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"Palaces and emperors, mythologies, ancient enmities, saints and fanatics, 
killers and plotters come marvelously alive in Carroll’s hands . . . 
Constantine’s Sword is a triumph, a tragic tale beautifully told, a welcome 
throwback to an age when history was a branch of literature rather than a 
narrow academic specialty." —Charles R. Morris, The Atlantic Monthly

"This magisterial work will satisfy Jewish and Christian readers alike, 
challenging both to a renewed conversation with one another . . . fans of An 
American Requiem won’t be disappointed." —Publishers Weekly starred 
review

Introduction

National Book Award–winner James Carroll confronts the long and dark 
history of antisemitism in the Church in Constantine’s Sword: The Church and 
the Jews (Houghton Mifflin; January 10, 2001). From the birth of Jesus to 
Constantine’s vision of the Cross, from the Crusades to the Inquisition, from 
the Jewish ghettos to the Dreyfus Affair, Carroll shows that the infamous 
silence of Pope Pius XII during the Holocaust was not an aberration in Church 
history but a culmination of nearly 2,000 years of entrenched anti-Judaism. 
This is a serious work of historical research, but Carroll also uses his skills as 
a novelist and memoirist to recount a past that provoked a crisis in his own 
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faith as a Catholic, and may do as much in any Christian who confronts it 
honestly. The result is a tragic history laid bare and a demand that the 
Church finally face this shameful past in full.

Carroll begins his story at the controversial cross at Auschwitz. The rage 
expressed by Jews all over the world when the cross was erected forced him 
to question what this most prevalent Christian symbol represented. Was the 
cross truly memorializing Christians who died at Auschwitz or was it a thinly 
veiled attempt to steal the legacy of the Shoah and "Christianize" the Jews 
that were massacred?

Anti-Judaism began to emerge in the gospels, Carroll writes, but it wasn’t 
until the forth-century when the Emperor Constantine united the remains of 
the Roman Empire under Christianity that the hatred became 
institutionalized. The cross became a central Christian icon only now, and 
only then did the full weight of sacred hatred begin to fall on Jews. Yet even 
here the story has a powerful positive counter-current, as Carroll shows by 
describing the decisive intervention on behalf of Jews that St. Augustine 
made in asserting their right to survive within Christianity.

One of Carroll’s main objectives is to show that antisemitism is not an 
impersonal force of history, but a consequence of choices made at pivotal 
moments down through the centuries. Beginning with the First Crusade in 
1096, Pope Urban II defines violence as a sacred act; Jews are massacred in 
the heart of Europe or kill themselves rather than convert. Martin Luther 
posts his Ninety-Five Theses in Wittenberg in 1517; he defines the Jew as the 
born enemy of the German Christian. Gian Pietro Caraffa, the Grand 
Inquisitor himself, becomes Pope Paul IV in 1555; he ratifies blood purity 
laws and orders the Roman ghetto built. After the defeat of Napoleon in 
1815, Pope Pius VII immediately reestablishes the Roman ghetto whose walls 
Napoleon had demolished. Hitler comes to power in 1933; his first bilateral 
treaty is the concordat with the Vatican, negotiated by Cardinal Eugenio 
Pacelli, who would become Pope Pius XII. The facts of history are immutable. 
What Carroll shows is that one person or event does not lead directly to the 
Holocaust. Rather, thousands of individual actions over the centuries, all 
rooted in a religious contempt for Jews, tilled the soil out of which grew the 
lethal antisemitism of the Nazis.

Carroll points out the instances where this staggering history did not have to 
be, where roads were not taken, and where heroes were forgotten. Peter 
Abelard in 1130 insisted that the point of Christ’s life was to exemplify God’s 
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love for all human beings, not to set one against another in the name of a 
holy superiority. Nicolaus of Cusa in 1453 argued for religious respect, 
including respect for the Jews, when Constantinople fell to the Muslim Turks. 
Closer to our own time, Bishop Angelo Roncalli personally rescued Jews 
during the Holocaust, and then, as Pope John XXIII, began to root out 
antisemitism from the Church. And there are roads to be taken yet, writes 
Carroll; history is not finished. Pope John Paul II understands this. What he 
accomplished with the papal apology and his historic visit to the Western Wall 
in 2000 was a beginning, not an end. This book makes explicit what the pope 
was apologizing for, and it lays bare how much further the Church must go in 
its moral reckoning with this past. 

Constantine’s Sword shows that the Church’s attitude towards Jews and 
Judaism is at the dead center of its biggest problems: power, intolerance, 
suspicion of democracy, and a vision of Jesus Christ that dishonors His faith 
as a son of Israel. Carroll calls for a Vatican Council III, a true reformation, 
which will prepare the Church for an authentic and complete act of 
repentance for the mortal sin of antisemitism in the only way that 
matters—by ending forever the attitudes, traditions, and structures that 
made it possible in the first place.

About the Author

JAMES CARROLL was born in Chicago in 1943 and raised in Washington 
where his father, an Air Force general, served as the Director of the Defense 
Intelligence Agency. He attended Georgetown University before entering St. 
Paul’s College, the Paulist Fathers’ seminary in Washington, D.C., where he 
was graduated with B.A. and M.A. degrees. In 1965 he studied poetry with 
Allen Tate at the University of Minnesota. He was a Civil Rights worker and 
community organizer in Washington and New York. In 1969 he was ordained 
into the priesthood. 

The Paulist fathers and Richard Cardinal Cushing assigned Carroll to Boston 
University, where he served as Catholic Chaplain from 1969 to 1974. During 
those years he published numerous books on religious subjects and a weekly 
column in the National Catholic Reporter, which earned him awards from the 
Catholic Press Association and other organizations. He studied poetry with 
George Starbuck, and eventually published a book of poems. He remained 
active in the antiwar movement until the Vietnam War ended.
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Carroll left the priesthood to become a writer. In 1974, he was Playwright-in-
Residence at the Berkshire Theater Festival in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. In 
1976 he published his first novel, Madonna Red, which was translated into 
seven languages. Since then he has published eight additional novels, 
including Mortal Friends (1978), Prince of Peace (1984), and The City Below, 
a New York Times Notable Book of 1994. Carroll writes a weekly op-ed 
column for the Boston Globe and is an occasional contributor to numerous 
journals, including The New Yorker and The Atlantic Monthly. His memoir, An 
American Requiem: God, My Father, and the War That Came Between Us, 
won several prizes, including the 1996 National Book Award in Nonfiction.

Carroll is a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and serves 
on its Committee for International Security Studies. He is member of the 
council of PEN/New England, of which he served for four years as chair. He 
has been a Shorenstein Fellow at the Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University, and a Fellow at the Center for the Study of Values in 
Public Life at the Harvard Divinity School, where he remains a Research 
Associate. Carroll is also a Trustee of the Boston Public Library, and a 
member of the Advisory Board of the International Center for Ethics, Justice, 
and Public Life at Brandeis University.

He lives in Boston with his wife, the novelist Alexandra Marshall, and their 
two grown children.

A Conversation with James Carroll

Q) You are well known for your novels and your memoir, An American 
Requiem, but Constantine’s Sword is a very different kind of book. 
What led you to tackle the history of the Church’s war against 
Judaism?

A) When I was a seminarian training for the Catholic priesthood in the mid 
1960s, I was shocked by the charges leveled at Pope Pius XII and the 
Catholic Church, that both had failed to oppose the Holocaust. Like most 
Americans, I came slowly into an awareness of the anti-Jewish genocide, but 
for me that awareness was intimately tied to a new and challenging religious 
doubt. I came to see that the Church’s failure was rooted, in part, in a long 
history of Christian contempt for Jews. This was the occasion of a profound 
crisis of faith for me, and for many years I grappled indirectly with the 
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