
  
    Pre-publication appraisals of Medjugorje Revisited


    


    Donal Foley has done lovers of accuracy a favor and provided believers in Christ and children of the Blessed Virgin Mary a signal service with this book. Stick with the Church’s approved apparitions and accept no dodgy substitutes!


    —Mark P. Shea, author, Mary, Mother of the Son


    


    Donal Foley is very well equipped for this task of informing readers about the events at Medjugorje in a balanced way, and from a Catholic point of view. His university formation includes Humanities and Theology. Foley gives an excellent introduction to the Medjugorje phenomenon. He explains many of its aspects which are generally unknown. The author is very careful regarding the historical foundations of his work, but also provides an exemplary theological evaluation. Whoever wants to deepen their understanding of Medjugorje will find this book a rich source of information on which to assess it.


    —Prof. Dr. Manfred Hauke, Theological Faculty of Lugano, Switzerland


    


    Medjugorje Revisited is a sober, balanced, and unremittingly charitable examination of the most popular unapproved private revelation in Church history. It’s also a refreshing corrective to a relentlessly one-sided campaign by the Medjugorje Movement to dominate the print-and internet publishing world through pilgrimage packages, pro-Medjugorje books and conferences, DVDs, tracts, internet interviews with the seers and their latest goings-on.


    —Patrick Coffin, Author & Radio Host, Catholic Answers Live


    


    Medjugorje Revisited is a thorough and careful examination of the alleged apparitions in the former Yugoslavia, placed in their historical context. Using the traditional Catholic criteria for the assessment of visions, the author describes the many problems that arise from the testimony of the alleged visionaries. He amply shows why successive local bishops have refused to declare the claimed apparitions worthy of belief.Medjugorje Revisited deserves to be widely studied.


    —Fr Thomas Crean, OP, author, A Catholic Replies to Professor Dawkins


    Donal Foley’s comprehensive and convincing study of Medjugorje, Medjugorje Revisited, provides a superb analysis of the alleged apparitions of Our Lady. It exposes what amounts to a pathological religious phenomenon that has duped millions of people seeking spiritual consolation in especially troubled times when God seemed dead and the Church torn by dissent and disobedience. May this book’s discerning judgment find definitive reinforcement in the long-awaited Vatican decision on Medjugorje!


    —James Likoudis, President Emeritus, Catholics United for the Faith


    


    Extracts from reviews of Understanding Medjugorje


    


    Foley’s book on Medjugorje defends the rational basis of faith, the realm of sound common sense, and the traditional wisdom of the Church in his argument that Medjugorje has created “a misguided quest for ‘signs and wonders,’ ” and developed into “a vast, if captivating religious illusion.” Examining the entire phenomenon of the apparitions from their inception in 1981 to the present, Foley mounts compelling evidence that questions the authenticity of the visions of the seers. The most cogent aspect of his argument contrasts the approved miracles at Fatima and Lourdes with the alleged appearances of the Holy Mother at Medjugorje.

     In short, this book views the events at Medjugorje from a comprehensive, historical, objective point of view that avoids the religious enthusiasm and charismatic emotionalism of its advocates. This is an arresting book that poses an impressive intellectual and religious challenge to those who have never honestly questioned the authentic nature of the events at Medjugorje.


    —Dr Mitchell Kalpakgian, The Wanderer, 20 August 2009


    


    It has long seemed to me that a balanced and authoritative response would require a team of experts fluent in Croatian in order to untangle the complex phenomenon of Medjugorje … I am now fairly convinced that Donal Foley has done a great deal of that necessary work in assembling, untangling and sorting out the studies already carried out by experts and then weighing and evaluating them.


    —Msgr. Arthur B. Calkins, Miles Immaculatae, January-June 2009


    


    British author Donal Anthony Foley, a well-known author on Marian apparitions, has written Understanding Medjugorje: Heavenly Visions or Religious Illusion: English-speaking readers will find it an excellent summary of the evidence for and against the authenticity of the apparitions in the village of Medjugorje in the former Yugoslavia. Foley notes that the advocates of Medjugorje have too often ignored the 17 tape recordings of the interviews with the seers that took place after the alleged visions. These recordings of June 27, 28, 29, and 30, 1981, reveal such inconsistencies, contradictions and bizarre comments in the seers’ testimony, that even Fr. Zovko himself was led to initially deny the authenticity of Our Lady’s appearance! These first tape recordings are, moreover, at odds with later interviews held with the seers.


    —James Likoudis, President Emeritus, CUF


    


    It is a good time to have a cool look at the claims and the truth [about Medjugorje]. This is done admirably in this book by Donal Foley—an expert on the appearances of Our Blessed Lady and, even more important, one with great devotion to her. It is well written, examines all the available evidence and is, above all, clear. A select bibliography gives sources for further study and the many references and citations are given very clearly in notes at the back but enable the general reader to carry on without interruption. This is a scholarly book but is easy to read even when it guides the reader through the Hampton Court Maze of Balkans history and Church feuds. If you only read one book on Medjugorje, then make it this one.


    —Eric Hester, Catholic Times, UK, 25 June 2006


    


    In one of the few books available today offering a critical look at Medjugorje, Donal Foley performs an excellent service in unraveling the many threads that comprise the genesis and history of the phenomenon. He discusses the significant role of the charismatic movement and tourism industry in propagating the visions, and shows how Medjugorje compares unfavorably to approved apparitions, especially Fatima. He presents an excellent overview of the complex historical backdrop preceding the apparitions to the six visionaries, three of whom still experience daily visions.


     There is so much valuable information packed into this 310-page book that this review would have to be ten times longer to even summarize it. The book is extremely well written, employing a clear, captivating, and engaging style. It contains neither rancor nor bitter accusations, but rather presents an unrelenting examination of the vast set of problems that encompass Medjugorje. This is required reading for anyone who wants to understand the profound difference between Medjugorje and Church-approved apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary.


    —Frank Rega, author, St Francis of Assisi and the Conversion of the Muslims; Padre Pio and America


    


    From 24 June 1981 five teenagers and a younger boy from a small village in Bosnia-Herzegovina called Bijakovici near Medjugorje first began seeing apparitions on a local hill of someone they called “Gospa”—Croatian for “Our Lady”. It is this phenomenon that Foley, author of the scholarly Marian Apparitions, the Bible, and the Modern World, seeks to investigate. The question he addresses is: are these visions from heaven or are they a religious illusion? Referring to the subject of the apparitions diplomatically as “the Vision”, he has conducted a painstaking and thorough investigation of every aspect of the case and, in an area fraught with strong, even aggressive opinions his tone is moderate and charitable throughout.


    —Jack Carrigan, Catholic Herald, UK, 14 May 2006


    


    Donal Foley takes the reader on a journey of discovery through the formidableinformationmaze that surroundsMedjugorje.His tenacity in not losing the narrow pathto the truth about the Balkan prodigyamongmany false trails and dead alleyswould make Hercule Poirot jealous. Foley unearths little known Croatian sources and calls upon Catholic scholars to shed light on the enigma ofMedjugorje. He delivers what he promises and takes his readers to the heart of the matter. Understanding Medjugorje is excellent!


    —John Hauf, Editor Emeritus, SOUL magazine, USA


    


    Complete versions of these reviews, and others, can be seen at:


    

    www.theotokos.org.uk/pages/books/medjbook/medjcomm.html
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    … for even Satan disguises himself

    as an angel of light. (2 Cor 11:14)


    


    


    “Oftentimes, to win us to our harm

    the instruments of darkness tell us truths;

    Win us with honest trifles, to betray us

    In deepest consequence.”


    


    Macbeth, Act 1, Scene 3
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    Foreword


    Many people will celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of the extraordinary events which started at Medjugorje in June 2011, believing them to be authentic Marian apparitions. But the last official declaration of the Church, from the Yugoslavian bishops in 1991, does not support this enthusiasm and indicates that no supernatural origin can be affirmed for the alleged visions (“non constat de supernaturalitate”).


    In March 2010, a Vatican commission under Cardinal Camillo Ruini began to study the phenomenon of Medjugorje; the report of these studies will be transmitted to the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith for further evaluation. The fact of this critical investigation and the non-acceptance of the alleged “apparitions” by the local bishop, are a clear sign to the faithful to be prudent about the Medjugorje phenomenon. But coming to a balanced judgment about Medjugorje is difficult, because the information in the mass media is dominated by presentations which give enthusiastic support to the “apparitions” of the “Gospa”. Sometimes we even find devotees who consider critical voices as manifestations of the devil.


    Given this situation, it is an urgent necessity to offer all interested readers a balanced treatment of the Medjugorje phenomenon, one based on an intensive study of the sources. At the same time it requires a Catholic sense of faith which is ready to accept genuine supernatural manifestations of Mary, the Mother of God, in history, without succumbing to credulity.


    Donal Foley is very well equipped for this task of informing readers about the events at Medjugorje in a balanced way, and from a Catholic point of view. His university formation includes Humanities and Theology. He has written a work on Marian apparitions—Marian Apparitions, the Bible, and the Modern World—which takes seriously the prophetical significance of the authentic manifestations of the Virgin Mary, and which carefully explains them for contemporary readers. This standard work of reference appeared in 2002 and was translated into Italian soon after, in 2004.


    In 2006, Foley published the first version of the present work, which looked at how we should understand Medjugorje, and posed the question: Are we confronted with heavenly visions or with a religious illusion? That work received a very positive response, and is now appearing here in an updated and revised form. It avoids any polemics, but also studies the problematic aspects of Medjugorje, not shrinking from the critical question: Are there elements which suggest even a diabolic influence?


    The new version offers some innovative points of view, for instance the comparison of Medjugorje with Montanism in the ancient Church, a movement which presented itself as “charismatic” and “prophetic”, and which was accepted initially even by many ecclesiastical dignitaries, but which was ultimately rejected by the Church.


    In sum, Foley gives an excellent introduction to the Medjugorje phenomenon. He explains many of its aspects which are generally unknown. The author is very careful regarding the historical foundations of his work, but also provides an exemplary theological evaluation. Whoever wants to deepen their understanding of Medjugorje will find this book a rich source of information on which to assess it. The study is written in a very fluent way and is accessible to a wide readership. At the same time, it offers the necessary specialist information required for an accurate theological understanding of Medjugorje, and could also be important in comprehending the future evaluation of the Holy See.


    


    Prof Dr Manfred Hauke, Theological Faculty, Lugano, Switzerland



    


    


    Preface


    Medjugorje—with its half a dozen seers, tens of thousands of messages, sundry secrets and requests, plus a promised Great Sign—who can keep track of it all? Well, to Donal Foley go the laurels. With a craftsman’s attention to detail and a storyteller’s knack for distilling what’s important, Foley puts it all together in Medjugorje Revisited, an expanded upgrade of an earlier work. In these pages you will find a sober, balanced, and unremittingly charitable examination of the most popular unapproved private revelation in Church history.


    Foley doesn’t simply tell the story from its inception on June 24, 1981, but sets the whole phenomenon against a broad historical and doctrinal framework, comparing it with Fatima and other approved apparitions and, more disturbingly, with some condemned apparitions. He takes the claims of the seers on their own merits, and asks the sensible but heretofore unpopular question: are these genuine appearances of the Blessed Virgin Mary or not? Even if you don’t agree with 100 percent of his conclusions, the open-minded reader will see in Foley’s research a refreshing corrective to the 30-year domination by pro-Medjugorje publications, websites, pilgrimage packages, conferences, DVDs, interviews with the purported seers and their latest goings-on. Some readers will be shocked that there’s even another side to the story.


    Foley rightly acknowledges the good “fruits of Medjugorje” such as conversion to Christ, a return to the sacraments, even religious vocations, which are invariably touted as proof of its authenticity. But he has also taken the time to examine all the fruits including the bad ones (and some very bad ones). He has also compiled the authoritative ecclesiastical responses to Medjugorje from the beginning, as well as the official criteria by which the Catholic Church judges private revelations. For any truth seeker, this alone is worth the book’s price.


    Peoples’ reactions to Medjugorje can be boiled down to four basic groups: a) those who support the directives of the local Ordinary, His Excellency Ratko Peric (whose negative assessment follows that of his predecessor, the late Bishop Pavao Zanic, and of every Commission that has ever investigated Medjugorje); b) those who don’t know enough to have an opinion up or down; c) those who suspect or believe that the Mother of God has been appearing in Medjugorje; and d) the fringe fanatics who equate “real” Catholicism with uncritical devotion to Medjugorje. The book you now hold will be of great interest to the first three, and odious to the fourth.


    Above all, and in no way anticipating the final verdict of the Ruini Commission now studying the matter at the behest of Pope Benedict XVI, Foley shows that what’s at stake in the debate transcends Medjugorje and goes to the whole question of authority and of obedience thereto. If only half of Medjugorje Revisited is true, it nonetheless shows vividly that the sprawling, convoluted happening that began 30 summers ago in Bosnia-Herzegovina faces—to say the least—an uphill battle for Church approval.


    


    Patrick Coffin, Author & Radio Host, Catholic Answers Live



    



    


    


    


    Introduction


    It is now five years since the previous version of this book was published, and there have been a number of new developments in the intervening period, including the announcement, in March 2010, of the formation of an International Commission under Cardinal Ruini to investigate Medjugorje. But there have also been more disturbing developments, and particularly, in July 2009, the news about the laicization of Fr Tomislav Vlasic—who was intimately associated with Medjugorje in the early days—and his dismissal from the Franciscan Order.


    There are signs, then, that the Medjugorje story is approaching a climax, but it is worrying to note that an appreciation of that fact seems to be lacking amongst many of its devotees, who still seem unwilling to face up to the serious problems associated with believing in the claims of the visionaries. And likewise, there is a lack of appreciation that Medjugorje contrasts very unfavorably with Fatima, and can actually be seen as one of the most serious obstacles to the widespread implementation of the Fatima message in the Church.


    Having said all that, the basic facts about Medjugorjecan be related quite quickly. Beginning on 24 June 1981, six young people from a small village in Bosnia-Herzegovina, five of them in their mid-teens, and one aged ten, began to claim that they were seeing the Blessed Virgin Maryon a nearby hillside. Four were girls, and two boys. News of this spread very rapidly—initially in the village itself and then throughout still-Communist Yugoslavia. Great crowds of pilgrims congregated as the days went on and the visionariesclaimed that they were still seeing Our Lady, or the Gospa,as she is known in Croatian. Some of the local Franciscanpriests supported these claims, and even the Bishop, Msgr Zanic, was open initially to this possibility, although over a period of time, he began to have serious doubts.


    Meanwhile, increasing numbers of pilgrims from further afield came to visit during the 1980s, as Medjugorjebecame better known in the Catholic Church. The civil war in Yugoslaviain the early nineties only temporarily affected its popularity, and for thirty years now, some of the visionarieshave been claiming to receive daily visitations from the Blessed Mother.


    Large numbers of pilgrims still journey to Medjugorje, even though the present Bishop, Msgr Peric, has declared himself opposed to the visions, and despite the fact that in 1991 the Bishops’ Conferenceof ex-Yugoslaviacame to the conclusion that it could not be affirmed that “supernatural apparitions and revelations” had taken place there. In addition, the claims of the visionarieshave received no official support from the Vatican. That, very briefly, is an outline of what has taken place regarding Medjugorje, but there are other aspects related to these events which this work also focuses on.


    One of these is the historical background to Medjugorje, including the local Franciscandispute with official Church authority—and the accompanying disobedience—which has affected Bosnia-Herzegovinain recent years, and which has been an important factor as regards the growth of Medjugorje. This disobedience has been exemplified in the actions of the three priests most closely associated with the visions and the visionaries, Fr Tomislav Vlasic, Fr Jozo Zovko, and Fr Slavko Barbaric.


    Another major contributory factor has been the conjunction between the Charismatic Movementand the visions. Again, without this factor of a Charismatic network already in place around the world—and supportive of the visions and the visionaries—it is doubtful if Medjugorjewould have had anything like the impact it has had on the Church. Similarly, support from clerical figures, and in particular Fr René Laurentin, has been crucial in giving Medjugorje an apparent air of orthodoxy.


    A crucial point is that most of the early books about Medjugorjewere based on quite late interviews with the visionaries, and the primary source material—tapesmade during the first week or so of the visions—has been for the most part ignored. On examination, transcripts of these tapes reveal some illuminating facts about Medjugorje, and this book is thus, amongst other things, concerned with assessing the importance of that evidence.


    In particular, the tape transcripts show that the manner in which the Medjugorje “Gospa” appeared to the visionaries, and the number of claimed visions, is at variance with what happened previously during those apparitions of the real Blessed Virgin which have been approved by the Church.


    What the transcripts also reveal, is that there is a very high probability that what the visionaries saw during the first week or so of visions was not the Blessed Mother, but actually a diabolical counterfeit; and other evidence of diabolical influence in the vicinity is also studied in this book.


    The medical and scientific tests done on the visionaries are examined in detail and their many deficiencies and lack of rigor demonstrated, as also the fact that, apart from the tests done under the auspices of the Yugoslav Bishops’ Conference, none of them have any validity in the eyes of the Church. And the same can be said for the claims for miraculous cures at Medjugorje, many of which have involved diseases such as Multiple Sclerosis, which can go into spontaneous remission.


    This book also explores many other aspects of Medjugorje, including the fact that it has led to divisions amongst the faithful, and even between members of the hierarchy. It also looks at the affluent lifestyle of the visionaries and how this contrasts with the way genuine seers of the past lived and behaved.


    Similarly, the shocking violence which took place in and around Medjugorje during the civil war in the nineties is examined, including both the killings in the town itself, and those which took place in concentration camps in the vicinity. In fact, as will be seen, the perverted nationalism which some Hercegovina Franciscans indulged in was one of the contributory factors in bringing about the violence in the region.


    In sum, most pilgrims to Medjugorje have been unaware of many of the less savory aspects of what has taken place there; but it is to be hoped that sensible Medjugorje supporters will look at all this evidence with an open mind, and realize that there are indeed issues regarding acceptance of Medjugorje which do need to be faced up to, so as to avoid the cult-like attitude to Medjugorje which does, regrettably, seem to have developed amongst some of its more extreme supporters.
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    Medjugorje: the

    Historical Background


    The Franciscans, the Bogomils, and Islam


    It is important to become familiar with the historical background if we are to understand the root of the religious problems connected with Medjugorje. These go back as far as the fourteenth century, and even further, when Franciscanmissionaries were given the task of bringing Bogomilheretics in the Bosnia-Herzegovinaarea back to the Church. The Bogomils were a dualistic neo-Manichaean sect who originated in tenth-century Bulgaria before spreading to Asia Minor and the Balkans. Their beliefs were related to those of the Albigensians of southern France, but in particular, they seem to have regarded both Christand Satanas sons of God the Father. For them, Satan was the creator of the world, and thus we see here a type of equivalence between Christand the devil in the Bogomil mind. Nor is this all ancient history, given that one commentator, felt obliged to speak of the local Croatians as still having certain traits typical of the Bogomils.[bookmark: _ednref1][1]


    This interesting remark is borne out by history. The Papacy attempted to deal with this movement by sending out missionaries, originally Dominicans in 1240, and then Franciscans a century later, in 1340. But it was only in the mid-fifteenth century that the campaign to uproot the heresy began to really bear fruit, and those local Church leaders who refused to recant were forced to emigrate. But despite this, a legacy of Bogomil influence was left in which the local Church was not closely linked to the Papacy, and this was to sow the seeds of future problems.[bookmark: _ednref2][2]


    When the Franciscansarrived in the area, they were faced, apart from the Bogomils, with a religion of primitive rituals, including animal sacrifice, which aimed at appeasing powerful nature spirits, such as Gromovnik, the “spirit of thunder,” who was believed to live on Mount Sipovac, the peak overlooking Medjugorje. It may well be that these rituals were somehow a part of Bogomilreligion, and it certainly seems that Medjugorje itself was actually a Bogomil religious center. It transpires, too, that at this time there was a certain tension between the communities at Medjugorje and Bijakovici—the village from which the future visionarieswould come—which could erupt into violence, and that the people of Bijakoviciwere more welcoming to the Christian missionaries.[bookmark: _ednref3][3]


    The Franciscanssoon made local recruits, but disaster struck in the fifteenth century when the area was conquered by the Ottoman Turks. Only the Franciscans remained to minister to the people after the secular clergy fled, and four hundred years of persecution began. The cruelty of Turkish rule was bitterly resented and groups of “guerrilla” fighters formed to oppose this foreign domination. This in turn led to vicious reprisals, in which ordinary Croatswould be tortured to reveal the whereabouts of the fighters. This method of forcing people to betray each other often led to brutal vendettasamongst the Croats.


    In the early sixteenth century, the Turkish ruler, Osmok, in an effort to reduce the bloodletting caused by these revenge attacks, and the consequent loss of productivity, invited some Franciscansinto his realm. Thus, in exchange “for the restoration of order and the regular payment of tribute, the priests were promised lodgings, tax exemption and a moderate extent of religious freedom, including the right to engage in missionary activities.” But the old religion of the area lived on, and clan elders from Medjugorjewere also allowed, for a fee, to perform their rituals in honor of Gromovnikon Mount Sipovac, despite the best efforts of the Franciscans: thus, the two religions in the Medjugorje area coexisted uneasily. The Franciscans, though, were unable to pacify the region permanently, and outbreaks of violence recurred on a regular basis up to the end of Ottoman rule.


    Rome and the Church in Bosnia-Herzegovina


    In 1878, Bosniaand Herzegovinawere liberated from the Turkish yoke, and came under Habsburg rule. Three years later Pope Leo XIIIissued a bull establishing the authority of the secular clergy, and a new hierarchy was set up, with the Franciscans of Bosnia and Herzegovina losing their privileged position. This is the modern origin of the disputes between the Franciscansand the secular clergy, which have dominated Church life in Bosnia-Herzegovinain recent years, the so-called “Herzegovina problem.”


    Regrettably, the Franciscans did not cooperate with the new hierarchy, and their example was followed by many of the ordinary faithful. Thus, the Catholic Church in Bosnia-Herzegovinawas not able to mature properly, and the area remained in many respects a missionary territory. Instead of a proper Catholic sacramental life, religious rituals in the area, in a throwback to the past, revolved around ancestor veneration and various superstitious practices, with minimal Catholic content. The authorities in Rome put pressure on the Franciscans to remedy this situation, but even in the 1920s, orthodox Catholic church services were still being performed in conjunction with traditional clan ritualsat local cemeteries.[bookmark: _ednref4][4]


    When the Habsburg Empirefell in 1918, the Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes was founded, and, following a coup in 1929, the Serb King enforced policies favoring his kinsmen, using Chetnikmilitants, while the kingdom was renamed Yugoslavia—the “land of the South Slavs.” This meant that in Medjugorje,the Serb community was able to confiscate farmland from Croats, and individual Serbs in the area became very influential, thus inflaming an already bad situation and facilitating the rise of Croat Ustashamilitants. During the thirties, clashes between the two groups became more and more violent: “The destruction of Serb property, mutilation of individuals and manslaughter were soon to be everyday occurrences. The Serbs responded in kind, sometimes with even greater violence, and were backed in the process by mobile units of [Chetniks].”


    At this point, following a visit to Rome in 1933, when he received advice and funds from Pope Pius XI, the parish priest at Medjugorjedecided to build a huge cross atop Mount Sipovacto commemorate the 1900th anniversary of the Crucifixion. The majority of the community were enthusiastic, particularly as it was a time of drought and general hardship, and the building work was welcome; within a year the cross had been completed, and the mountain was renamed Krizevac, the “Mount of the Cross.” Thus, it was reclaimed from Gromovnik.[bookmark: _ednref5][5]


    In Yugoslavia as a whole, the administration of the new state was virtually monopolized by ethnic Serbs, especially in the judiciary and the military, and the combination of Serb nationalism and the Orthodox Church resulted in a policy of institutionalized discrimination against the Catholic Church in Yugoslavia. This culminated in the inability of the Yugoslav government to obtain parliamentary ratification of the terms of the concordat which it had agreed with the Vatican. This discriminatory policy was of great significance in the rise of the extreme right wing Ustasha, and led to many Croatians welcoming the Nazi invaders in 1941 as liberators.


    World War II and its Aftermath


    The more recent history of Bosnia-Herzegovinais equally relevant if we are to understand the background to the religious phenomenon of Medjugorje. This particularly applies to the atrocities that happened in the area during the Second World War, in 1941, when a fascist state was created by Croatian Ustashaforces in alliance with the Nazi occupiers of the country. Among the Herzegovina Franciscanswho collaborated with the Ustasha was a friar, Fr Filopovic, who became a concentration camp attendant at Jasenovac, the most notorious such centre, a place renowned for its brutality and the use of torture. In Medjugorje itself, the Ustasha gathered together about six hundred Serbs from western Herzegovina, and brutally murdered them at a place near the hamlet called Surmanci, not far from the village, mostly by throwing them off precipices into a mass grave. Survivors were finished off with hand grenades, or in some cases buried alive. This was almost exactly forty years before the alleged visionsat Medjugorje began in June 1981.


    The Croatspaid dearly for this deed later on, suffering dreadfully at the hands of the Chetniks and Tito’s partisans. It seems that in the region surrounding Medjugorje, the Brotnjo plateau, up to a quarter of the population, or some five thousand people, perished during this period. Apart from this “official” violence at the hands of the Serbsand the Communists, brutal clan feuds also had their effect, so that by the end of the war, in the Gomilahamlet alone, a part of Bijakovici, “approximately 20% of the 400 villagers had lost their lives in clan vendettas.” Three of the Medjugorje visionarieswould come from Gomila. Even after this, the local people had to endure multiple atrocities under the new Communistregime, including torture, rape, and widespread murder. Much communal bitterness was stored up, and this caused continuing trouble even in the 1960s and 1970s, when old clan feuds were reignited, often because of disputes over land. Murderous vendettasstill plagued the region, as “private” violence held sway. Similarly, from the 1970s onwards, young Croats, resentful at their lack of basic rights, began to organize themselves into armed “Neo-Ustasha” groups in Bosnia and Herzegovina, while in response, the Serbsorganized their own “Neo-Chetnik” groups.[bookmark: _ednref6][6]


    The Franciscan Problem


    Returning to the religious situation, we can note that in 1923 the Vaticanhad facilitated an agreement between the local bishop and the Franciscans, regarding the sharing of parishes. However, at the request of one of his successors, Bishop Petar Cule, the Ordinary of Mostar-Duvno, the Holy See agreed to annul this agreement. Thereafter, the Franciscans were supposed to hand their parishes over to the jurisdiction of the Bishop, but they refused to do so, claiming that the annulment had been reached without their agreement. However, as more diocesan clergy were ordained from the 1950s onwards, the Franciscans came under increasing pressure to relinquish control over the parishes they had looked after, but they were still unwilling to do this.


    By 1975, the situation had become so serious that the Holy Seeissued a special decree—Romanis Pontificibus—demanding their obedience on this matter; but the Franciscanscontinued their resistance, and in consequence were penalized with various disciplinary measures. Hence, at the time of the Medjugorjevisions, they were in a state of active disobedience to both the local Bishop and Rome, and clearly this was not a happy portent for the future.


    But in fairness to the Franciscans, it should be said that they had maintained the Faith in Bosnia-Herzegovinaduring four hundred years of Muslimpersecution, when it was cut off from the mainstream Catholic world, and so it is understandable that a spirit of self-reliance should have developed amongst them. The tragedy was that self-reliance turned into stubbornness, and stubbornness into open disobedience.


    By September 1980, less than a year before the alleged visionsbegan, Bishop Pavao Zanic, having taken over from Bishop Cule, decided to create a new parish in Mostar, one which would be composed of three-quarters of the parishes being run by the Franciscans. This led to recriminations on the part of some Franciscans, and this defiance was not limited to the clergy: it seems that many of the local faithful, too, from 1975 onwards, were unwilling to accept secular priests in their parishes.[bookmark: _ednref7][7]


    The End of Communism


    Another vital factor in this complex situation was the effect that Pope John Paul II’s policies were having in Eastern Europe, particularly after his visit to Polandin 1979. Following the death of Titoin 1980, Croatian nationalism began to reawaken: after the Second World War, Titohad governed the various fractious Yugoslav states with an iron hand, but now a new era had arrived, and no one was quite sure what would happen, particularly with the advent of the Solidaritymovement in Poland. When it became known, in June 1981, that teenagers in Medjugorjewere claiming to have seen the Blessed Mother, the final critical element was added to an already volatile mixture, one that would see, within a decade, the eruption of a bloody civil war, as Yugoslaviatore itself apart.


    For the Pope, however, the problem which would emerge as support for Medjugorjegrew was that, on the one hand, he wanted to encourage a grassroots Marian movement in Croatiaalong the lines of traditional Marian devotion in Poland, as a way of hastening the end of Communism; but he also wanted the dispute with the Franciscansto end. It was a very difficult situation, which could have been made much worse by hasty action, although there are signs that it may finally be in the process of being resolved.[bookmark: _ednref8][8]


    


    It is quite certain that the vast majority of pilgrimsto Medjugorjehave known little or nothing about the complicated history of the region, as outlined above. We are not dealing with a normal Catholic culture here, but one with a strange and checkered history, comprised of heretical sects, pagan religion, seemingly endless violence, and a long running dispute between official Church authority and local Franciscans.


    

  

