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Pope  Pius  XII  and  the  Nazis:  far  too  many  writers  have
wandered  into  this  fascinating  subject  without  bringing
anything new to the table. Many of the late pope’s critics
have  simply  repeated  information  that  appeared  in  already
discredited books and articles, but even some supporters have
done little more than parrot earlier accounts. Thus, as one
who  has  read  almost  all  of  the  books  on  the  topic,  I
approached Mark Riebling’s Church of Spies cautiously.

The first chapter seemed promising as it covered the outbreak
of World War II and the new pope’s first encyclical, Summi
Pontifictus and its striking condemnation of racism. Unlike
many other writers, Riebling acknowledged Pius XII’s profound
and express statement that there was no room for distinction
between Gentiles and Jews in the Catholic Church. That was
good, but Riebling also wrote about the perception that Pius
was insufficiently outspoken and the problems that created
between Catholics and Jews. It looked like the book might go
either way, but then Riebling came out with a line that smacks
the reader upside the head: “The last day during the war when
Pius publicly said the word ‘Jew’ is also, in fact, the first
day  history  can  document  his  choice  to  help  kill  Adolf
Hitler.” Fasten your seatbelt; you’re in for one heck of a
ride.

It has long been known that the pope tipped off the Allies
about at least one planned coup attempt and certain German
troop movements, and other writers have noted that Pius was
involved  on  the  periphery  with  efforts  to  topple  Hitler.
Riebling,  however,  uses  documents  from  German,  Italian,
Vatican, and other archives to prove that rather than being on
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the periphery, Pius was deeply involved in the various plots
to assassinate Hitler.

The assassination plot began inside the German high command in
August 1939. Hitler had already ordered the extermination of
those who were mentally or physically defective, he had begun
his war against the Jews, and he was just days away from
invading  Poland.  He  called  together  his  top  generals  and
admirals  to  brace  them  for  the  invasion,  which  would  be
carried out with “merciless severity.” The Führer, who saw
Catholicism as incompatible with Nazism and particularly hated
Pope Pius XII, capped off his talk by saying that he would
“snuff out the least flicker of Polish strength by liquidating
thousands of Catholic priests.”

The  head  of  German  military  intelligence,  Admiral  Wilhelm
Canaris, had once admired Hitler. A year earlier, however, he
became disillusioned when Hitler began turning ferociously on
Germany’s  own  citizens,  including  some  German  officers.
Although  he  was  a  Protestant,  extermination  of  Catholic
priests  was  the  final  straw.  Canaris  already  had  a  small
circle  of  like-minded  friends.  Now  they  made  the  fateful
decision to depose Hitler, even if they had to kill him.

The logistics of any coup would be complicated enough, but the
Canaris group was also concerned about how the Allies would
respond. They did not want to see a repeat of the Treaty of
Versailles,  the  harshness  of  which  had  assisted  Hitler’s
ascendance to power. They needed to communicate and coordinate
with the Allies.

The question was how to make contact with Allied leadership.
Canaris  determined  that  the  only  person  with  sufficient
prestige and freedom to act was the pope. Canaris had known
the future pope as a Vatican diplomat in Germany back in the
1920s. He knew about Pius XII’s many talents and his utter
disdain for Hitler. He just needed someone to help him make
contact.



Munich  attorney  Josef  Müller  was  a  war  hero  and  devout
Catholic who had represented the Church against the Reich in
legal  matters.  Riebling  described  him  as  “part  Oskar
Schindler, part Vito Corleone.” In 1934, Müller survived a
beating  and  interrogation  at  the  hands  of  SS  Commander
Heinrich Himmler, who asked the lawyer about a controversy
that  had  taken  place  in  Bavaria.  Without  apology,  Müller
admitted that he had advised the Bavarian prime minister to
have Himmler killed. Impressed by his courage, Himmler invited
Müller to join the SS. Müller replied: “I am philosophically
opposed to you. I am a practicing Catholic, and my brother is
a  Catholic  priest.  Where  could  I  find  the  possibility  of
compromise there?” Himmler appreciated this “manly defense,”
and let the lawyer go. This made Müller somewhat of a legend
even among Hitler loyalists.

Riebling introduces Müller in the prologue to Church of Spies.
He is in leg irons at Flossenbürg concentration camp in 1945,
hands tied behind his back, and forced to “eat his food like a
dog from a plate on the floor.” On the next page, he is being
led to the gallows. The chapters that follow explain how and
why he got there.

In addition to being an attorney, Müller was a pilot, and he
often traveled to Rome on business. So, in 1939, when the
conspirators tapped him as their messenger, his trips did not
draw  undue  attention.  For  his  first  mission,  German
intelligence gave him a dossier of Nazi atrocities in Poland.
He flew to Rome and asked the pontiff’s top assistants whether
Pius would be willing to contact the British government and
ask for support.

Not only did Pius XII agree to assist the conspirators, saying
“the  German  opposition  must  be  heard,”  he  also  mobilized
Catholic  religious  orders,  especially  the  Jesuits  and
Dominicans. These orders did not report to local bishops, who
might be susceptible to Nazi pressure, but to leaders of their
orders, who reported directly to the pope. The head of the



Jesuits in Northern Germany, Augustin Rösch, had been battling
the Gestapo since well before World War II, and he became the
driving force behind the pope’s team in Germany. Rösch linked
his  group  with  the  military  intelligence  unit  headed  by
Canaris and worked on planning the coup.

Müller also built a spy network among “army, college, and law-
school friends with access to Nazi officials—a community of
the well-informed, who worked in newspapers, banks, and even …
the SS itself.” His office soon became a clearinghouse of
information for the Vatican.

The issue of a political assassination, even of Hitler, raised
many questions. Riebling, however, explained that: “Over the
centuries,  Catholic  theologians  had  developed  a  nuanced
doctrine of tyrannicide, covering virtually every conceivable
context.”  After  peaceful  means  had  been  exhausted,  the
assassination  of  a  tyrant  could  be  justified  if  it  would
improve conditions in a subjugated nation without sparking a
civil war. Unfortunately, Lutheran and Calvinist generals were
tied to a Protestant theory of state authority, and they had a
much harder time justifying such an action.

Although initially suspicious, British Foreign Secretary Lord
Halifax and Francis D’Arcy Osborne, British ambassador to the
Holy See, were won over by the pope’s personal intervention.
They would negotiate with “The Decent Germany” if Hitler could
be removed. Unfortunately, there were many doubts in high
British circles, and the Allies failed to take advantage of
much reliable information.

The plotters organized several attempts on Hitler’s life, but
he  had  “the  luck  of  the  devil,”  surviving  repeated
assassination attempts. He canceled speeches without knowing
that snipers were in position and ready to take him out. He
missed  parades  where  bombs  were  set  to  explode.  Plotters
attempted to kill him by blowing up his plane, but the bomb
didn’t go off. By shifting a meeting from a concrete bunker to



a wooden barracks, Hitler evaded another attempt, memorialized
in the movie Valkyrie.

Resistance to the Führer at home began to melt away after his
military victories in Belgium, the Netherlands, Norway, and
France. Outside of Germany, others began to lose patience with
the  conspirators.  Upon  becoming  prime  minister,  Winston
Churchill put no faith in “decent Germans” taking out Hitler.

German military intelligence eventually learned about Müller’s
work with the pope and brought him in for questioning. The
lawyer was shocked when they asked him to work with them
against Hitler. They gave him a cover story. He was to be a
German operative using his contacts with the Vatican to spy on
Italians. He would do this by posing as a conspirator seeking
out Italians who might rally against Mussolini. “Müller would
advance the war effort by pretending to talk peace,” explained
Riebling. “But he would only be pretending to be pretending.”
He actually was the anti-Axis plotter that he was pretending
to be. Müller, of course, informed the Vatican of what was
going on. It dramatically escalated the risk and potential
reward of the pope’s work with Müller.

At this point, Vatican officials introduced the German lawyer
to the concept of Disciplina Arcani—the “way of secrecy.”
Those involved in the Vatican spy ring developed code names.
Müller was known as “Herr X,” and Pius XII was called “the
Chief.” Some high security meetings were held in the most
secure place possible, excavation sites under Vatican City.

Plotters  from  Germany’s  intelligence  services  asked  “the
Chief” to keep quiet: “Singling out the Nazis,” one later
explained, “would have made the German Catholics even more
suspected  than  they  were  and  would  have  restricted  their
freedom of action in their work of resistance.” Explaining
this to a French diplomat, Pius once said: “You know which
side my sympathies lie. But I cannot say so.”



In 1943, as the SS narrowed its focus, a member of German
intelligence finally revealed the names of the conspirators.
Müller’s dramatic flights across the Alps came to an end, and
the Gestapo found his secret files, including the conditions
that the plotters had established to kill Hitler, which were
printed on Vatican letterhead. This sent Müller into Dachau
for the remainder of the war.

When  Mussolini  was  ousted  in  July  1943,  Hitler  ordered  a
division of paratroopers to the borders of St. Peter’s Square.
“On one side stood German soldiers in black boots and steel
helmets, with carbines on their shoulders and Lugers on their
hips. On the other side were the Pope’s Swiss Guards, in
ruffled tunics and plumed hats, holding medieval pikes in
white gloves.” Fortunately, Hitler’s advisors talked him out
of an immediate invasion, though Hitler vowed to finish the
job after the war.

Hitler ultimately avoided assassination and died by his own
hand, but not before the SS tracked down the resistance. The
SS interrogated conspirators, tortured them, and executed or
sent them to concentration camps. Some were subjected to show
trials before being publicly executed.

Church of Spies reads so well that one is inclined not to
reveal what happened to Müller and Rösch (spoiler alert: it’s
not as bad as the prologue might suggest). In fact, that
aspect of Church of Spies, involving multiple death sentences,
paperwork problems, and well-timed favors, could be a book
unto itself.

Church of Spies reads like an adventure novel, but it is
documented  history.  It  explains  the  virtually  universal
perception of Pius XII during and after the war as a staunch
opponent  of  the  Nazis  and  defender  of  the  Jews.  It  also
reveals Moscow’s perception that Pius was anti-Soviet, which
certainly  could  account  for  the  post-war  assault  on  his
reputation. It’s a great read and an enormously important



book.
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