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To Dr. William A. Donahue, founder and president of the 
Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, a champion 
debunker of both historical and contemporary lies about the 
Church. Excellent articles in Catalyst, the League’s month-
ly publication, have dealt with some of the lies included in 
this book, as well as those concerning Pope Pius XII.
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PREFACE

why tell historicAl lies?

Lies about history are told, written, and passed down 
through generations for a variety of reasons. States 

create lies about rival states; an example of this is the Black 
Legend, invented mainly by England in the early modern 
period to blacken the reputation of its great rival, Spain. 
England’s motives were political, economic (Spain had 
struck it rich in the New World while England had not), 
and religious (the Spanish king was the Catholic champion 
of Europe, whereas English monarchs were supporting the 
Protestant cause). More recently, anti-Catholic and anti-
legitimist authors have told lies about the wartime regimes 
of Marshal Pétain in France and Franco in Spain. Commu-
nist writers lie about capitalism, capitalists about workers, 
and Renaissance historians about the Middle Ages. There 
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can also be a real temptation to distort history for reasons 
of patriotism, or to cover up the failings of one’s own party 
or religious leaders. (Catholics are not immune to this 
temptation.) 

Historical lies, in short, are not necessarily told from 
religious motives, although religion is often one reason—
sometimes the most important one—for their creation. In 
this book we will examine seven lies that do originate from 
religious motives and which have the Catholic Church as 
their target: either directly—as with the Inquisition, the Gal-
ileo case, the Church’s alleged opposition to progress, the 
putative corruption of the Church before the Reformation, 
and the postwar attacks on Pope Pius XII—or indirectly, as 
with the Black Legend, the Crusades, and the Middle Ages.

In cases in which historical lies target the Church directly 
or exclusively, there are, again, a variety of specific motives 
for the attacks. Atheists are always happy to find some issue 
with which to discredit the Church, and ex-Catholics bear-
ing a grudge against their former spiritual mother are often 
both rabid liars and prolific writers. 

The most thoroughgoing and persistent religious histori-
cal lie seems to be the oddly unhistorical view that most 
Protestants take of pre-Reformation history. They posit an 
early Christian community of believers with a very loose 
ecclesiastical organization and no fixed hierarchical struc-
ture, only a couple of sacraments, and a few doctrines that fit 
whichever sect they belong to. This happy situation lasted, 
in their minds, until the Emperor Constantine stopped the 
persecutions and legitimized Christianity. Constantine sup-
posedly reshaped the structure and doctrines of the Church 
by meddling in ecclesiastical affairs, and this Church-State 
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coziness changed Roman Christianity into what became the 
bad Catholic Church we have today—while the true believ-
ers went underground in order to practice their pure and 
simple faith, only emerging into daylight with the dawn of 
the Reformation. 

This scenario is incredible (in the literal sense) to anyone 
familiar with the mass of available early Christian docu-
ments and the history of the first three centuries. The myth 
survives mainly due to historical ignorance, as well as ide-
ology, and the reason I do not deal with it directly in this 
book is that the cure for it is an entire course on early West-
ern Civilization. Portions of this mythical history, however, 
will turn up in several of the following chapters. 
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INTRODUCTION

You have undoubtedly come across some of the seven 
scenarios discussed in this book (and probably many 

more), all of which present Catholic history in an unfavor-
able light. Confronted with these assaults on the Catholic 
past, you may have recalled the spate of public apologies 
issued by some of the recent popes and decided that we 
Catholics have much to be ashamed of in the behavior of 
our ancestors. It might be better, perhaps you found yourself 
thinking, if we let all those dark centuries bury themselves 
and focused instead on an upbeat and non-confrontational 
future. 

Importance of Understanding the Lies
The trouble with this attitude, other than the fact that it 

invokes yet another historical lie, is that the controversies 
do not go away. The rest of the world—history professors, 
textbook writers, filmmakers, media figures, Protestant 
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apologists, anyone with an axe to grind against the Catholic 
Church—will not let us simply erase our past and go on. 
They continue to rake up their version of Catholic history, 
ad infinitum, and wield it with the intent of harming the 
Church. If we refuse to learn the reality of our history, we 
are reduced to twiddling our thumbs and looking sheepish 
when someone brings up the Inquisition, for example. When 
we do not know enough to refute the lies, we reinforce them 
by default—or we secretly buy into them ourselves. 

We would do much better to confront the past of our 
Mother the Church objectively. History is God’s acting 
in the world, most immediately through His own Church. 
Insofar as His fallible instruments are men, they can act 
ineffectively, stupidly, or maliciously, and thus affect his-
tory negatively. It very rarely happens, however, that the 
drama of Catholic history is performed exclusively by 
dumb, inept, or malicious Catholics. At critical moments, 
in fact, the actors are often saints—as we shall find in all 
seven historical periods that we shall examine. 

We must keep in mind that although the Father of Lies is 
behind all lies, either directly or indirectly, any given pur-
veyor of a lie may be completely unconscious that he is 
falsifying the historical record. There have certainly been 
rabidly anti-Catholic writers who deliberately distorted his-
tory to put Catholics and their Church in a bad light, but 
not all historical distortion is deliberate. For example, a 
historian may have a deep antipathy for monarchy—con-
sidered the most perfect and natural form of government 
during the Christian centuries—and therefore find it diffi-
cult to deal objectively with the historical manifestations 
of monarchy. The same goes for more recent authoritarian 
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Catholic governments, such as that of Salazar in Portugal. 
An economic historian sold on capitalism might find more 
to criticize in the guild system than would a  less-biased 
researcher. And what feminists find to criticize in the Cath-
olic centuries would take far too much space to go into here. 

On the other hand, some historians distort history in the 
other direction, seeking to portray it as they would like it 
to be. Some romanticize the Catholic past to the point of 
ignoring real problems in the Church and the flaws of many 
Catholic historical figures. Then there is the bizarre case 
of John Boswell, a Catholic historian who died of AIDS in 
1994. In works such as the book Christianity, Social Toler-
ance, and Homosexuality, he argued that the Church had 
formerly tolerated and even approved of perverse unions 
and had only changed its position in recent times. Boswell 
supported his thesis with a staggering collection of erudite 
footnotes to texts in several languages; only after his death 
did it come out that much of the book was based on the 
flawed work of his graduate student assistants. 

The challenge for the Catholic historian, therefore, is 
to maintain an attitude of both objectivity and sympathy 
in dealing with the Catholic past as it truly was, based on 
competent and comprehensive research. More will be said 
about this difficult task in Appendix 1, but the first step is 
obviously to decide on a topic for study, assemble reliable 
sources on the topic or period chosen, and then devote the 
necessary time to studying them. Appendix 2 provides some 
reading suggestions, but there are many more good sources 
available, quite a few of them online. Even Wikipedia has 
some excellent introductory articles, with sources cited, 
including one on the new revisionism about the Spanish 
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Inquisition. Quite a few out-of-print but worthwhile vol-
umes can also be found and read on the Internet. 

Who Needs This Book?
Catholic apologists need it. They are usually not trained 

in history, and yet they find that Protestants of all stripes 
have an ingrained, distorted view of history that interferes 
with dialogue on doctrine. History is, in fact, vital to Cath-
olic apologetics: “To be deep in history,” wrote Newman 
famously, “is to cease to be Protestant.” 

Students need it just as much. After writing dozens of 
instructors’ manuals, student guides, and test banks for 
numerous mainstream college history textbooks, my hair 
has ceased to stand on end at the lies embedded in these 
works. In only one or two instances have I been able to 
get an egregious error removed from a textbook, and even 
then the subtle bias of the work remained. I pity the many 
thousands of instructors and students who use these secu-
lar humanist and subtly anti-Catholic books without an 
antidote to the poison at hand. I hope this book may be an 
antidote. 

Homeschoolers need it. Even if they have orthodox 
books to work with, some of these lies are not specifically 
addressed in them for want of space. And the additional 
resources this book provides will help develop the research 
skills of older students. 

Ordinary Catholics need it, if they have ever come up 
against a negative argument about Catholic history that they 
could not answer. This book does not by any means answer 
all historical arguments, but it takes up those that are most 
prevalent and most insidious. When a non-Catholic friend 
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spits out the word “Inquisition” and shudders expressively, 
one need no longer shudder with him. The reader of this 
book can say, “Oh yes, I was just reading about that. Let’s 
talk about it.” This does good to souls, as well as helping to 
strengthen our own appreciation for Holy Mother Church.

Why Call Them “Lies”?
I try to present each of these historical lies in its stron-

gest formulation. In order to understand any controversy, 
we must try to get inside the opposing mentality and see the 
situation from that perspective. Only after we have under-
stood the terms of the argument in their best and most per-
suasive forms can we evaluate it and determine whether 
it is true or false. So far, this sounds like the way anyone 
ought to deal with any historical question—for example, 
whether the Persian Wars would have been over sooner had 
the Greeks been more united. No one uses the word “lie” 
in describing differences of opinion on an ancient Greek 
topic, so why am I using it in the title of this book?

My reason for the negative characterization is that each 
of the positions we will examine has a dimension beyond 
the historical. Facts are neutral, but willful distortions of 
the facts are lies; and once the lies are articulated, they do 
not cease to be lies even when they are innocently repeated 
by those who are unaware of their mendacity. Thus we will 
have to disentangle, for each of our seven topics, the actual 
historical situation from the spin put upon it by those who 
have used it as a weapon against the Church, from its first 
appearance right down to the most recent college textbook 
author and movie maker.

My discussion of each lie is necessarily brief; full 
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treatment of each one would require one or more individual 
volumes for each topic. Fortunately, such work has been 
done or is in the process of being done on several of the 
lies, and I have included print and online resources for the 
reader to consult. If I succeed in enabling readers to spot 
these lies when they hear them, understand the truth behind 
the lies, and be armed with trustworthy sources for further 
information, my goal for this little book will have been 
achieved. 




