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THE FATHER’S WILL: CHRIST’S CRUCIFIXION AND THE GOODNESS OF GOD
by Nicholas E. Lombardo OP, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2013, pp. xi +
270, £ 65.00, hbk

This is a book about the theology of ransom and its claim to be taken seriously
in an age when the ‘rehabilitation of the Devil’s ransom argument’ may seem
like uphill work. It begins with an introduction giving a brief historical survey of
the history of the problem, followed by Part I’s five chapters setting out clearly
the Philosophical prolegomena: ‘intending and willing’; ‘moral value and moral
obligation’; ‘double effect reasoning’; ‘the ethics of self sacrifice’ and ‘God’s
will, moral evil and the crucifying of Christ’.

Part II looks at the ‘New Testament evidence’, in two chapters on ‘Jesus’
attitude towards his death’ and ‘The crucifixion in God’s plan of salvation’ re-
spectively. The author argues in the first of these that the gospels are consistent
in portraying Jesus as knowing and accepting that he will die and regarding his
death as fulfilling his mission. In the second he sets out the case for saying that
‘God gave Jesus over to his death, and in doing so obtained something for our
benefit and salvation’.

The culminating chapters of the book come in Part III, with its analyses of
Anselm’s argument in the Cur Deus Homo and Peter Abelard’s response, and
its substantial final chapter ‘The Devil’s Ransom revisited’. This chapter argues
that the exchange between Anselm and Abelard shifted the focus away from
the ‘ransom’ theories which had been the familiar stuff of the patristic debate.
The reader is taken in detail through the varieties of the patristic arguments
of the millennium before Anselm and Abelard took their opposing positions.
The ‘ransom’ theories, as Anselm realised, depend both on a strong theory of
Satan and an acceptance of his ‘Devil’s rights’ and power over sinful humanity.
Dr. Lombardo’s conclusion is that the ‘Devil’s ransom’ ‘interpretation of the
Crucifixion’ deserves to be rescued from its ‘eclipse’ and a ‘warm welcome back
into the fold of mainstream theological reflection’. It gives a ‘role to evil’ in the
drama.

This is asking a good deal, but the book makes its case throughout with
care, erudition, thoroughness, modesty, clarity and elegance. And even for those
who may not wish to accept its conclusions it offers a tempting invitation to
revisit many corners of the discussion of this central question of the purpose and
achievement of the Crucifixion.

G. R. EVANS

OBEYING THE TRUTH: DISCRETION IN THE SPIRITUAL WRITINGS OF SAINT
CATHERINE OF SIENA by Grazia Mangano Ragazzi, Oxford University Press,
New York, 2014, pp. xvi + 197, $ 45.00, hbk

Dr Grazia Mangano Ragazzi is an independent researcher with an international
academic formation in theology. She brings to this very accomplished study
of St Catherine of Siena (c.1347–1380) the kind of passionate engagement that
characterised the saint herself. The quip, that mysticism begins with mist and ends
in schism, is not applicable to Catherine, and from Mangano Ragazzi’s book we
can see why in scholarly detail. Catherine’s works are available in modern English
translation by Suzanne Noffke, and now we also have an up-to-date and reliable
point of entry in English into the life and thought of a most remarkable saint
with the focus on a single, pivotal term.
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This term is ‘discrezione’, translated as ‘discretion’, and it is taken as basically
synonymous with ‘prudence’. Mangano Ragazzi makes clear from the outset that
today’s widespread understanding of these two English terms has been so devalued
that far from signifying an attitude of courageous witness to the truth they have
largely come to mean timidity if not outright connivance in sin. The notion of
‘verbicide’, the murder of a word or at least of its original or nobler meaning, is
adapted from C.S.Lewis and used vigorously. Discretion is also understood as a
wider and more complex term than discernment.

Minimal but sufficient biographical information is provided, more attention
being paid to the still vexed, although of paramount importance, questions of
Catherine’s ‘authorship’ of the writings attributed to her: the Dialogue, the Letters
and the Prayers. The research involved is subtle and substantial. Whether engaged
in textual criticism or in analysing the meaning and role of discretion (Parts I
and II), these three sets of writings are examined in turn and considered as a
whole. The extent to which Catherine could read and write remains unsettled,
and we cannot go back to anything written by Catherine herself. The degree
of interpolation and interpretation attributable to her disciples and amanuenses
has to be a constant concern, yet Mangano Ragazzi repeatedly and for good
reasons argues in favour of reliability and coherence. We can get a sense of the
divergences among scholars simply by noticing that when it comes to Letter 273
(the dramatic account of an execution), Fawtier rejected its authenticity whilst
Dupré Theseider thought there was nothing imaginable that is more authentically
Catherinian.

The fourth and last Part offers a synthesis by considering discretion as the bond
between mysticism and morality. In it, a concluding and illuminating definition
is offered. For Catherine, discretion may be defined as knowledge and love of
the truth in action, namely that knowledge and love of the truth (which is God)
that leads concretely to virtuous action. It is the practice of discretion that leads
us to dwell in divine grace, to unify the human faculties of memory, intellect and
will, and to advance in charity. Not surprisingly then, the New Testament passage
most frequently quoted in Catherine’s writings is John 14:6 where Christ reveals
himself as the way, the truth and the life. Mangano Ragazzi might have given a
more prolonged and systematic discussion of Catherine’s knowledge and use of
the bible. The Letters of Catherine, some 382 in total, can be read as evidence
of her intense desire to discover the truth and apply it to real life (she was very
Dominican in this). There are letters to popes, cardinals, religious, sovereigns,
politicians, relatives, friends, acquaintances and some to people she had never
met.

In essence, Mangano Ragazzi proposes three fundamental aspects of discretion
for Catherine: its central place in her writings, its originality, and the role it
plays in integrating the unity of her teaching. The argued-for centrality needs
and receives sustained attention based on chapters 9–11 of the Dialogue and
Letter 213 (to another mantellata, Daniella d’Orvieto) yet is not limited to those
fundamental texts. The mention of originality needs to be assessed in terms of the
survey offered in Part III of this book, which consists of a comparison in historical
perspective. Here are traced the origins of discretion for Catherine: from the
tradition of discretio and prudence to the synthesis of Aquinas and the reflections
by some of Catherine’s contemporaries. Comparison with St Thomas Aquinas is
of course necessary although not straightforward, and Thomas Deman is quoted
approvingly as saying that Aquinas entrusts prudence with the task of perpetuating
the constant and venerable tradition that discretion had carried through to him. It
is improbable that this doctrinal richness resulted from Catherine’s direct access
to the texts, and so its mediation must have come mainly through her way of life
and contacts. Spiritual affinities must not be ruled out, and Catherine believed
that in Aquinas (‘il glorioso Tomaso’) divine Truth involved supernatural light
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and knowledge infused by grace. Thus Aquinas learned more through prayer than
through human study.

In terms of the influence on Catherine of the Dominican milieu in particular,
attention should be paid to Domenico Cavalca’s The Mirror of the Cross, a
small book written in the vernacular and with a wide dissemination. Mangano
Ragazzi maintains, however, that Cavalca could not have been more than a minor
source of Catherine’s exposition of discretion. Something Kenelm Foster wrote
in his insightful introduction to I, Catherine (1980, in collaboration with Mary
John Ronayne) is apposite; in a certain sense, all theology worthy of the name
is in tendency ‘mystical’. As for mystics in the more usual sense of the term,
whether their contact with God will give rise to clearly articulated doctrine will
depend, humanly speaking, on their natural gifts and circumstances. For Mangano
Ragazzi, Catherine’s thought seems to depend on a unique form of inspiration,
expressed in all her writings and giving them a unified character.

According to Giuliana Cavallini, and how great a debt is owed to her schol-
arship, there is perhaps no virtue which is so characteristic of Catherine as dis-
cretion. It is a characteristic feature of Catherine because of the prominence she
attributes to it and the great extent to which she practised it. Mangano Ragazzi has
now enabled us to see this. One can only conclude that, in Catherine, Christian
mysticism, doctrinal truth and sustained action interpenetrated to an extraordinary
and saintly degree.

ROBERT OMBRES OP

THE FRIARS IN IRELAND 1224–1540 by Colmán Ó Clabaigh OSB, Four Courts
Press, Dublin, 2012, pp. xxv + 389, € 29.95, pbk

It is somewhat unfortunate that the most popular image of friars associated with
medieval Ireland is the quartet beset by devils in a copy of an anti-mendicant
tract by Richard Fitzralph, archbishop of Armagh, now in Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge. These representatives of the four orders feature on the cover of this
book. But they are put in their place by Colmán Ó Clabaigh, who demonstrates
that the mendicants made an invaluable contribution to the religious vitality of
late medieval Ireland. The depth of Dom Colmán’s knowledge and the sensible
and measured tone of his observations make this, the first general survey of the
friars in medieval Ireland, a valuable contribution to mendicant studies.

Unlike the friars in England, who with the exception of the Austin Friars,
have clear foundation narratives, the coming of the friars to Ireland is beset with
obscurity. Although post-medieval accounts claimed independent links between
Ireland and SS. Francis and Dominic themselves, contemporary evidence points to
prominent Anglo-Irish families as the chief promoters of the friars. Very often they
were continuing connections first established in England. For example, William
Marshal, the most likely founder of the first Dominican house in Ireland, at Dublin
in 1224, was already a benefactor to the London Blackfriars. He was certainly the
founder of the Black Abbey, Kilkenny, which remarkably survives to serve as a
Dominican church. Similarly, the Carmelites in Kildare were founded by William
de Vescy, a member of a family which had established one of the earliest English
Carmelite houses. The spread of the friars in Ireland, well illustrated by a series of
maps in the book, is remarkable. Houses were even being founded in the difficult
years immediately after the Black Death. Later foundations are mainly in the
West, and are typically associated for mutual protection with the strongholds of
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