburgh Press wrote about his support for unions and quoted the Archbishop saying, “the 

trouble with [the Church] in the past has been that we were too often allied or drawn into an 

alliance with the wrong side...I hope that day has gone by. Our place is beside the 
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workingman.”52 As a cardinal, he helped to elect Pope Pius XII and caused a significant 

international incident when he attacked the Third Reich. 

Cardinal Mundelein was quite sensitive to the persecution of the Church around the 

world. His archdiocese, through the Catholic Church Extension Society led by his auxiliary 

bishop William O’Brien, started to collect money to help build the Mexican seminary in New 

Mexico, detailed in Chapter 1, and supported Jewish converts to Catholicism exiled from 

Germany.53 In January 1938, in front of 2,000 people in the Holy Name Societies of his 

Archdiocese, The Chicago Daily Tribune reported that he spoke about the oppression of the 

Church in Spain, Mexico, and Germany. He blamed the persecution on the fact that organized 

Catholic action did not exist or had been overthrown in these countries. He lamented the 

disbanding of the Catholic Center party and the effective silencing of the Catholic press in 

Germany, which he believed led to the Nazis gaining full control.54  

Mundelein made an interesting point by explaining that the rise of the Nazi party took 

place after the Center party had ceased to exist in Germany. As John Cornwell rightly outlines in 

Hitler’s Pope, the Vatican, through its Secretary of State Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, helped to 

break up the Catholic party in order to sign a Concordant with Hitler in 1933. While Mundelein 

does not blame anyone for the dismemberment of the Center party, he must have known the 
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history of its dissolution and the part played by senior Vatican officials. As a prince of the 

Church, he would have also known that the Catholic Church in Italy acquiesced to the death of 

its own Catholic political party. The cardinal’s mention of the Center Party was a vague critique 

at best. However, it highlights why people believe the Catholic Church had a hand in creating 

fascism. Cornwell and others are correct, in this specific circumstance, when they blame the 

Church and Pope Pius XII for cooperating with fascism. Mussolini and Hitler may have 

eventually overcome any Church opposition and taken over their countries. However, the Church 

essentially shutting down its political parties in Germany and Italy surely helped the two 

dictators in their rise to power. 

In 1938, at the Quigley Preparatory seminary, the Chicago cardinal succinctly expressed 

the fears he harbored concerning fascism in a speech about Nazi-controlled Germany covered by 

The Chicago Daily Tribune.55 In front of 500 clergymen, he denounced the German regime and 

described how the Nazis had corrupted their citizens. He told the crowd that “Nazi officials 

command obedience from the German people only by making every second person a government 

spy, destroying civil liberties and forcing youthful candidates for the religious life into work and 

military camps.” Furthermore, he reminded his audience that the Nazis wanted to take Catholic 

children away from their faith and their schools, alluding to the idea that if the Nazi government 

could pull children away from the Catholic faith then the government could do it here in 

America. In other words, he reminded the clergy to fight anti-Catholicism everywhere, even in 

America.56 In addition, Mundelein called Hitler “an alien, an Austrian paperhanger, and a poor 
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one at that.” Mundelein did not stop his personal attacks there. He also mentioned that Joseph 

Goebbels was a “crooked minister of propaganda.” Furthermore, he attacked the Nazi 

government for prosecuting Catholic monasteries on trumped up morality charges.57 Mundelein 

was not shy in his condemnation and did not hold back in public. While the pope certainly did 

not speak in these terms publicly about Hitler or his cronies, the Chicago hierarch apparently did 

not feel the need to follow the lead of the papacy in how to act and speak about the Nazis. 

 While many in America spoke out against the Reich, Cardinal Mundelein clearly caught 

the notice of the Nazis, for they unsuccessfully whined to the Vatican. In late May, The New 

York Times reported the Nazis quickly responded to the Cardinal’s name-calling and his 

accusations against the Nazi government for inventing the monastery immorality scandal, 

sending many Catholic monks to jail and creating a hostile anti-Catholic atmosphere in 

Germany. Goebbels condemned Mundelein by labeling the cardinal a “gangster” and demanded 

that the Vatican apologize for his Quigley speech.58 Goebbels’ attacked Mundelein so 

vehemently because he thought that the cardinal spoke for American Catholicism. Because 

Mundelein was a cardinal and a bishop of the second largest American city, Goebbels had 

reasons for making that kind of assumption. Not only did he attack the cleric personally. 

Goebbels also answered Mundelein’s defense of the monks by declaring that the Vatican knew 

the charges against them were true. In the end, it appears that in the Nazis mind, if the Vatican 

did not humiliate the cardinal, then he spoke for the Church.  
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The cardinal was hardly alone in being attacked by the Nazi government. In fact, 

Goebbels also called the mayor of New York, Fiorello H. Le Guardia, a “gangster.” Apparently, 

the Nazis had a tendency to call people names when they were attacked or questioned.59 While 

the Nazis singled out and smeared Americans that criticized them, it was rare for an American 

bishop to be attacked directly by the Nazi government. While Mundelein technically only spoke 

for Chicago Catholics, his standing as a cardinal and the Vatican’s refusal to discipline him 

validated the Nazis’ belief that he spoke for Catholicism as a whole.  

 In demanding that the Vatican humiliate Mundelein, the German authorities presented a 

letter to the Holy See, but did not receive the reply that they expected. Instead, the Holy See, 

according to William M. Harrigan in “Pius XI and Nazi Germany,” stood behind Mundelein. It 

asked that the German government answer some specific questions concerning its relationship 

with Catholics in Germany, such as “what has the German government done and what does it 

intend to do in the future against the malicious slander and defamation, against the disgraceful 

calumnies directed at churches?”60 Only then would the Vatican answer the Reich’s questions 

about Mundelein. The Nazis did not appreciate the Vatican’s response. In their own response, 

they recalled their ambassador and threatened to discontinue normal relations with the Holy 

See.61 In the U.S. the Catholic Episcopal Committee for German Refugees, located in New York 

City, sent a letter congratulating the cardinal for standing up to Goebbels in defense of the 
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Catholic Church.62 Generally, scholars depict the Vatican acquiescing to the Nazis but this 

episode provides a clear example of the Church diplomatically standing up for one of its most 

important people. Also interestingly enough, there is no evidence that Mundelein received any 

communication from the Vatican asking him to tone down or apologize for his attacks against 

the Nazi party. He initiated his attack on his own, and Vatican authorities did not reprimand 

him—but they did not praise him either.  

 Over a week later, The Chicago Daily Tribune carried a story of Goebbels criticizing 

Mundelein for questioning the morality trials. At a gathering of 18,000 people, Goebbels 

violently denounced the cardinal’s personal smears against the Nazi government.63 The German 

Minister went on a violent tirade over the fact that Mundelein called Hitler an “Austrian paper 

hanger and a poor one at that.” Goebbels also railed against Mundelein for calling him a 

“crooked propaganda minister.” For Goebbels, these attacks by Mundelein were just another in a 

long line of attacks from the Church. Additionally, Goebbels told his audience that the immoral 

monks in Germany had communicated with and prompted Mundelein to make statements against 

the Nazi leadership and that the Nazis were actually standing up for good Catholic priests. 

However, later in the speech he threatened to expel Catholic clergy from the country, a sentiment 

gleefully shared by the crowd.64 Almost two weeks later, the Chicago paper reported that the 
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German press also castigated Mundelein for attacking Hitler and the German leadership. For 

weeks, they condemned Pope Pius XI for refusing to rebuke the Chicago archbishop.65 The Nazi 

reaction against Mundelein definitely confirms how much the Nazi party perceived the Church 

as something to be silenced. This is the only way to look at their response to a speech delivered 

halfway around the world to a small group of Chicago clerics.  

 Additionally, The New York Times reported that the Nazi authorities not only attacked 

Mundelein through the press but that they also sent out their secret police to find anyone in 

Germany that may have sent reports to the cardinal. They accused German Franciscans of 

committing treason by providing Mundelein with information, a charge that carried the death 

penalty if the Nazi officials were to pursue it. Additionally, the German authorities claimed that 

not only were the Franciscans collaborating with Mundelein, but that International Jewish 

financers were also helping the cardinal lambast the Nazis.66 The Nazis believed that the small 

international Jewish community was utilizing the large international Church to fight the Nazis—

or that at least the two were colluding. 

 Mundelein’s speech involved more than just making fun of Hitler. In his speech, 

Mundelein tied the morality trials to an earlier fight between the Nazis and Church authorities 

over Catholic confessional schools. The cardinal argued that the Nazis lied about having an 

electoral mandate to close the schools. In response, some of the German clergy fought back to 

preserve Catholic education. This resistance against school closings, coupled with Pius XI 

releasing his famous encyclical Mit Brennender Sorge, provoked the Nazis to begin the morality 

trials. The cardinal grieved over the idea that two million children would lose their Catholic 
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schools and be forced to attend Nazi controlled institutions. Mundelein claimed that most 

Catholics knew that the Nazis trumped up the charges and that even Protestants secretly 

criticized the Nazi attempts to shame the Church.67 Mundelein understood that Nazi fascism 

detested Catholicism and through its children would try to destroy it at its roots.  

 Even after Goebbels raged against Mundelein in the press, the cardinal still criticized the 

Reich. At the end of that same month in 1937, Mundelein gave a talk in his cathedral extolling 

the greatness of Pope Pius XI. He told his audience that Pius stood in the way of Germany trying 

to abduct the Catholic youth from the Church.68 During a retreat in late June, he again bemoaned 

the idea that the people of Germany lived like Russian serfs. Yet, Mundelein did admit that a few 

of the clergy in Germany had committed misdeeds. However, the Reich had wrongly and for 

purposes of propaganda blamed the entire Catholic clergy of Germany for the sins of a few. 69  

A year and a half later, in 1938, when Mundelein went to Rome to visit the Pope, the 

German press still derided the cardinal, calling him “the hate preaching priest.” Also, as 

recounted by the Chicago Daily Tribune, they presented Mundelein as the conduit between 

President Roosevelt and the Vatican, who would serve to close the gap between the two.70 

Unlike other figures that may have attacked the Nazis, the Reich especially denounced 

Mundelein. The Nazis launched these attacks because of the power they perceived he had in the 

American hierarchy. In addition, the Nazi attacks on him originated from the belief that he was 
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Roosevelt’s leading Catholic. According to the Nazis, he enjoyed this power and the perception 

of it since he served as the Archbishop of Chicago, one of the great cities in America and wore a 

red hat. 

A few months before he died in1939, the cardinal once again spoke out against the Nazis. 

While supporting the neutrality espoused by Roosevelt in Europe, the cardinal reminded his 

listeners where their Catholic sympathies should lie. Although he hated the Nazis, he did not 

want to see Americans go to war again. He reminded his audience how much America spent in 

blood and treasure to end World War I and yet received nothing in return. He even questioned 

whether America had made the world safe for democracy. He feared that if America joined the 

war in Europe the country would only suffer again. He believed the only people who wanted 

America in the war were the industrialists, hoping for profits, and the newly arrived Europeans, 

who cared more about their native land than their adoptive home. Thankfully, he said, American 

had “the barrier of the Atlantic ocean.”71 While one may interpret this as him dismissing the 

Nazi’s true threat to the world, when he should have supported a way to truly attack and 

eradicate them, Mundelein seems to have been more concerned about American lives. 

Unfortunately, events proved he should have defended going to war. While Mundelein 

denounced the Nazis, he did not condemn or call to question why Italian fascists could come to 

America and receive such a rapacious welcome. Yet, his famous stand against the Nazi does 

show that the U.S. Church and even the Vatican took a stand against fascism and refused to back 

down. 
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Along with Spellman and Mundelein, Archbishop Joseph Rummel supported the Jewish 

people and criticized the Nazis well before the horrors of the Holocaust were common 

knowledge; at a minimum he condemned anti-Semitism. In addition, because he was the 

chairman of the Committee for Catholic Refugees of Germany, at least one official organ of the 

American Church condemned Germany’s oppression of the Jews.  

Rummel was born in 1876 in Baden, Germany, during the more repressive years of Otto 

von Bismarck’s Kulturkampf. After he turned six years old, his family immigrated to the United 

States where he started attending Catholic schools in New York and Pennsylvania. Eventually, in 

1902 he became a priest, receiving the sacrament of ordination in Rome. He first served in New 

York City parishes until 1928. In that same year, Pius XI made him Bishop of Omaha, Nebraska. 

Seven years later, the Pope named him Archbishop of New Orleans, the second-oldest diocese in 

the U.S. and preeminent See of the American South. Like Spellman, he led his city through the 

depression, World War II, and the civil rights struggle.72 Rummel, in fact, resembles many of the 

bishops of the time that were conservative in upholding traditional Church teaching but quite 

liberal in their politics. Examples of their liberalism included supporting FDR’s New Deal and, 

especially in Chicago, helping American labor create and organize unions.73  

Along with Spellman and Mundelein, Rummel used his voice to speak out against 

Nazism, and in 1938, his attacks against the Nazi leaders clearly attracted their notice. At the 

Waldorf-Astoria in front of 1,100 members of the Kolping Society of New York, the archbishop 
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denounced the Nazis for forcing out patriotic citizens due to their faith.74 He told the crowd “in 

Germany it is true that men and women can still go to church, but there is constant propaganda 

against the church and religion.” He raged against the idea that the Nazis forced Catholics to 

choose between religion and the homeland. At this event, he also complained that the Nazis even 

wanted to undermine the faith of German children and strip them from the Church.75 Two weeks 

after The New York Times reported on Rummel’s speech, the Nazis banned the issue that covered 

it. The Times reported the German authorities did not give a specific reason for doing so.76 

However, the bishop apparently made enough of an impact for the Nazis. Yet, he did not suffer 

the same treatment Mundelein received despite actually having been born in Germany. 

Rummel not only led his own archdiocese but also served as the chairman of the 

Committee for Catholic Refugees (CCR). In this role, he made the case to America that the Nazis 

wanted to destroy the German Catholic Church. In order to make this case, the committee under 

his supervision argued that the Nazis wanted to employ indirect means to bring down the Church 

instead of direct action. In defense against the Nazi plan of attack, the Times reported the 

committee urged Catholics to follow Pius XI and to develop “a positive campaign against the 

excesses of anti-Semitism as ungodly, uncharitable and un-Christian and against the natural and 

divine law.”77 Through the committee, Rummel also explained to the bishops that Catholic 

persecution had intensified after the Anschluss. Going further in its analysis, the committee 
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reported that the Reich intended to destroy the Church.78 Rummel believed that the Nazi party 

had developed a clever campaign to harm the Church in such a way that no one could directly 

blame them for the attack. 

In all of his positions, Archbishop Rummel worked with the American bishops and sent 

funds to the different Catholic dioceses in order to provide for “non-Aryans” that sought refuge 

in the U.S. For example, in 1937 he sent ten thousand dollars to the archdiocese of Chicago to 

defer any expenses that the local Church may have incurred.79 “Non-Aryans” could cover at least 

two different people for the Catholic Church. The term could have referred to Jews who still 

practiced their religion (or at least did not convert away from it) or to Jews that converted to 

Catholicism, as was the case with the famous Edith Stein. Unfortunately, this distinction is 

tantalizingly unclear.80 

Along with leading the American bishops in confronting the refugee crisis, Rummel was 

following the call of President Roosevelt to help with the Nazi-driven refugee crisis brewing in 

Germany and Austria in the late 1930s. The Washington Post announced that the president called 

the archbishop, together with other Protestant and Jewish leaders, to the White House to support 

his plan “to offer sanctuary to political, racial and religious refugees from European countries 
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affected by the Nazis.”81 Roosevelt selected Rummel to be a member of the Committee for 

Political Refugees from Germany. During meetings of the committee, the members, including 

Rummel, had conversations about the issues dealing with non-Catholic refugees and raising 

awareness of the crisis.  

The committee included Jewish and Catholic members who discussed creating a united 

effort. Rummel was especially interested in working with the government, since he believed that 

the relationship would help in fundraising efforts. Unfortunately for Rummel, a government-

sponsored call for aid was never initiated by the CPRG.82 While the Catholic Church worked 

primarily for other Catholics, this was part of a national effort involving Jews, Protestants, and 

Catholics working side by side with the encouragement of the U.S. government. Roosevelt 

worked with Spellman and Rummel because he clearly saw the value of working with the 

Catholics bishops, who were proving themselves loyal to the country and opponents of Nazism. 

The bishops for their part gladly served.  

In spite of Rummel’s efforts with the U.S. government, the American immigration 

system proved to be one of the major stumbling blocks in helping refugees. Despite the rise of 

Hitler and eventually the war, the immigration system simply did not come to grips with the 

refugee crisis during the 1930s and 1940s. In a report dated Easter Monday, 1939 [April 3] 

prepared by the CCR for the bishops, the committee mentioned that 300,000 Germans had 

applied for visas to come to America. Even at this late date, the U.S. still had an annual visa 

quota of 27,370. Even more damning was that the report claimed that because so many people 

were looking for help, mail in American consul offices remained unopened for weeks or months. 
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The same report mentioned that during this period, extensions on visitor visas were being denied. 

This meant that the 6,000 people in the U.S. with a visitor visa would possibly have to return to 

Germany. The report stated that meant for many of them a concentration camp or death.83 

Unfortunately for refugees, the refugee or immigration laws of the U.S. never underwent a 

meaningful change even when the war was well underway. Rummel may have wanted to do a lot 

more to help get refugees to the U.S. However, the country was not helping him.   

Along with cooperating with American bishops and the U.S. government, Rummel 

worked with other agencies in America that attempted to save people from Nazi persecution. In 

1939, the Dallas Morning News carried a story reporting that Rummel and the CCR sponsored 

violinist Mischa Elman’s tour of the U.S. and Canada to raise funds to support those fleeing 

Germany. Not only did Rummel help with this but also did it in conjunction with the American 

Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and the American Committee for Christian German 

Refugees.84 If Rummel was willing to work with Jewish organizations to help the fleeing 

refugees, then those “Non-Aryans” he discussed with other bishops could very well have 

included Jews with no connection to Catholicism. 

Rummel certainly reached out to save those he could in Europe and worked with different 

groups for that purpose, but many times he had to deal with political and financial constraints. 

For instance, in his attempt to save refugees from Europe, he still had to contend with the United 

States government and the Church’s finances. In a letter to Archbishop Stritch of Chicago, the 
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immediate successor to Cardinal Mundelein, Rummel reminded his colleague that the U.S. 

Immigration Department made special concessions to the Church concerning European refugees. 

However, the refugees not only had to be suffering under Nazi persecution but also had to have 

some skill or ability the U.S. wanted. When refugees came to the U.S., unfortunately the Church 

by the fall of 1940 was cash-strapped and could not defray transportation costs. Therefore, 

Rummel made the case to Stritch that they could only support refugees with outstanding 

intellectual qualifications and Catholics of Aryan stock.85 His decision to exclusively try and 

help Aryan Catholics may have been motivated by his belief that they stood the best chance of 

getting to America. If it were not for the money, which he certainly was trying to raise, and the 

political obstacles he had to deal with, he may not have excluded “Non-Aryans.” However, he 

may have thought Non-Aryans had other avenues available to them. For example, he may have 

concluded Jewish aid organizations would have taken care of Non-Aryan Catholics. Yet, there 

still appears to be a glaring blind spot when it came to the extensive nature of Jewish suffering, 

Catholic convert or not. 

As much as the three bishops spoke out against fascism or worked with the government 

to stop it, they did make several suspect decisions. One of the best examples of the American 

hierarchy not truly appreciating the extent of Jewish persecution and the viciousness of fascism, 

however, comes from Archbishop Edward Mooney of Detroit. Like other bishops of the time 

who spoke out against fascism and the killing of Jews, he failed to acknowledge that the Church 

could have done more to mitigate the harm caused by fascism and Hitler. Additionally, instead of 
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recognizing the horrible and unique experience of the Jews, the hierarch tried to equate the 

treatment of the Christians by Nazis to the much worse Jewish experience. These beliefs, 

ironically, are clear in Archbishop Mooney’s moving address to commemorate the Jewish heroes 

of the Warsaw Ghetto. In his speech he extolled the Jewish resistance fighters for “fighting to 

defend their rights rather than as abject slaves, and with the thought that their resistance might 

arouse the conscience of the world.”86 He despaired over the idea that Nazi Germany wanted to 

exterminate the Jewish people, a “high and ancient culture” that had suffered repeatedly 

throughout the centuries. He also took Christianity to task for persecuting Jews in the past but 

made it clear that the Nazis were anti-Christian, following their own agenda. He reminded the 

crowd that the Nazis were also persecuting Christians along with Jews in Poland. In many ways, 

it is a moving speech, but the archbishop did not point out that the Church could have done more 

to stop Hitler in the 1930s or could have refused to work with Mussolini in the 1920s. Mooney 

seems to have developed a blind spot in remembering the misdeeds of important figures in the 

hierarchy, including Pius XII. The archbishop also attempts to equate the suffering of the 

Christians with those of the Jews, arguing that “we should never forget that Anti-Semitism in 

Germany in direct ratio to the effectiveness of the official repression of the Christianity.”87 This 

is not to discount the brave and tragic sacrifice of the many Christians that died because of the 

Nazi death machine but clearly, the Jewish people suffered on a far grander scale. To equate 

Christian suffering with that of the Jews is at best tone deaf. Unfortunately, Rummel, Spellman, 
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and Mundelein would have supported Archbishop Mooney’s address. They were men of the 

Church and generally spoke or acted first to defend Catholics from fascist persecution.  

Genizi, of course, disagrees with my conclusions, especially concerning Rummel, in his 

article “New York is Big: America is Bigger: The Resettlement of Refugees from Nazism, 1936-

1945.” He makes the case that Rummel and the Catholic Church in America did not really 

attempt to resettle German refugees. In fact, unlike my position, which argues that the American 

Church and Rummel tried to save refugees, he wrote that the American dioceses actually did 

quite little to help Catholics from Germany, particularly in comparison to Protestants, who also 

did relatively little. This was despite the fact that Cardinal Pacelli wrote to the bishops of the 

world in 1939 to help in the face of the refugee crisis. Genizi argues that the American dioceses 

did not respond positively to the cardinal’s letter and that no local refugee committee was 

established, as asked for by Pacelli. 88  

Yet, Genizi does not seem to understand why it was difficult for American bishops to 

welcome refugees and that because of the lobbying efforts of the Church, U.S. immigration made 

special exceptions. While there were no local organizations, Rummel ran a national group that 

coordinated with the functionally independent American dioceses to raise money, defray costs, 

and find refugees a place in the country. The fact is that the Church did not have sufficient funds 

to run a large-scale operation and even helping foreign priests come to America was difficult for 

the Church. What quite clearly is lacking in Genizi’s article is that he never examines the work 

of Archbishop Rummel, who ran the Committee for Catholic Refugees. He only mentions the 
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archbishop in his footnotes and never in the main body of his article, despite Rummel’s 

importance at the time. 

Spellman, Mundelein, and Rummel hated the Nazis and truly believed that in America 

people of different ethnicities and religions could live together peacefully. To accomplish this, 

they used their pulpits and their political connections to confront the fascist ideology. The U.S. 

government used them in turn to defeat this European menace. In service to this goal of defeating 

Hitler, the bishops aligned the Church to American values against the totalitarian governments in 

Europe.89 Spellman truly epitomizes this alliance of the American Church and the United States. 

He saw America and the Church creating a new type of multiethnic harmony that the Nazis 

wanted to destroy. For Spellman, Mundelein, and Rummel, Nazism represented everything that 

was evil and the Church with America represented what God ordained. Not including them, as 

Genizi and Cornwell fail to do, in the history of American or worldwide Catholicism in the 

1930s and 1940s leaves a gaping hole in the research, only leading to questionable conclusions. 

Not only did our three bishops complain about and work against Nazi persecution but the Nazis 

also took them seriously enough to react violently to their complaints—for over a year in the 

case of Mundelein. Any thorough study of Catholic responses to the Nazis or fascism must 

include the voices and the works of Spellman, Mundelein, and Rummel. However, they were 

also men of their time and looked first and foremost to defend the rights and lives of Catholics in 

America and around the globe. This mindset precluded them from fully appreciating the 

suffering the Jews experienced before and during the war. Yet, this same mindset compelled 

																																																								
89 The question of Latin American politics during this time-period is beyond the scope of this 
dissertation and chapter. 
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them to react strongly and publicly against fascism and to save many lives that would have 

otherwise been lost to the depravity of fascism.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

RYAN AND COUGHLIN: LIBERALISM VERSUS FASCISM IN THE 
 

AMERICAN CATHOLIC CHURCH 
 
 

In the 1930s, the Roman Catholic Church of America almost broke itself apart because of 

the fascist actions and words of the Detroit diocesan priest, Father Charles Coughlin. Because of 

his radio broadcasts and his newspaper, Social Justice, which railed against communism, reviled 

Jews, and denounced President Franklin D. Roosevelt, he put himself on a collision course with 

the American hierarchy of the Catholic Church. As Social Justice documents, in Coughlin’s 

drive to save the Church and America from Roosevelt and the communists, he organized the 

National Union of Social Justice to influence elections and patronized a paramilitary 

organization, the Christian Front, which the federal government prosecuted for trying to 

overthrow the government.1 Because of Coughlin, many accuse the American Church of 

supporting fascism. Yet, his outsized historical presence distorts the history of U.S. Catholics 

who wanted to push back against fascism in Europe and the U.S. Because Coughlin has been the 

subject of so much secondary literature, our perception of Catholicism in the 1930s is skewed. 

Many American bishops disapproved of his actions and spoke out against him, yet 

because of his large Protestant and Catholic following, they could do little to punish him or 

remove him from the national scene. To the dismay of the American Church and the country, the 

one bishop who at any time could have stopped Coughlin as his immediate superior, Bishop 

Michael Gallagher of Detroit, refused to muzzle the radio priest. He is as responsible as much as 

anyone else for Coughlin’s rise in power. For almost a decade, Coughlin became a champion of 
																																																								
1 “Christian Front is no Foe of U.S.,” Social Justice, January 29, 1940, 1.  
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isolationists in the country and those who felt betrayed by the New Deal. As detailed by national 

and local newspapers of the time, the cleric’s rhetoric divided the Church and the country, 

finding a large and sympathetic audience across the U.S. reeling from the depression and the 

prospect of a new world war. 

Opposing Coughlin and his followers were the U.S. bishops, who give the lie to the idea 

that the Church condoned fascism. Instead, they supported Roosevelt and his New Deal, pursued 

friendlier relations with other religions, and developed new theological ideas that during the 

early 1960s ultimately found acceptance at the Second Vatican Council. Monsignor John A. 

Ryan, one of the most learned and respected voices of the American bishops, stood as a 

counterpoint to Coughlin. 2 Along with serving as an aide to President Roosevelt, he was a long 

time professor at the Catholic University of America (CUA) and one of the first American 

Catholic economists. Even though he accomplished much in his career, the coverage of his life in 

scholarly works pales in comparison to the coverage awarded to Coughlin.3 However, Michael 

Curley, the Archbishop of Baltimore and Washington D.C., provided his complete support for 

Ryan, protecting his place in academia and the Church at the CUA. The archbishop’s promise to 

protect Ryan’s academic freedom allowed the priest to champion a liberal vision that was clearly 

opposed to Coughlin’s fascist one.4 At the same time, Ryan did not hesitate to lock horns with 

																																																								
2 To clarify, John A. Ryan was a priest throughout his clerical career. The title Monsignor was a 
honorific bestowed by Archbishop John Murray of St. Paul, Minnesota.  
3 This chapter later on briefly discusses a couple of works that cover Ryan and that not much 
current secondary literature exists on the priest. Because of that, the chapter relies on archival 
material to discuss the actions of Ryan during this time.  
4 Archbishop Michael Curley to Msgr. John A. Ryan, November 24, 1943, Box 8, Folder 30, 
John A. Ryan Papers, The American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives, 
The Catholic University of America, Washington D.C.  
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the bishops when he disagreed with their positions concerning Catholic Social Justice or when 

they thought he overreached. 

Far more of an academic than Coughlin, Ryan generally eschewed the spotlight, 

preferring to convey his arguments in writing and only occasionally engaged with people 

through the radio or in a public address. As a man of the Church and an academic, he taught at 

the CUA and worked for the National Catholic Welfare Conference in its Department of Social 

Action as its director. While he generally stood with the bishops, he felt free to criticize them. In 

1937, Msgr. Ryan, along with The Pittsburgh Catholic, panned the Bishop of Ft. Wayne, 

Indiana, John Noll, and his diocesan paper, The Sunday Visitor. He accused the bishop of 

clumsily lumping labor with communism and using language reminiscent of 

“Knownothingism.”5 In a letter to a fellow priest, he referred to a speech given by Archbishop 

Francis Beckman of Dubuque, Iowa, in support of Coughlin as “tripe.”6 Luckily for Ryan, as 

long as a priest gets along with his own bishop, no other hierarch really matters.  

Along with having a friendly bishop, his relationship with President Roosevelt also 

helped him maintain an influence outside of the other bishops’ control. This connection also 

made Ryan relevant in American politics. During the 1932 Presidential campaign, Roosevelt 

wrote Ryan and asked him to be one of his informal advisors. The future president selected the 

priest because he valued Ryan’s judgment.7 The monsignor kept a regular correspondence with 

Roosevelt throughout much of his presidency and even campaigned actively for the president in 

1936 to counteract Coughlin’s influence. His political connections flashed most brightly on his 
																																																								
5 The Pittsburg Catholic to Bishop John Noll, May 22, 1937, Box 8, Folder 5, ibid.  
6 Msgr. John A. Ryan to Rev. James J. A. Troy, November 2, 1937, Box 41, Folder 11, ibid. 
7 Gov. Franklin D. Roosevelt to Msgr. John A. Ryan, September 1, 1932, Box 31, Folder 27, 
Ibid.  
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seventieth birthday. In 1939, The Washington Post reported that members of the political 

establishment from the U.S. Supreme Court, Cabinet, and Senate came out to honor him for his 

economic ideas, many of which inspired the New Deal.8 Ryan truly believed in American 

democracy and used theologians and saints of the Church’s past to prove Catholicism also agreed 

with democracy. He cited St. Thomas Aquinas and Cardinal Bellarmine for support. He even 

mentioned that James Madison kept works by Bellarmine in his library and argued that the 

Founding Fathers must have been influenced by him when composing the country’s founding 

documents.9 

Coughlin and Ryan faced off against each other over the radio and in the press, loudly 

struggling over the soul of the Church in America. Ryan stood for a more inclusive and tolerant 

Church. He also represented an attempt by the Church to further integrate into the country. 

Coughlin cultivated an angry and inward looking institution that sounded more at home with 

fascist Europe. The two priests’ battle and the internal fight in Catholicism is a well-documented 

episode in American history. However, understanding the nuances of this internal Church 

struggle requires a real appreciation of the international character, theology, and political 

orientation of the American and worldwide Church. Sometimes, primary sources, such as 

newspaper reports or letters by priests and bishops, paint the Church in broad brushes. This 

ignores important distinctions, which carry over into the analysis provided by secondary sources. 

																																																								
8 “U.S. Leaders Pay Tribute to Mgr. Ryan,” The Washington Post, May 26, 1939, 1. 
9 Relation of Catholicism to Fascism, Communism, and Democracy by Msgr. John A. Ryan, 
December 30, 1937, Box 65, Folder 3, John A. Ryan Papers, CUA. 
Cardinal Bellarmine was one of the more famous Catholic theological thinkers during the 
Reformation and Tridentine reforms.  
Sydney Smith, Catholic Encyclopedia 1913, s.v., "St. Robert Francis Romulus Bellarmine," 
accessed April 24, 2016, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02411d.htm. 
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The national and local presses for a better part of the 1930s and early 1940s covered Coughlin 

extensively. His battles with the bishops and especially with the Roosevelt administration played 

themselves out for the whole country to see. Additionally, delving into the mind and actions of 

Coughlin is a relatively easy affair because of all the written and audio material he and his 

surrogates left behind. Whether through his radio broadcasts or his newspaper Social Justice he 

has left a trail for others to follow.  

As far as the secondary research already done on Coughlin, here are a few examples that 

stand out. In 1987, Mary Athans wrote “A New Perspective on Father Charles E. Coughlin,” 

helping to inform her readers why theologically Coughlin presented such a pernicious danger. 10 

She explains how Coughlin took up the ideas of the Irish priest Denis Fahey, who had taught that 

Jews intended to overthrow the Catholic Church. Because of Fahey, Coughlin began to refer to 

Jews as members of the “Mystical Body of Satan.” However, she hardly mentions the other 

contemporary clergy and their roles in American Catholicism. Yet, she does state, but in a 

parenthesis, that Ryan refuted Fahey’s contention that Jewish bankers were behind the 

communist revolution. As far as what role the American bishops played in the life of Coughlin, 

she only references Bishop Gallagher a couple of times and his successor in Detroit, Archbishop 

Aloysius Mooney, who tried but failed to remove Gallagher from the air.11  

																																																								
10 Mary Christine Athans, “A New Perspective on Father Charles E. Coughlin,” Church History 
56, no. 2 (June 1987): 224-232.  
11 Ibid.  
The Diocese of Detroit was elevated to an Archdiocese shortly after Pope Pius XI appointed 
Mooney to lead that Church. 
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In 1995, Earl Boyea details the relationship between Coughlin and Gallagher, who 

refused to control the priest because he shared his subordinate’s opinions.12 He does a fine job of 

detailing ecclesial politics in the country and the issue of Catholic bishops interfering in a brother 

bishop’s diocese. Not only does he explore the hesitancy of bishops to act against each other, but 

also examines the Vatican’s reluctance to step into the affairs of the American hierarchy. Yet, he 

devotes only a paragraph to the war of words between Ryan and Coughlin. Finally, Boyea does 

not mention Cardinal Mundelein and his intervention against Coughlin’s speeches.13  

In the past twenty years, there have been two major biographies published about 

Coughlin. Donald Warren’s Radio Priest: Charles Coughlin The Father of Hate Radio (1996) 

argues that because of Coughlin’s influence, many U.S. bishops feared he would rip American 

Catholicism apart. The author reports how Coughlin’s bishop allowed him to operate with 

impunity and may have agreed with the priest’s political views. However, Warren mentions the 

other bishops only a few times. His discussion of John A. Ryan amounts to little more than a 

page. Yet, he provides a powerful quotation from Ryan that shows the monsignor willingly 

“tolerate[d] Father’s Coughlin’s ravings as the lesser of two evils—the other evil being that 

hundreds of thousands of Father Coughlin’s followers would quit the Church entirely.”14 This 

approach gives a terribly incomplete look at the work done by Ryan to oppose Coughlin and his 

work. 

																																																								
12 Earl Boyea, “The Reverend Charles Coughlin and the Church: The Gallagher Years, 1930-
1937,” The Catholic Historical Review 81, no. 2 (April, 1995): 211-212. 
13 Ibid. 
14 David Warren, Radio Priest: Charles Coughlin The Father of Hate Radio New York: Free 
Press, 1996) 214. 
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A couple of years later, Ronald Carpenter published his own biography, Father Charles 

E. Coughlin: Surrogate Spokesman for the Disaffected (1998). 15 The book covers his life against 

the backdrop of the American people moving from rural areas to the city and their feelings of 

economic and political disenfranchisement. Coughlin, though, gave them a way to articulate their 

frustration at losing their status in the 1930s America. Carpenter argues that Coughlin 

represented those Americans who found themselves in “dire straits.” Although Carpenter wrote 

this well before the rise of Donald Trump in the presidential 2016 race, he seems to cast 

Coughlin in that role. However, his work does not mention at all Coughlin’s most significant 

priest rival, Ryan. Along with not mentioning Ryan, the book barely mentions Coughlin’s 

superior, Bishop Gallagher, and fails to say anything about any other hierarch—except for 

covering Coughlin’s attack on Cardinal O’Connell of Boston. It should be acknowledged that he 

does spend some lines explaining how Coughlin tried to reconcile his teachings with those of 

Pope Pius XI.16 

As described in most of the secondary literature on Coughlin, he comes across as an 

unsympathetic blowhard who advocated for the Nazis and hated Jews because of pure bigotry, 

even though he tried to dress up his disdain for them with purely economic reasons. This 

assessment by secondary works is well supported. There is little point in trying to offer a 

different image; he may be one of the true villains of American history. This chapter endeavors 

to build on the good work already done on Coughlin’s thinking on politics, economics, and his 

theology, especially concerning Catholic social teaching and the Jews. It will offer helpful 

																																																								
15 Ronald H. Carpenter, Father Charles E. Coughlin: Surrogate Spokesman for the Disaffected 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1998). 
16 Ibid. 
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distinctions that have not been explored previously in the work done on Coughlin and how other 

Catholics opposed him.  

What scholars have not treated very well, however, and what this chapter will cover, is 

the reaction of those fellow-Catholics who wanted to shut Coughlin down. Ryan represents one 

of those men in the Church who stood up effectively against Coughlin and pushed back against 

his ideas. However, Ryan’s confrontation of Coughlin’s ideas does not appear in the secondary 

literature in a clear way. Yet, the primary sources point to a thoughtful academic who worked to 

counter Coughlin by implementing a distinct and more coherent integration of Catholic Social 

Justice into America’s political and economic life. As of today, the sources, primary and 

secondary, are far less numerous for this priest. Unfortunately, only one true biography exists, 

Right Reverend New Dealer: John A. Ryan (1963), by Frances Broderick, surprising for such a 

prolific writer as Ryan was.  

In addition, relatively few scholarly articles have been written about him. What scholarly 

work that has been done on the monsignor was completed over thirty years ago, and, 

unfortunately, the secondary sources only touch on his economic ideas. William Miscamble, in 

an article published in 1990, did deal with Ryan and his positions against fascism. However, this 

work is almost three decades old and needs reevaluation in light of how Ryan fits with the rest of 

the Catholic Church and its ambiguous stance against fascism. Ryan’s papers are located at the 

American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives at the Catholic University 

of America and are well maintained. They detail his struggle with Coughlin. Additionally, the 

mass media of the time documented Ryan and presented a picture of the Church in full support 

of Roosevelt’s plans to save America. This dissertation adds to the topic of Ryan’s work during 
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the Depression and details how one part of the Church, through Ryan, effectively resisted 

Coughlin.  

Studying priests of the American Church in any era is vitally important because of the 

central role they occupy. As important and necessary as the bishop is in the Catholic religion, the 

laity rarely, if ever, interacts with him. For most Catholics around the world the priest represents 

the hierarchy to the person in the pew. In other words, the Catholic Church does not exist 

without priests. They are the ones out in the parishes, listening to confessions, feeding the 

hungry, and preaching the message of the Church. They serve as a point of reference for the 

average Catholic. They bring together the families, theologically the building blocks of the 

Catholic Church, and make a parish community. With priests as their visible shepherds under 

their bishop, families come together with other parishes to form the complete Church of Christ in 

their city. In other words, the priests are the ones who serve as the binding agent of the Church.  

Unlike bishops or high priests, parish priests are not theologically necessary, since they 

are a later addition to the Church hierarchy. However, the priest exists because, generally, 

Catholic churches around the world are so large that a bishop cannot serve his people as if he 

only operated one parish. Most bishops preside over hundreds of thousands of people in dozens 

or hundreds of parishes or work in a territory that can be quite vast. In order to serve these parish 

churches, the bishop commissions priests to help him in his earthly ministry. Generally, these 

priests are only an extension of the bishop. They cannot serve the Eucharist, hear confession, or 

say a public mass without his expressed approval. They receive their priestly character and 

direction from the bishop and take a vow of obedience to all those who rule the diocese. Yet, 

throughout history some priests have become famous, or infamous, in their own right. 
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Sometimes they are able to gather a following that far exceeds the normal parish boundaries. The 

priest, because of his personality or the message he preaches, becomes more than the bishops can 

control and disturbs the normal relationship that exists in the hierarchy. Understanding this helps 

shed light on why simple priests such as Coughlin and Ryan could play such large roles before 

World War II. Yet, they must at least have the acquiescence of their own bishop, and if they have 

that, no other bishop can really stop them. 

The theological underpinnings that fueled the dispute between Coughlin and Ryan inside 

the Catholic Church centered on the proper interpretation of the new Catholic teaching on social 

justice. The Church’s teaching on social justice began to form in the reign of Leo XIII, who 

famously wrote the 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum.17 This papal document dealt specifically 

with the plight of workers in the new industrial era and warned the world about the Church’s 

new enemy, socialism. To deal with these two issues, Leo wanted the Church to take up the 

cause of poor workers by making sure they could improve their economic situation in life. He 

argued that they needed to earn decent wage in order to support their families, possess private 

property, and carry on their lives and occupations with dignity. Additionally, he supported the 

rights of workers to organize to protect themselves.  

																																																								
17 Leo XIII, Rerum Novarum, Vatican Website, May 15, 1891, accessed September 4, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-
novarum.html 
By the 1930s, Pope Pius XI had contributed to Catholic Social Justice teaching with his own 
encyclical Quadragesimo Anno, which expanded on the teaching of Leo and corrected any 
previous misinterpretation of RN.  
Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno, Vatican Website, May 15, 1931, accessed September 25, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-
xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno.html.  
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To better support the workers, Leo held employers responsible for providing the working 

poor with a living wage that could ultimately reduce tensions between the two groups and 

prevent a class war. The pope lamented the perceived state of affairs and called on the rich to 

remember their poor brothers and stop exploiting them for naked profit. He took pains to remind 

his readers that the rich and poor needed each other. In fact, unlike socialists, he did not believe 

an adversarial relationship between the two classes was inevitable; to the contrary, he saw the 

rich and poor developing a mutually beneficial one. Additionally, Leo wanted to make it clear 

that socialism ultimately would not protect workers or provide them the means to live a life of 

dignity. For the pope, socialism represented just another form of exploitation that stripped the 

poor of any motivation to work and, ultimately, their identity. Leo makes a good faith effort in 

the document to reach out to the poor, but his work lacks any meaningful details, which leaves it 

prone to many different interpretations. This helped to drive the quarrel between Coughlin and 

Ryan. 

How Coughlin and Ryan interpreted Leo and his social justice teaching provides the key 

to understanding why they stood at opposite poles in the political, social, and theological realms. 

Two problems present themselves when studying Coughlin’s opinions on this teaching: they are 

vague, bordering on nonsensical, and infected with naked demagoguery. While he tried to 

portray himself as an imminently rational and true American, he was prone to believing in 

outlandish conspiracy theories and indulged in an almost apocalyptic worldview. The radio priest 

paints the world in stark black and white contrasts with little room for gray. His messiah 

complex oozes out of his words when he claims repeatedly that he can save America from 

capitalism and its two-party system. Ryan, on the other hand, provides a far more mainstream 



	

 177 

vision of CSJ accepted by the bishops and Catholic laypeople. In fact, his thinking helped to 

develop Roosevelt’s New Deal. He argued that CSJ principles were in spirit “democratic and 

local” in contrast to other systems such as fascism, which were “dictatorial and centralized.”18 

However, his vision did not reach as many people as Coughlin’s, since he did not create his own 

newspaper and only occasionally appeared on the radio, preferring to work through the 

institutions of the Church. Nonetheless, he abhorred Coughlin’s misrepresentation of Church 

teaching, Red scare tactics, and anti-Semitic rants. In contrast to Coughlin, he publicly spoke out 

against blaming the Jews and reassured Americans that a communist takeover was extremely 

unlikely. However, he was an academic who did not venture out to connect with the people and 

took criticism poorly. 

Despite devoting most of his professional life to saving the United States from the 

communist menace, Charles Coughlin, born in 1891, originally hailed from north of the border in 

Hamilton, Ontario. His father was an American, but his parents never registered his birth with 

the American consulate. He was an only child who lived between the local cathedral and a 

convent with a school attached to it. He attended Catholic school and served as an altar boy. At 

the age of four, he declared that he wanted to become a priest, and right before he turned twelve 

he entered the seminary. In 1923, he joined the Diocese of Detroit under Bishop Gallagher as a 

priest. Coughlin eventually settled in the town of Royal Oak, Michigan in 1926 with the task of 

building The Shrine of the Little Flower. However, the new Catholic community under Coughlin 

did not begin very auspiciously. The Ku Klux Klan tried to intimidate Catholics with cross 

																																																								
18 Relation of Catholicism to Fascism, Communism and Democracy by Msgr. John A. Ryan, 
December 30, 1937, Box 65, Folder 3, John A. Ryan Papers, CUA. 
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burnings and Coughlin’s refusal to accept Sunday seat money from possible parishioners stunted 

the community’s growth.19   

To understand Coughlin, one must keep in mind that he was an extreme nationalist who 

believed deeply in American exceptionalism. He laid down this belief clearly in a broadcast he 

gave against joining the World Court, sponsored by the League of Nations. By accepting the 

Court’s jurisdiction, he warned Americans that the country would become an “adjunct of an 

European organization.” 20 He dreaded that American politicians, starting with Woodrow 

Wilson, had already started down this road and had become internationalists, a word Coughlin 

associated with one of his great enemies, the moneylending Jews. He especially feared that 

American communists, founded and supported by money-lending or international Jews, would 

be able to appeal to the World Court in order to spread anti-Americanism in the United States. 

He was also afraid that various ethnic groups in America would bring cases to the World Court 

to have their grievances aired, further breaking America up. He argued this was happening all 

over Europe in the wake of World War I; if the U.S. accepted the World Court, then a nation of 

immigrants leaving their old identities to become American would fail. He hated the idea that 

different groups could somehow divorce themselves from the rest of American society, with the 

U.S. turning into a European country.21 For Coughlin, Jews especially represented one of these 

minorities that did not melt into America. This belief allowed him to ostracize Jews from the rest 

																																																								
19 Peter A. Soderbergh, “The Rise of Father Coughlin 1891-1930,” Social Science 42, no. 1 
(January, 1967): 11-15.  
20 Lecture by Rev. Charles E. Coughlin, The World Court, January 20, 1935, Box 42, Folder 27, 
John A. Ryan Papers, CUA.  
21 Ibid.  
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of the American people. However, in his mind, he was not ostracizing them from the rest of 

America; they were simply refusing to join.   

Originally, Coughlin supported Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal agenda. In 1933, as 

reported by The New York Times, before a crowd of 7,000, the priest listed the achievements of 

the president and promised that Roosevelt would “free the white collar slave.” Additionally, he 

spoke out against FDR’s enemies and especially lambasted Wall Street.22 Coughlin’s support for 

President Roosevelt did not last long, though; by the end of 1934 Coughlin would begin his 

complete break with FDR and the Democratic Party and start vocally attacking the president at 

any opportunity that presented itself. However, this did not stunt the priest’s rise in national 

politics, which made some people in the national and local media apprehensive.  

In 1935, Frank Kent of The Wall Street Journal wrote that Coughlin’s rise to power was 

based on “two things—one the radio; the other, possession of one of those rare voices which so 

stir the emotions that reason flies.” Kent argued that the radio priest did not really have anything 

new to say and “he differs only in detail from many who have gone before him.”23 He went on to 

compare the priest to William Jennings Bryan who in 1896 had similar economic beliefs; Kent 

argued that if Bryan had the radio he would have defeated William McKinley for president.24 

Like Bryan—and unlike the famous reform Louisiana politician Huey Long—Kent proclaims 

that Coughlin believed in what he preached. Fr. Coughlin had enthralled the people as he 

																																																								
22 “Coughlin Speaks to Big Crowd here,” The New York Times, November 28, 1933, 17. 
23 Frank R. Kent “The Great Game of Politics,” The Wall Street Journal, May 13, 1935, 2. 
24 Bryan delivered the famous address, Cross of Gold, at the 1896 Democratic National 
Convention that would seal his nomination. Bryan deals with some of the same issues as 
Coughlin over thirty years earlier. How similar their positions are would require its own chapter. 
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denounced the rich and explained why the country was failing economically.25 Ironically enough, 

Kent claimed that since the people could not understand Coughlin’s theories, it actually made it 

easier for him to recruit people to his cause. They understood only their economic pain, and 

Coughlin offered answers. It did not matter that the people did not understand Coughlin’s 

positions. Additionally, Kent mentions that the Catholic priest attracted not only Catholics but 

also non-Catholics; in fact, his movement appeared to include more Protestants than his own co-

religionists. However, he also observed that many Catholic laymen were actively hostile to 

Coughlin’s preaching.  

Kent had a real worry that Coughlin could translate his radical following into real 

political power. While Coughlin may not have been interested in establishing a new party, Kent 

believed that Coughlin could occupy the space between Republicans and Democrats and make 

himself effectively a kingmaker. The potential vehicle for Coughlin’s political power was the 

National Union of Social Justice. Kent surmised that, by turning the Union into a political 

machine at the state level, he could control national politics. The author believed those worries 

were already coming to fruition. For example, Kent pointed to Coughlin threatening the career of 

Senator Bulkley of Ohio for not following his ideas, including Coughlin’s outspoken advocacy 

for inflation. Kent even feared that Coughlin could make himself into a dictator even though he 

was Canadian.26  

																																																								
25 Huey Long, the famous Louisiana politician, is considered to be much more of an opportunist 
than a true believer in the populist movement.  
Richard White, Kingfish: The Reign of Huey P. Long, (New York: Random House, 2006) deals 
with the two sides of Long as someone that did more for the poor people of Louisiana than 
anyone else but ran his state like a dictator, i.e., Long used the State militia as his own personal 
police force. 
26 Kent “The Great Game of Politics,” 2. 
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Along with The Wall Street Journal, Coughlin’s hometown newspaper, The Detroit Free 

Press, despised him. As early as 1933, the newspaper accused him of spreading hate and tried to 

prove that he was defrauding his flock. 27 As the paper reported, “while others throughout the 

world sought to awaken in the hearts of all mankind the peace and understanding of God . . . Fr. 

Coughlin in a disjointed harangue that at times became hysterical, poured forth venom and 

vituperation.” The main attack by The Detroit Free Press against Coughlin concerned his stock 

market gambling.28 While Coughlin was railing against Wall Street, the newspaper stated that the 

priest had taken donations solicited from his radio show—up to $8,000 on any given Sunday— 

and bought $30,000 of stock. In March 1933, the paper revealed that he lost over $10,000 

gambling on the market. With this one particular instance, the newspaper demonstrated that he 

was a hypocrite and terrible with money. It also went further, investigating the previous two 

years of his bad deals and debt.29  

Because of Coughlin’s negative press, in 1936, Msgr. Ryan felt the need to calm down 

Americans like Kent who believed Coughlin could establish a fascist state.30 Ryan, along with 

others in the Church, did not want people to believe that Coughlin and his theories represented 

Catholicism in America. The bishops and Ryan did not want their fellow Americans to believe 

the Church a fascist bastion but a supporter of Roosevelt’s New Deal agenda for America. 

Coughlin had two images that he showed the public. One was that of a rebel fighting 

against Roosevelt’s government. Yet, when it came to the Church, he presented himself as a 
																																																								
27 “Father Coughlin’s Radio Speech Ignores His Own Stock Gambling and ‘Bombing,’” The 
Detroit Free Press, April 3, 1933, 1. 
28 Ibid. 
29 “Priest Who Denounces Market Plungers Lost Thousands in Wall St.,” ibid, March 29,1933, 1. 
30 “Roosevelt Safeguards America,” October 8, 1936, Box 41, Folder 12, John A. Ryan Papers, 
CUA. 
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loyal son and promoter of the power and prestige of the pope. The New York Times reported in 

March 1939 that he made the bold claim in his weekly radio address that the Nazis would yield 

to the papacy. 31 He reasoned that the Nazi empire would rather look to the Holy See than make 

an agreement with Moscow. Coughlin, like so many others, turned out to be dead wrong. Yet, he 

centered this confidence in his insanely optimistic belief in Pius XII to influence people. In one 

radio address, he argued that the Christian people of Italy, Spain, and Portugal loved the new 

pope, along with those in other European countries such as Austria. Because of this love, Pius 

could stymie the efforts of Germany’s government. Additionally, he truly thought—but turned 

out once again to be devastatingly wrong—that the Italians preferred the pope to an alliance with 

Hitler.32 Coughlin, like other clerics of the time, always showed a sincere deference to and 

almost absurd confidence in the pope. In many ways, proclaiming your devotion to the pope 

loudly and often showed you were a mainstream Catholic. It also allowed you to claim your 

enemies were opposed to the pope.  

As far as his thoughts on Roosevelt and his administration, Coughlin preached to his 

national audience that America in the 1930s stood at a crossroads. In his New Year’s message of 

1937, which appeared in his newspaper Social Justice, he exclaimed that America had a choice 

between turning to communism or social justice.33 Because of the efforts of the Roosevelt 

administration to essentially undermine the country, America capitalism was in peril. To 

reinforce his argument, he pointed to at least eight million people out of work. Since capitalism 

was dying and Coughlin refused to allow Roosevelt to turn Americans into communists, the 
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priest proposed the antidote of social justice. Coughlin’s talk about social justice as a 

replacement for capitalism or communism is maddeningly vague. Beyond commenting on the 

actions of the government concerning banking and general economic policy, he did not provide a 

real path forward. He only tells his audience what social justice is not, or he provides imprecise 

pseudo-philosophical answers. For example, he argues that “Social Justice reminds Communists 

that . . . men are still men and as such, are subject to the fallibilities of human nature with its 

passions for greed, lust and power.” 34 To correct or mitigate those fallibilities, he only really 

calls for the country to return to a moral way of life and the country’s problems would be fixed. 

Part of the problem with claiming that CSJ teaching provides a comprehensive economic plan is 

that Pope Leo never intended his encyclical to be read that way. RN was always meant to be a set 

of general guidelines to ensure the workingman could provide for himself, his family, and his 

future. RN is a document that explains how economics must be properly viewed in accordance 

with God’s moral law. Leo never laid out specific policy guidelines or encouraged Catholic 

priests to develop them. Coughlin was severely misrepresenting RN and never produced a good 

working economic model. 

Not only did Coughlin hate the policies of Roosevelt but he also hated the man 

personally. In the summer of 1936, The Washington Post reported on the National Union for 

Social Justice convention in Cleveland, where he had called the President a “liar,” “betrayer,” 

“double-crosser,” and “anti-God.” He tried to soften his words by claiming that they were 

directed to Roosevelt the candidate, not Roosevelt the president, as if that made any real 

difference. His bishop, Gallagher, completely supported him. Even after Vatican authorities 
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informed Gallagher, during a trip to Rome, about their displeasure over Coughlin’s harsh 

remarks concerning Roosevelt, he did not disavow his priest. In fact, the bishop declared that 

Coughlin spoke “with the voice of God.”35 This was the ultimate source of Coughlin’s staying 

power: as long as Gallagher was alive and in power, even a rebuke from the Vatican could not 

remove the priest from power. As for whether Gallagher was a fascist or not, the press does not 

give an answer. It is an open question on why exactly Gallagher backed his priest. Nonetheless, 

Coughlin was not punished, no matter how outlandish he became.  

Even though Gallagher did not stop his priest, this did not prevent other hierarches from 

condemning Coughlin. The Archbishop of Cincinnati, Rev. John T. McNicholas, denounced 

Coughlin for asserting that Roosevelt was “anti-God.”36 He also chided Coughlin for advocating 

that Americans should use bullets to stop an “upstart dictator.” Through the press, McNicholas 

reminded Americans that he was the “public and responsible teacher of morality in the 

community” and could not allow Fr. Coughlin’s words to go unanswered. However, the 

archbishop praised the work that the priest undertook in speaking out for the poor and laboring 

classes, which softened his rebuke of Coughlin.37 Two years later, in a national broadcast the 

auxiliary Bishop of Chicago, Bernard J. Sheil, delivered a speech written by Cardinal George 

Mundelein shortly after Mundelein’s death. The cardinal came out strongly against the priest. 

Mundelein told Americans Coughlin did not speak for Catholicism and “did not represent the 

doctrine or sentiments of the church.”38 This was a pointed statement against Coughlin’s position 
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in the Church, reminding America that Coughlin was only a priest and Mundelein a bishop. An 

underlying political and economic issue also separated the two men. Coughlin believed that 

unions were hotbeds of communist activity, while the cardinal in Chicago had a track record of 

helping the laboring class by supporting unions. 

Because of the danger Coughlin believed America faced, one of his driving motivations 

in his public work was to stop the possible communist takeover he saw growing in American 

unions. In a 1937 letter to fellow clergymen published in Social Justice, he questioned whether 

Catholics could support the Congress of Industrial Organizations union movement. 39 He 

reported that since 1920 Moscow had been attempting to manipulate unions to create worldwide 

turmoil, so in his opinion the faithful needed to stay away from the C.I.O. He blamed strikes 

happening in the U.S. on communists directed from Russia, who were destroying any kind of 

legitimate reformist tendencies. He also made the bold claim that the C.I.O. in Michigan was 

turning into a political party to further the interests of communism in America. In response to the 

C.I.O. moving leftward, Coughlin preached that good Catholics could no longer join it. 

Furthermore, the priest and those connected to his movement could not ally with a possibly red 

C.I.O. even in advocating a 5-10 cent hourly wage raise.40 This attack on unions was also a 

broadside swipe against the bishops that supported them. In the 1930s, some American bishops, 

such as Mundelein, had come out in full support of labor unionizing. By attacking unions as 

harbingers of communism, Coughlin slyly attached Mundelein and others like him to the 

Church’s hated enemy. Just from his attacks on the unions alone, one can see that Coughlin was 
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not a representative voice of Catholicism in America since major Church figures, such as 

Mundelein, supported unions. To view this Catholic priest, with an admittedly wide audience, as 

a serious political spokesman that could legitimately move the Church to fascism misses the 

battle that took place to contain him.  

Ultimately, Coughlin saw the hands of Jews behind communism and the takeover of the 

country. For example, in 1938, while denying the charge of anti-Semitism, he accused Jews of 

financing the Bolshevik revolution.41 In 1939, his newspaper published a list of Jewish names 

that it claimed helped push through the Revolution and stated that “the part they played was one 

out of proportion to the number of persons who were interested in its financing and 

development.”42 Furthermore, in 1939, his paper reported that Jews in Poland were agitating 

against Nazi Germany out of their support for communist Russia. Apparently, in university 

towns, Polish Jews were protesting German embassies and citizens in their country, the average 

Polish citizen simply being caught in the crossfire.43 For Coughlin and what he wanted to present 

to America, if the Jews could push for a communist revolution in Poland, they could do it in the 

U.S.    

For Coughlin and his movement only the internationalist Jews that did not practice their 

religion were to blame for communism. The religious Jews were acceptable to him.44 Yet, as 

much as Fr. Coughlin and his followers tried to frame their opposition to Jews through an 

economic lens because of their support of communism, their disdain for Jews drew from a deep 

theological well. They cast Jews as the Anti-Christ, a people who for the past 2,000 years had 
																																																								
41 “Coughlin Defends Address on Jews,” ibid, November 28, 1938, 1. 
42 Ben Marcin, “An Answer to Father Coughlin’s Critics,” ibid, July 17, 1939, 10-11. 
43 “Poland’s Riots are not Polish,” ibid, March 13, 1939, 11. 
44 Ben Marcin “An Answer to Father Coughlin’s Critics,” ibid, October 2, 1939, 16. 



	

 187 

been on the wrong side of history. In the 1930s, Jews were once again on the wrong side of 

history by refusing to align with the priest against communism. In other words, communism was 

just another vehicle used by the Jews to destroy Christian civilization. For Coughlin, that was to 

be expected because Jews unto the Apocalypse would support only anti-Christian “isms.” In the 

end, the Jews must be converted to Christ and stopped from trying to erase Him through their 

different schemes, such as communism.45 

One of the more egregious theological tactics Fr. Coughlin used against the Jews was 

treating seriously the discredited “Protocols of the Wise Men of Zion.” To begin, he admits that 

the document is a forgery. However, despite this glaring problem, he thinks there are truthful 

statements in the document worthy of examination. He believes that it reveals the mind of Jewish 

leaders who wanted to control the world. For several issues starting in July of 1938, he seriously 

argues the veracity of the document’s predictions. 46 Now, he wanted to make clear to his reader 

that he was not attacking the majority of the world’s Jews by examining the “Protocols.” No, in 

fact, he pitied Jews and hoped to entice them to join his cause against the true enemy: Jewish 

moneychangers and communism, a political and economic system inspired by the “Protocols.” 

Coughlin immediately follows this with a call for “good” Jews to join him. Yet, confusingly, he 

seemed to concede that this would not happen since Jews were enamored with communist Russia 

as the one country that outlawed anti-Semitism.47 Studying Coughlin as an authentic Catholic 

voice gives the false impression the Church approved of fascism’s hatred of Jews. However, 

research on Spellman and Ryan shows that many in the Church rebuked his hatred of Jews. 
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Notwithstanding what he actually wrote and despite his enemies’ belief to the contrary, 

he repeatedly maintained that he did not harbor any animus toward most Jews. 48 In 1939, 

Coughlin was still trying to recruit them to his social justice movement, despite, in the opinion of 

his followers, Jews were mistreating him. Coughlin in an attempt to separate the “bad’” 

internationalist Jews from the “good” religious Jews offered to meet with the Jewish General 

Council, but his efforts were rebuffed. One of Coughlin’s main Jewish opponents that turned his 

economic attacks against him was The Jewish Examiner. It lashed out at the priest, referring to 

him as the “demagogue of Detroit” who was “the most dangerous element in American life.” 49 

Moreover, the paper accused Coughlin of not revealing the true source of his donations and 

implied that his funding did not come from the common man Coughlin loved to champion. 

Coughlin’s newspaper, in turn, accused the Examiner of the same type of impropriety, implying 

that the Jewish newspaper had financial links to communism.  

Because he revisits this idea often, Coughlin and his supporters’ campaign against the 

Jews hung in a significant way on the idea that there was a difference between non-religious and 

religious Jews. 50 For Coughlin’s followers, religious Jews could be incorporated into his 

movement and America in general. Non-religious Jews were the real problem. They were 

members of their own unique civilization that only included Jews, unlike Christian civilization, 

which included Christians and Jews. Because of this, Christian leaders must oppose Jewish 

civilization taking root. It was “quite impossible for a logical person to conceive how there can 

be co-operation, good feeling and good will existing between the Jews and others as long as the 
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Jews insist that Judaism . . . is a civilization.” This being the case, Coughlin’s followers viewed 

the German persecution not on religious lines but as a clash between nations. They argued that 

German civilization, a Christian one, was an inclusive society, but the Jewish civilization was 

exclusive and wanted to impose its will on others. Because of this incompatibility and attempted 

power grab by the Jews, the German nation was rightfully expelling its Jews.51 This shallow 

reasoning is almost laughable if not for the horror it was refusing to acknowledge.  

 Not only were the Jews charged with being anti-Christian and with trying to spread 

communism, but Coughlin and his cohorts also had other objections against the Jews. Coughlin’s 

newspaper argued that Jews were the original authors of racial purity.52 Not only that, but Jews 

believed that they were racially superior to others. Social Justice argued that Jews could not 

condemn the Italians or Germans for developing their own racial theories because they were in 

fact following the lead of the Jews. Like Jews, Germans and Italians were only protecting their 

people. In the case of Italy, any attempt to restrict the activities of Jews would be mild, such as 

banning them from clubs or hotels, discrimination Jews already faced in America.53 Social 

Justice also claimed that Jews controlled the press throughout the world. Recounting a story 

from 1848, Coughlin referred to Moses Montefiore, who advocated to an assembly of rabbis the 

need to own the press. Coughlin believed that by the late 1930s the Jews had attained that goal.54  

 Even though Coughlin’s political ideology or theology is noxious to its core, it was not 

shared by a majority of the Catholic Church in America, and Catholics in authority argued as 

much. To be clear, Coughlin’s anti-Semitism was a little different from the Nazi version. He did 
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not discuss the differences between Jews or Christians based on blood. Unlike the Nazis’ 

complete rejection of all Jews, Coughlin saw a way to incorporate some Jews into his movement. 

He directed his vitriol and rage against non-religious Jews who, in his mind, helped to create 

communism, the great enemy of the Church. This being understood, he still attacked religious 

Jews, accusing them or their ancestors of killing the Son of God. In reality, any support that he 

offered to Jews was inconsistent; he may have claimed that his followers should accept religious 

Jews but this only covered his disdain for the people as a whole. An example of this comes from 

the fact that he only explicitly attacks non-religious Jews. However, he never really blames 

former Christians who joined the communist party. While he disliked Joseph Stalin, Coughlin 

barely mentioned that he had gone to an Orthodox Christian seminary. It is not clear why he did 

not, possibly because ex- or non-religious Christians never speak of themselves as a nation or 

because there is no ethnic component to Christianity. Yet, unlike non-religious Jews, the sin of 

ex-Christians is that they are apostates, actively rejecting the faith. In Coughlin’s worldview, 

they had done something far worse than an “unbelieving” Jew or heretic.    

The New York Times reported in August of 1939 that, in order to stop the communists, 

Coughlin supported a group known as the Christian Front. For Coughlin, the Christian Front 

represented another way to confront the enemies of America, specifically the “Popular Front of 

Bolshevism in the United States.” 55 He called on Americans to set up as many committees of the 

Christian Front as there were committees of the Popular Front. However, the Christian Front was 

far behind the recruiting efforts of the communists, since he believed that the Popular Front was 
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so pervasive that it had already brought millions of people under its sway.56 Five months later, in 

January of 1940, federal authorities arrested seventeen men associated with the Christian Front 

for trying to overthrow the U.S. government. Many people claimed that Coughlin was inciting 

violence through the group. He refuted the idea, claiming “while I do not belong to any unit of 

the [Front], nevertheless, I do not disassociate myself from that movement. I reaffirm every word 

which I have said in advocating its formation; I re-encourage the Christians of America to carry 

on in this crisis for the preservation of America.”57 In this instance, his dangerous demagoguery 

went from verbal attacks against his enemies to latent encouragement of violence. 

Coughlin was not the only churchman to support the Christian Front. In 1938, Bishop 

John F. Noll, with his face gracing the cover of an issue of Social Justice, came out in defense of 

the organization.58 He began his vindication of the front by complaining that federal and state 

officials refused to combat communism in the country. However, he oddly begins his attack 

against government authorities by lamenting the fact that fascists were the only group hounded 

by the government, as if fascism were not a significant threat. It does not come across that Noll 

necessarily supports fascism, but nonetheless the article starts off on a strange note; an uncritical 

reader might even interpret his remarks as being slightly sympathetic to fascism. He believes that 

if the government refuses to take on communism, then Christian people needed to organize and 

do it themselves through the Christian Front. He believed that the group found support in the 

words of Pope Pius XI and that the group promoted a Christian order of society. The bishop 

proclaimed that one should want to join the Christian Front since the followers of Christ were 
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also called to be soldiers in the Army of Christ. By joining the Front, the bishop told Social 

Justice readers that they would be uniting “to combat the satanic force, and by so doing not only 

preserve Christian and Jewish culture” but “promote the cause of universal brotherly love and to 

secure the blessings of Heaven.” Noll and Coughlin advocated for groups like the Christian Front 

because they believed that not enough people appreciated the danger that communism presented. 

Therefore, they supported groups like the Christian Front, even though the Front was beginning 

to spin out of control.59 To stop communism, Coughlin remained at its side even when the U.S. 

government began to crack down on its activities.     

John A. Ryan represents the other end of the spectrum of the American Catholic Church 

in its relationship to fascism. He represents those Catholic bishops and priests that wanted 

nothing to do with the stances taken by Coughlin. They despised European fascism and used 

their positions and authority to push back against it. Ryan hoped to live in peace with Jews and 

fully supported Roosevelt’s New Deal and his fight against fascism.  

Ryan was born in 1869 to Irish immigrants in Minnesota. His parents had eleven 

children; two became priests and two nuns. He studied for the priesthood in the Archdiocese of 

St. Paul, Minnesota and received priestly orders from Archbishop John Ireland in 1898.60 After 
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his ordination, he went to graduate school for four years at the Catholic University of America in 

Washington D.C. and returned to St. Paul to teach at the seminary. Eventually, he returned to the 

CUA and became the director of the National Catholic Welfare Conference’s Social Action 

Department.61 At the CUA he developed a good relationship with the Archbishop of Baltimore 

and Washington DC, Michael Curley. The latter thought a lot of Ryan’s mind and even praised 

him in a letter from his hospital bed. Writing to a local businessman, Curley extolled the fact that 

Ryan “knew a hundred million times more about National and Social Relations than 99% of men 

I have come in contact with in this Nation.” 62 In addition, he defended Ryan for venturing into 

the field of economics because the Church was rightfully interested in the field. At the end of the 

letter supporting Ryan, the Archbishop made the point that a priest should not sit in his Church 

“twisting his thumbs” while listening to the cries of the rich and the poor. Men of the cloth had a 

duty to go out into the world and transform it.63  

Ryan’s entry into and lasting mark on economics was purely of his own making. His 

seminary did not offer economics courses as part of the curriculum. Ryan did not let that hold 

him back; he taught himself the field. Even when he went to the CUA for his graduate degree, 

the university did not allow him to study economics even as a minor field. Despite this lack of 

formal classroom learning, he was allowed to write a doctoral dissertation titled, “A Living 

Wage: Its Ethical and Economic Aspects.” The Macmillan Company eventually published it as A 

Living Wage after Professor Richard T. Ely pleaded the work’s case, which spelled out the 
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Roman Catholic Church’s economic position.64 Because of Ryan’s zeal, Ireland changed the 

curriculum of his school and commissioned Ryan to teach economics during his time at St. Paul 

Seminary.65  

The monsignor devoted himself to fighting against the theories of ultra-nationalist 

fascism. However, Miscamble argues that Ryan resists fascism only up to a point. 66 Although 

Ryan originally came out earlier than most in the 1920s against fascism through his work with 

the International Committee for Political Prisoners, his opposition seemingly wavered.67 While 

Ryan did not play a large part in the group, Miscamble argues that it did set him apart from many 

others in the United States, who fully supported the fascist movement in Italy. A demonstration 

of Ryan’s early written attacks against Mussolini appeared in The Nation in 1926. He criticized 

Americans for supporting the dictator and allowing him to destroy Italian freedom. He followed 

up this assault against Italian fascism later that year in the lay Catholic magazine Commonweal. 

In the article, he compared Catholic doctrine to fascist ideology on how to run the state and 

discussed their incompatibility. He based the Catholic position on the teachings of Leo XIII, 

arguing that Church doctrine concerned itself with “the welfare of its members,” which ran 

counter to the fascist vision of man only existing for the good of the state. In other words, in 
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Ryan’s Catholic view, the state was something good only in so far as it supported the individual 

and his family. Therefore, Ryan could support FDR’s New Deal because the state was used to 

secure the social and economic position of its citizens. Fascism, however, perverted and reversed 

this vision, seeing man as a tool of the state and removing his inherent dignity. Ryan also 

disliked the fact that fascism promoted rabid nationalism, which ran counter to the international 

vision of the Catholic Church.  

Despite Ryan’s critique of fascism, he did not convince many others to join his side. 

Many Catholics championed the new Italy that Mussolini had developed and argued that Ryan 

only dealt with the theoretical problems of fascism.68 He refused to acknowledge the practical 

benefits of Mussolini’s rule. Miscamble does not blame Ryan for the fact that he could not 

convince many Catholics to join him, although he does come down hard on Ryan for his support 

of the 1929 Lateran Treaty between the Vatican and Mussolini’s Italy. He reports that Ryan 

came out in support of the agreement because he was a staunch defender of the pope. Because 

the Monsignor supported the treaty, Miscamble does not believe that Ryan is being completely 

honest in his opposition to fascism.  

However, Miscamble does not understand that it would have been inconceivable for 

Ryan to take the pope to task. Ryan’s only option was to support the treaty. Yet, Miscamble 

brings up the excellent point that Ryan never said anything when people discussed the idea that 

Mussolini did not intend to honor the agreement. In other words, Ryan should have known 

Mussolini’s true intentions and opposed the treaty based on that. Nevertheless, Miscamble 

realizes, Ryan’s concern for the security of the Church took a backseat to his critiques of 
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fascism. The most convincing case against Ryan crops up when Miscamble explores the 

monsignor’s support of Franco’s Spain. He mentions how Ryan, along with other Catholic clergy 

and laity, defended Franco and his rebels in the fall of 1937 because they represented the lesser 

evil to communism. To further demonstrate that Ryan did not fully and honestly condemn 

fascism, Miscamble informs his reader that between communism and fascism Ryan chose the 

former instead of rejecting both as incompatible with his beliefs.69  

While in Miscamble’s opinion Ryan may have acquiesced to fascism, the monsignor had 

good reason to do so. Miscamble does not appreciate the fact that the stated goal of communism 

was the utter destruction of the Catholic Church and religion in general. This gave Ryan a 

tremendous reason to support fascism against communism, especially since fascism allowed the 

Church to exist in some form or fashion—until Hitler. Furthermore, fascism appeared as the only 

viable alternative, since democracy did not really exist outside of the United States, Britain, and 

France.70 To accuse Ryan of trading in his intellectual stand against fascism for some short-term 

gain with Mussolini misses the fact that Ryan wanted to protect Catholics and the pope from 

harm. By not acknowledging this, Miscamble does not take into account that Ryan understood 

that actual lives hung in the balance. This was especially true in Spain, where report after report 

came out detailing the horrific suffering of the Church. How accurate those reports were does not 

diminish the fact that when Catholics heard them they were moved to do something. In the end, 

supporting Spanish or Italian fascism was not merely an intellectual exercise. For Ryan, 

protecting lives became more important than his philosophical or political beliefs about fascism. 
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Unlike Coughlin, Msgr. Ryan completely backed the New Deal policies and the 

presidency of Roosevelt. The most significant example of this support comes from a speech 

Ryan gave in 1936 for Roosevelt’s re-election campaign called “Roosevelt Safeguards America.” 

Broadcasting over the radio from the CUA, he forcefully argued against the President’s critics, 

such as Coughlin, that he was a communist. Ryan asserted that those calling Roosevelt a 

communist were breaking the eighth commandment, which barred people from bearing false 

witness. To further demonstrate that Roosevelt was not a communist the priest reminded his 

audience that an hour before his inauguration the Roosevelt family went to ask for God’s 

guidance at St. John’s Episcopal Church. Additionally, he hammered home the point that the 

president was a god-fearing man who received an honorary doctorate from fifteen Catholic 

Archbishops at the CUA. For Ryan, those men, such as Coughlin, who claimed Roosevelt was a 

communist believed that the most important men in American Catholicism were dumb, naïve or 

simply did not care they were honoring a communist. Worse still, these men would have been 

complicit in the rise of a communist president. 

As his personal letters show, Ryan did not think much of Coughlin’s intellectual abilities. 

In 1934, replying to Baltimore’s Chamber of Commerce, he disputed Coughlin’s belief that “the 

breakdown of our economic system was directly related to money.” In fact, Ryan believed that 

Coughlin was completely wrong about the causes of the depression.71 In 1935, he wrote to Rev. 

Dr. Francis J. Gilligan of St. Paul Seminary mentioning that he agreed “with Arthur Brisbane 

when he says that ‘no one understands money anyhow.’ I am quite certain that that 

generalization takes in Father Coughlin.” He complained that he did not see any ethical 
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principles in relation to Coughlin’s proposed government-owned bank and did not see a clear 

link between the traditional Catholic teaching on usury and Coughlin’s monetary proposals.72 

The following year, he wrote that Coughlin and Pius XI did not share the same theories on 

money, despite Coughlin’s claim. Ryan emphatically stated that “I have considerable 

acquaintance with the Encyclical of Pius XI and I know there is no a word in it which really 

supports Father Coughlin’s position on the money question.”73 As far as Coughlin’s anti-Semitic 

activity, Ryan believed that eventually it would fizzle out and that others would see the stupidity 

of his followers, who had aligned themselves with Nazism.74  

Unlike Coughlin, Ryan tried to develop a coherent economic plan from the Catholic 

Social Justice encyclicals. In an address given on May 15, 1936, the monsignor explained how 

the ideas of the popes could be applied to the American economy. He also spoke on the causes of 

the Great Depression; for example, he argued that if farmers or laborers had received higher 

prices then they could have spent more on goods, which would have improved industrial output. 

Unfortunately, the wealthy spent their money on worthless securities instead of providing people 

with livable wages. He explained that CSJ was not a form of capitalism or collectivism, but 

instead economic democracy. In order to implement this democracy, Ryan called for “five 

beneficent changes in our economy: first, higher wages for labor; second, lower prices to 

consumers; third, increased demands for goods; fourth a decreased capacity for oversaving and 
																																																								
72 Msgr. John A. Ryan to Rev. Dr. Francis J. Gilligan, May 15, 1935, ibid. 
73 Msgr. John A. Ryan to Mr. Charles Pfeifer, January 25, 1937 Box 41, Folder 11, John A. 
Paper, CUA. 
He is referring to Pope Pius XI 1932 encyclical Nova Impendet “On the Economic Crisis.” 
Pius XI, Nova impendet, Vatican Website, October, 2, 1931, accessed September 24, 2016, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_02101931_nova-
impendet.html. 
74 Msgr. John A. Ryan to Mr. Lazarus Trommer, February 23, 1939, ibid. 
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excessive investment by the . . . rich; and fifth a reduction in our intolerable burden of mortgages 

and all other kinds of debt.”75 Ryan also argued that unions and owners need to work together to 

ensure a living wage for workers. Along with supporting what the popes preached, he made it 

clear that he backed Roosevelt’s attempt to save the American economy. He especially saw 

Roosevelt’s New Deal program, the National Recovery Administration, as something that fit 

with CSJ. Ryan represented the voice of many of the American hierarchy, especially the voice of 

Archbishop Spellman, who spoke in a similar at the 1942 Fordham University commencement. 

The leader of Catholic New York argued, like Ryan, that CSJ intended to effect and maintain 

“improvements in the living wage and working conditions of laboring men . . . the right of 

laboring men to organize . . . a more equitable share in the fruits of their labors.”76 These men 

illustrated that the Church of the 1930s found its natural ally in Roosevelt’s New Deal America, 

which seemed to follow closely Ryan’s “five beneficent changes.”  

 Unfortunately, in Ryan’s opinion, too many in America had been fooled by people like 

Coughlin into thinking that Roosevelt may have had communist advisors. Ryan specifically 

mentioned the fact that many in the country believed that Dr. Rexford Tugwell, the head of the 

Resettlement Administration, was a communist. However, Ryan explains, Tugwell’s views are 

the same as those of Pius XI. In fact, those advisors and policies of Roosevelt that many 

Americans claimed were communistic were actually in line with the teachings of the pope. Ryan 

goes further and makes the bold claim that the reforms and ideas of Pius are far more radical than 

the Administration’s. If the critics of Roosevelt called him a communist, then they had to be 
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prepared to call the pope one also. Furthermore, Ryan tried to calm American fears of a 

communist takeover by telling them that the American Communist party had only 100,000 

members and the idea that 20,000,000 people in America were sympathetic to it was fantastical. 

After arguing about the powerlessness of communism in the country, Ryan made it 

abundantly clear that he completely opposed communism. In his speech, he tells his audience he 

despised communism so much that “if he had to choose between Russian communism and Italian 

fascism, I should without hesitation take the latter because its despotism is less comprehensive. 

Italian fascism exhibits less disregard for individual rights than Russian communism.” It may be 

easy to claim from this that Ryan did not totally oppose fascism, but one would have to disregard 

the fact that the monsignor completely supported the American democratic project. It is quite 

clear from his writing that if democracy had a chance he would have supported that option in 

Italy. Yet, like most people in America, he understood that the choice for much of Europe was 

fascism or communism. Right before this statement, he proclaimed, “I detest all forms of the 

Totalitarian State. They are all anti-democratic and destructive of human rights.”77 To claim that 

he somehow supported fascism, as Miscamble does, completely disregards his unwavering 

support for democracy.  

Yet, even during the 1930s, some tried to twist Ryan’s words into some kind of 

endorsement of fascism. The Washington Post reported that the American Friends of Spanish 

Democracy called on President Roosevelt and the Democratic Party National Committee to 

disown the monsignor. They claimed that Ryan “expressed an unhesitating preference for Italian 
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fascism as against Russian communism.” 78 Ryan saw the case of Spain quite differently than he 

saw Italy, Russia, or Germany. While speaking before the Virginia University’s Institute on 

Public Affairs, Ryan denounced Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and Communist Russia but 

supported Franco’s Spain. In response to a question, he argued that “he favored the Franco 

regime because the government it replaced had been ‘Communist controlled, and not a true 

democracy.’”79 The response to this answer, his questioner claimed, begged the question. The 

issues is, did Ryan think Franco led a true democracy—obviously he was much too educated for 

that. But Ryan responds that countries that profess a religion at least maintain individual rights. 

This appears to be why he believed Spain was different. It at least had religion and fought to 

maintain the Catholic Church, while the other three countries could not even make the same 

claim. Even though Ryan may have supported Franco, history cannot forget the heavy 

qualification that Ryan disliked all types of totalitarianism.  

Ryan’s thoughts on democracy and fascism can be summed up in a speech delivered in 

1937. He taught that the Catholic Church, despite what others may say, supported democracy 

and that the “Church has gladly accepted the democratic form of political organization and it is 

also a historical fact that representative government was exemplified in the local and provincial 

councils . . . of the Church for hundreds of years.” Fascism, on the other hand, he roundly 

condemned and believed held no real value as a governing system. The final nail in the coffin for 

him is the fact that “Fascism believes in war as a normal means of promoting the national 

																																																								
78 “Spain’s Friends Assail ‘Attack’ of Father Ryan,” The Washington Post, October 23, 1936, 
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79 “Asks Public to Rise on Neutrality Act,” The New York Times, July 14, 1939, 6. 
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welfare and national aggrandizement. The immorality of all this is obvious.”80 Even though he 

supported the American democratic project against dictatorships in front of a crowd of powerful 

U.S. politicians gathered to honor him on his 70th birthday, he explained that America needed 

“an economic reorganization which will be democratic and self-governing from top to bottom,” 

which aligned with the ideas of Pope Pius XI.81 Ryan was an American that believed the country 

needed the ancient European Church. 

The story of Coughlin versus Ryan appears many times in American history. In fact, it is 

presently playing out in the 2016 American presidential election with Donald Trump and the rest 

of the Republican political class. Coughlin in the 1930s represented populist anger against the 

establishment. In many ways, Coughlin is not that special. What makes him unique is that he 

rose to power through the Catholic Church. He twisted the teachings of CSJ and used the Church 

for his own ends. From his pulpit, he built a rabid following that spread his message throughout 

the country. Like many populist movements, it did not last since he never really developed any 

long lasting policies that served the people he actually spoke for. His message stood on anger 

and hate. He refused to reach out to the rest of America, essentially accusing them of selling their 

souls to Jewish moneylenders or bowing to the communists. Many earlier scholars have covered 

this quite well. 

What they have not investigated as well is the full-throated effort by many in the Catholic 

Church to stop Coughlin. John A. Ryan represents one of those that tried to stop the radio priest 

in his tracks and teach America the truth about CSJ. The current	historiography does not speak 
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enough about him, much less give him the credit due for the work he did for country and Church. 

Ryan represents the counter-narrative to Coughlin. He presents a Church that wanted to live in 

peace with Jews and work with the American government for better economic times—a modern 

Church looking outside itself. His writings and speeches outline a far different Church than 

Coughlin championed. Eventually, Ryan’s vision prevailed in the Second Vatican, which 

reflected what the monsignor wanted to accomplish and signaled the defeat of Coughlin’s idea. 

In fact, a better understanding of Ryan and the rest of the American hierarchy provide a new way 

to see how friendly Vatican II was to American ideas. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 The Roman Catholic Church sent out conflicting messages in the 1930s to a world on the 

edge of war. Until well into the decade, it never had a unified stance against fascism. Its reasons 

for developing this incoherent approach was because of its struggle to protect itself around the 

world, attacked first by communism and eventually by fascism. At first glance, it appeared that 

Catholics were looking for any solution to their problems. The cost they were willing to pay to 

protect the institution did not register at first. Getting Catholics out of harm’s way superseded 

everything. Therefore, when communism began to threaten its existence, fascism appeared to be 

an acceptable solution. Little thought seemed to have gone into this decision. Surviving became 

the goal in an ever more dangerous world. Unfortunately, any bishop seriously contemplating a 

relationship with fascism at the time should have realized this alliance was not in the Church’s 

best interest and violated the Church’s responsibility to the world. Yet, many European bishops 

and laymen dove headlong into the fascist dictators’ embrace, most significantly Pope Pius XII. 

On the other hand, many members of the U.S. Catholic Church had serious reservations, 

especially about Hitler, while, for a time, they may have been able to accept, and even praise, 

Mussolini and Franco. As war broke out in Europe, the U.S. Church continued to embrace 

American values of freedom motivating them to oppose European fascism. 

Since its inception, the hyper-racist beliefs of fascism was opposed to the mission of the 

worldwide Church as a multi-ethnic society proclaiming the equality of all men. However, for a 

time, members of the Church blinded themselves to that mission. Because of fear, the Church 

acquiesced to the strongman-centered political party. Whether because members of the Church 

were willfully ignorant or that they thought they could change fascism many Catholics saluted 
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the dictators. Regrettably, some did not fear fascism and welcomed the arrangement. They had 

no intention at all of changing the behavior of the dictators. As for the majority of the Church, 

history is still arguing whether the arrangement between fascism and some European Churches 

rises to the level of collaboration, with examples like the brown priests of Germany or the 

Spanish bishops under Franco pointing to that conclusion. If, on the other hand, the Church’s 

behavior was only criminally negligent, examples like the Vatican signing unenforceable 

Concordats with Italy and Germany point in that direction.  

This dissertation travels another route. Instead of looking at the Church as a monolithic 

whole, history should view it as a collection of different Churches that have to be studied as 

distinct entities. This approach allows the dissertation to explore whether one part of 

Catholicism, the American Church, resisted fascism. While other recent works have done this to 

an extent, such as Kevin Spicer’s Resisting the Third Reich: The Catholic Clergy in Berlin 

(2004), it only covered a small segment of German Catholicism.1 Spicer’s work generally 

spotlighted those individual bishops or priests who willingly stood up to the Nazis. Spicer, 

however, does not show that their was a real corporate or collective push back against Nazi 

control from a significant portion of the German Catholic Church. The aim of this dissertation is 

to look at the communal American Church and its major leaders to answer the question whether 

it resisted European fascism.  

In studying the American Catholic Church, this dissertation covers an important segment 

of U.S. society often overlooked in reference to European fascism and World War II. This work 

was also liberated, so to speak, from looking at Catholicism only through the lens of the 
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worldwide Church. This new look at the ecclesial body offers the chance to give a more nuanced 

answer. Did American Catholicism as a collective body stand up to fascism or did only a few of 

its members voice their opposition? In answering this, the dissertation argues that a significant 

portion of the American Church disdained fascism and adopted American democratic values. 

American bishops and laymen repudiated fascism and looked to American values to save the 

Church around the world. Starting in Latin America and eventually in Europe, the Church 

championed the ideas of freedom of speech, religion and conscience. This was an easy marriage 

between America and Catholicism. The United States preached the same message as the 

Church—out of many different groups of people, one. Unlike fascism, American freedoms 

would actually save the Church from the dreaded communist forces bent on erasing it from 

existence. The price the fascist state wanted the Church to pay was subjugation. Democracy, on 

the other hand, offered to invite the Church into its grand mosaic.   

The conclusion of the war did not end the Church’s struggle with fascism; it was only the 

Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) that finally liberated the Church from fascism. American 

beliefs on freedom greatly influenced this Council, as the language in the published documents 

show. A thorough study on the U.S. Church’s influence on the worldwide Church after World 

War II needs to be undertaken to understand the full impact of the American bishops on the 

Church. It is quite clear that the worldwide Church followed the path the American bishops 

blazed before the war. In many ways, the words of Vatican II vindicated the American Church’s 

decision to neglect the political theology of Leo XIII.  

John XXIII called upon the synod to update and open the Church to the world. What the 

council fathers produced in those three years demonstrated that what had happened to them and 
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to the world during the war changed their approach to Church discipline and theology. Because 

of the war, the bishops and their theological advisors developed new understandings of Catholic 

teaching. For example, the Council declaration, Nostra Aetate (1965), announced a new 

relationship between Catholics and Jews. It exalted the contribution of the Jewish faith to 

Catholicism and repudiated any form of Anti-Semitism. It also acknowledged that Christ’s death 

could not “be charged against all the Jews.”2 This was a final rebuke to Nazi ideology—but it 

came 30 years too late.  

Along with trying to establish a new relationship with the Jewish people, a union between 

American ideas about freedom and Church theology culminated at the Council. The declaration 

Dignitatis Humanae (1965) best represented the reconciliation of the two. 3 The first paragraph 

advocates “the free exercise of religion” and later in the second paragraph states “religious 

freedom is to be recognized in the constitutional law . . . and thus to become a civil right.” This 

short statement ends by calling for Catholics to “consider how greatly necessary religious 

freedom is, especially in the present condition of the human family . . . [and] it is necessary 

religious freedom be everywhere provided with an effective constitutional guarantee.” 

Additionally, the council constitution, Gaudium et Spes (1965), has an entire section 

devoted to the life of the political community. Essentially gone are the theories of Leo XIII and 

his teaching that the Church needed to have a significant voice in the political arena. While GS 

																																																								
2 Second Vatican Council, Nostra aetate, Vatican Website, October 28, 1965, accessed 
September 1, 2016, 
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quotes Leo XIII in other parts of the document, the sections dealing with the political community 

do not. In this portion of the document, the Church wanted to ensure that governments gave the 

people “the right to meet and form associations, the right to express one’s opinion and to profess 

one’s religion both publicly and privately.” The Church, unlike Leo, did not call into question 

new ideas being discussed. Vatican II also seemed to welcome the idea of separation of Church 

and State. It taught “the Church…is not identified in any way with the political community nor 

bound to any political system…[T]he Church and the political community in their own fields are 

autonomous and independent from each other.” However, the Church and State should devote 

themselves to the people that live under both their cares. Both help to protect and guide 

humanity. This seemed to reflect what the American bishops, and especially Archbishop 

Spellman, preached from the pulpits during the 1930s and 1940s to their fellow Americans. GS 

closes out this section by recognizing what had led them to embrace fascism, asserting that the 

Church, “for her part, does not place her trust in the privileges offered by civil authority. She will 

even give up the exercise of certain rights which have been legitimately acquired, if it becomes 

clear that their use will cast doubt . . . on her witness.” The Church in these few short paragraphs 

gives up everything that she tried to guarantee with the dictators. Refusing to chase after political 

power finally freed the Church from the allure of governments that offered the illusion of 

control.4 

What happened during the 1930s and 1940s profoundly affected the Roman Catholic 

Church, and these three Vatican documents demonstrate this. The institution, at the highest 

																																																								
4 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et spes, ibid, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html.	
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levels, reformed its attitudes toward the Jews and reoriented its relationship toward political 

power. This change had already happened with the many members of the American Church 

before the war. In fact, this Church served as a bell-weather for the universal Church. The way 

the American Catholic Church interacted with its government and, to a lesser extent, how it 

related with Jews in the 1960s, became the Church’s worldwide policy. By studying the 

American Church by itself, we can start to understand how it changed the universal Church. 
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