SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 21 THE CHURCH UNCOMPROMISED BY ITS AMENDS

Easily enough. In the Catholic Church, far more than
In law, there is no wrong without a remedy. It does not
defer to Joanesque private judgment as such, the
supremacy of private judgment for the individual being
the quintessence of Protestantism; nevertheless it
finds a place for private judgment in excelsis by
admitting that the highest wisdom may come as a
divine revelation to an individual. On sufficient
evidence it will declare that individual a saint. Thus,
as revelation may come by way of an enlightenment
of the private judgment no less than by the words of a
celestial personage appearing in a vision, a saint may
be defined as a person of heroic virtue whose private
judgment is privileged. Many innovating saints,
notably Francis and Clare, have been in conflict with
the Church during their lives, and have thus raised the
guestion whether they were heretics or saints. Francis
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might have gone to the stake had he lived longer. It is
therefore by no means impossible for a person to be
excommunicated as a heretic, and on further
consideration canonized as a saint. Excommunication
by a provincial ecclesiastical court is not one of the
acts for which the Church claims infallibility. Perhaps |
had better inform my Protestant readers that the
famous Dogma of Papal Infallibility is by far the most
modest pretension of the kind in existence. Compared
with our infallible democracies, our infallible medical
councils, our infallible astronomers, our infallible
judges, and our infallible parliaments, the Pope is on
his knees in the dust confessing his ignorance before
the throne of God, asking only that as to certain
historical matters on which he has clearly more
sources of information open to him than anyone else
his decision shall be taken as final. The Church may,
and perhaps some day will, canonize Galileo without
compromising such infallibility as it claims for the
Pope, if not without compromising the infallibility



claimed for the Book of Joshua by simple souls
whose rational faith in more important things has
become bound up with a quite irrational faith in the
chronicle of Joshua's campaigns as a treatise on
physics. Therefore the Church will probably not
canonize Galileo yet awhile, though it might do worse.
But it has been able to canonize Joan without any
compromise at all. She never doubted that the sun
went round the earth: she had seen it do so too often.

Still, there was a great wrong done to Joan and to the
conscience of the world by her burning. Tout
comprendre, c'est tout pardonner, which is the Deuvil's
sentimentality, cannot excuse it. When we have
admitted that the tribunal was not only honest and
legal, but exceptionally merciful in respect of sparing
Joan the torture which was customary when she was
obdurate as to taking the oath, and that Cauchon was
far more self-disciplined and conscientious both as
priest and lawyer than any English judge ever dreams



of being in a political case in which his party and class
prejudices are involved, the human fact remains that
the burning of Joan of Arc was a horror, and that a
historian who would defend it would defend anything.
The final criticism of its physical side is implied in the
refusal of the Marquesas islanders to be persuaded
that the English did not eat Joan. Why, they ask,
should anyone take the trouble to roast a human
being except with that object? They cannot conceive
Its being a pleasure. As we have no answer for them
that is not shameful to us, let us blush for our more
complicated and pretentious savagery before we
proceed to unravel the business further, and see what
other lessons it contains for us.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 22 CRUELTY, MODERN AND MEDIEVAL



https://www.novelfull.shop/saint-joan-of-arc/
javascript:;

First, let us get rid of the notion that the mere physical
cruelty of the burning has any special significance.
Joan was burnt just as dozens of less interesting
heretics were burnt in her time. Christ, in being
crucified, only shared the fate of thousands of
forgotten malefactors. They have no pre-eminence in
mere physical pain: much more horrible executions
than theirs are on record, to say nothing of the
agonies of so-called natural death at its worst.

Joan was burnt more than five hundred years ago.
More than three hundred years later: that is, only
about a hundred years before | was born, a woman
was burnt on Stephen's Green in my native city of
Dublin for coining, which was held to be treason. In
my preface to the recent volume on English Prisons
under Local Government, by Sidney and Beatrice
Webb, | have mentioned that when | was already a



grown man | saw Richard Wagner conduct two
concerts, and that when Richard Wagner was a
young man he saw and avoided a crowd of people
hastening to see a soldier broken on the wheel by the
more cruel of the two ways of carrying out that
hideous method of execution. Also that the penalty of
hanging, drawing, and quartering, unmentionable in
its detalls, was abolished so recently that there are
men living who have been sentenced to it. We are still
flogging criminals, and clamoring for more flogging.
Not even the most sensationally frightful of these
atrocities inflicted on its victim the misery,
degradation, and conscious waste and loss of life
suffered in our modern prisons, especially the model
ones, without, as far as | can see, rousing any more
compunction than the burning of heretics did in the
Middle Ages. We have not even the excuse of getting
some fun out of our prisons as the Middle Ages did
out of their stakes and wheels and gibbets. Joan
herself judged this matter when she had to choose



between imprisonment and the stake, and chose the
stake. And thereby she deprived The Church of the
plea that it was guiltless of her death, which was the
work of the secular arm. The Church should have
confined itself to excommunicating her. There it was
within its rights: she had refused to accept its
authority or comply with its conditions; and it could
say with truth "You are not one of us: go forth and find
the religion that suits you, or found one for yourself." It
had no right to say "You may return to us now that you
have recanted; but you shall stay in a dungeon all the
rest of your life." Unfortunately, The Church did not
believe that there was any genuine soul saving
religion outside itself; and it was deeply corrupted, as
all the Churches were and still are, by primitive
Calibanism (in Browning's sense), or the propitiation
of a dreaded deity by suffering and sacrifice. Its
method was not cruelty for cruelty's sake, but cruelty
for the salvation of Joan's soul. Joan, however,
believed that the saving of her soul was her own



business, and not that of les gens d'église. By using
that term as she did, mistrustfully and
contemptuously, she announced herself as, in germ,
an anti-Clerical as thoroughgoing as Voltaire or
Anatole France. Had she said in so many words 'To
the dustbin with the Church Militant and its
blackcoated officials: | recognize only the Church
Triumphant in heaven, ' she would hardly have put
her view more plainly.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 23 CATHOLIC ANTI-CLERICALISM

| must not leave it to be inferred here that one cannot
be an anti-Clerical and a good Catholic too.
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All the reforming Popes have been vehement anti-
Clericals, veritable scourges of the clergy. All the
great Orders arose from dissatisfaction with the
priests: that of the Franciscans with priestly snobbery,
that of the Dominicans with priestly laziness and
Laodiceanism, that of the Jesuits with priestly apathy
and ignorance and indiscipline. The most bigoted
Ulster Orangeman or Leicester Low Church bourgeois
(as described by Mr Henry Nevinson) is a mere Gallio
compared to Machiavelli, who, though no Protestant,
was a fierce anti-Clerical. Any Catholic may, and
many Catholics do, denounce any priest or body of
priests, as lazy, drunken, idle, dissolute, and unworthy
of their great Church and their function as the pastors
of their flocks of human souls. But to say that the
souls of the people are no business of the Churchmen
IS to go a step further, a step across the Rubicon.
Joan virtually took that step.
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 24 CATHOLICISM NOT YET CATHOLIC ENOUGH

And so, if we admit, as we must, that the burning of
Joan was a mistake, we must broaden Catholicism
sufficiently to include her in its charter. Our Churches
must admit that no official organization of mortal men
whose vocation does not carry with it extraordinary
mental powers (and this is all that any Church Militant
can in the face of fact and history pretend to be), can
keep pace with the private judgment of persons of
genius except when, by a very rare accident, the
genius happens to be Pope, and not even then unless
he is an exceedingly overbearing Pope. The
Churches must learn humility as well as teach it. The
Apostolic Succession cannot be secured or confined
by the laying on of hands: the tongues of fire have
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descended on heathens and outcasts too often for
that, leaving anointed Churchmen to scandalize
History as worldly rascals. When the Church Militant
behaves as if it were already the Church Triumphant,
it makes these appalling blunders about Joan and
Bruno and Galileo and the rest which make it so
difficult for a Freethinker to join it; and a Church which
has no place for Freethinkers: nay, which does not
Inculcate and encourage freethinking with a complete
belief that thought, when really free, must by its own
law take the path that leads to The Church's bosom,
not only has no future in modern culture, but
obviously has no faith in the valid science of its own
tenets, and is guilty of the heresy that theology and
science are two different and opposite impulses, rivals
for human allegiance.

| have before me the letter of a Catholic priest. 'In
your play, ' he writes, 'l see the dramatic presentation
of the conflict of the Regal, sacerdotal, and



Prophetical powers, in which Joan was crushed. To
me it is not the victory of any one of them over the
others that will bring peace and the Reign of the
Saints in the Kingdom of God, but their fruitful
Interaction in a costly but noble state of tension.' The
Pope himself could not put it better; nor can I. We
must accept the tension, and maintain it nobly without
letting ourselves be tempted to relieve it by burning
the thread. This is Joan's lesson to The Church; and
its formulation by the hand of a priest emboldens me
to claim that her canonization was a magnificently
Catholic gesture as the canonization of a Protestant
saint by the Church of Rome. But its special value
and virtue cannot be apparent until it is known and
understood as such. If any simple priest for whom this
IS too hard a saying tells me that it was not so
intended, | shall remind him that the Church is in the
hands of God, and not, as simple priests imagine,
God in the hands of the Church; so if he answers too
confidently for God's intentions he may be asked



'Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea”? or hast
thou walked in the recesses of the deep?' And Joan's
own answer is also the answer of old: 'Though He
slay me, yet will | trust in Him; but | will maintain my
own ways before Him.'
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SAINT JOAN OF ARC
Chapter 25 THE LAW OF CHANGE IS THE LAW OF GOD

When Joan maintained her own ways she claimed,
like Job, that there was not only God and the Church
to be considered, but the Word made Flesh: that is,
the unaveraged individual, representing life possibly
at its highest actual human evolution and possibly at
its lowest, but never at its merely mathematical
average. Now there is no deification of the democratic
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average in the theory of the Church: it is an avowed
hierarchy in which the members are sifted until at the
end of the process an individual stands supreme as
the Vicar of Christ. But when the process is examined
it appears that its successive steps of selection and
election are of the superior by the inferior (the cardinal
vice of democracy), with the result that great popes
are as rare and accidental as great kings, and that it
has sometimes been safer for an aspirant to the Chair
and the Keys to pass as a moribund dotard than as
an energetic saint. At best very few popes have been
canonized, or could be without letting down the
standard of sanctity set by the self-elected saints.

No other result could have been reasonably expected,
for it is not possible that an official organization of the
spiritual needs of millions of men and women, mostly
poor and ignorant, should compete successfully in the
selection of its principals with the direct choice of the
Holy Ghost as it flashes with unerring aim upon the



individual. Nor can any College of Cardinals pray
effectively that its choice may be inspired. The
conscious prayer of the inferior may be that his choice
may light on a greater than himself; but the sub-
conscious intention of his self-preserving individuality
must be to find a trustworthy servant of his own
purposes. The saints and prophets, though they may
be accidentally in this or that official position or rank,
are always really self-selected, like Joan. And since
neither Church nor State, by the secular necessities
of its constitution, can guarantee even the recognition
of such self-chosen missions, there is nothing for us
but to make it a point of honor to privilege heresy to
the last bearable degree on the simple ground that all
evolution in thought and conduct must at first appear
as heresy and misconduct. In short, though all society
Is founded on intolerance, all improvement is founded
on tolerance, or the recognition of the fact that the law
of evolution is Ibsen's law of change. And as the law
of God in any sense of the word which can now



command a faith proof against science is a law of
evolution, it follows that the law of God is a law of
change, and that when the Churches set themselves
against change as such, they are setting themselves
against the law of God.
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