
PROTEST~NT PROP AG ANDA IN M~L T A (1800-30) 

As WE have said in our previous article,'- Great Britain had, on several 
occasions. renewed her assurances to protect the Catholic Religion in 
Malta, and most particularly in the commissions to newly~appointed 
Governors of these Islands. But let us not forget that Great Britain is a 
Protestant Country, and 'as such, while promising to safeguard all the 
interests of our Church, she would not lee her Protestant subJects spina 
tually unprotected in the Island. The Catholic minority in Brit'lin were, 
particularly with the Emancipation Act of l829,z gladually obtaming 
rheu ci viI rights and freedom. Britam, consequently, expected that her 
Protestant subjects were simllarly treated m a Catholic: Country as ours. 

On their occupatIon of Malta, the number of the EnglIsh people m the 
Island was very scanty, and consequently there could anse no religIOUS 
problem for the tlme bemg. But 1Q course of tlme thls number went on 
increasing •• From the Census of 1829. we make oui. that on a populadon 
of approximately 119,000, there were Y:lO Jews, 72 Mohammedans, and 
about 4,500 EnglIshmen (Government officers, merchants, mdusi:riahsts 
and soldlers). ~ The latter were of dlffelem denommanons, bUl p!esum~ 

-ably v:ery few wele CatholIcs. Hence we !mgh,; ieckon ;.h2.l w(:ll ovei 
4,000 ProteStants inhabIted Maila at that Hm.::. Wlch che moeasc at J1C 

English people 1n the ISland. had ItS Oi.lglfi ,he queSi.iOD at PiOieSiant 
propaganda and pwsclyi:.tsm. 

One of the first and fClemosc tac:iOiS of PiOl.eS~am p.op,aganda and 
pIOseiyusm in our Island was the pubhcal10n and the dis~nbulion ot unQ 

auillonzed bibles among the Mah""e. Smtc some yeaiS. bUi: mostiy in 
the year 1809, rhe Bible SoCiety or London SHove to estabush irseIf lfi 

Malta. and foi. thlS l?U!pose H seni. many boxes fuii of bIbles m t.he 
Italian language (Q be dlscobuted m the ISland. Thw acnvny. however, 
was soon frustrated, because some of the bibles distributed in Valleaa 
reached the local pw::StD. who energetIcally fought thIS kInd of PiOtesto 

ant propaganda and banned the ieading of these bIbles by (he Cathoiics. 
This oppositIOn kept in ch.eck for some years dIe actiVItY of the ProtestQ 
ant MiSSIOnaries. :But in 1814, after the end of the plague, the BiblIcal 
Sectarians tried to mfect the Island wIth- their doctrines. For a second 
time they started spreading similar biblical versions. this time in greater 

1 Melita Theologica, Vol. XI (1959), pp. 45-50, 
2 By the Emancipation- Act of 1829. _ 
3 :.!iege; Histoire de Malte, pp. 160-1. 
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quantities. They rented a house at Valletta, where to hold their religious 
gatherings, and they even translated St. John's Gospel in vernacular 
and published advertisements of their congregations in the publiG paper," 
styling themselves the 'Biblical Society of Malta'. . . 

Archbishop Ferdinando.Mattei (18080 29), as in· duty bound, immeo 

diately protested to the Governor against this proselytism, and asked 
him to expel the sectarians, who were openly conspiring against the 
Catholic Religion of the place. The GovemorThomas Mai tl and (18130 24) 
.called the Ministers of the Society and prohibited them the use of their 
Printing Press, the name of the Society and any activity which could 
affect the Religion of Malta. ~: With the help of _the Governor. therefore, 
the Bi shop succeeded in stemming this initial Protestant proselytism •. 

A year later. however. Lord Bathurst, the then Secretary of State, .ino 
formed the Governor that according to a constitutional principle of the 
English Nation, everybody was to be reckoned free in his religious 
opemtions. :Consequently, he could not comply with the Archbishop's 
wish to expel the Sectarians, he only prohibited them to bear the name 
of 'Bible Society of Malta'_ and substituted therefor another name, i.e. : 
the 'Bible Society in Malta', and banned the distribution of the Maltese 
version of the Gospel of St. John. 6

: The Archbishop. with the aid of the 
local priests, as well as of the Governor himself, succeeded in gathering 

. the Maltese versions. together with those in Italian and Greek, as well 
a s other books containing dialogues and catechisms in favour of the 
Protestant Creed. 7. 

Early in 1825. the Bible Society was again busy in its propaganda 
work in the Island. :This caused the Bishop to send a Pro!"memoria to 
the Holy Father, and to make rep!,esentations to the British Government •. 
In the meantime, the people ostensibly showed themselves contrary to 
the proselytizing system of the Protestant Missionaries •. As a conseo 

quence. Lord Bathw-sr directed the attention of the Bible Society to 
the dis tribution of the Bible among the Roman Catholic Inhabitants, and 
directed them not to raise any inconvenlentwitha systematic attempt to 
make proselytes. He instructed the Governor Marquis Hastings (1814026) 

4When the English occupied Malta in 1800, there was only one Printing Press 
and this belonged to the Government. The censorship of writings was entrusted 
to the· Government Chief Secretary and to the Superintendent of the Printing 
Press. By way of exception the American Missionary Society and .a Society of 
English Independents werepennitted to have and use their own Printing Press. 
A similar permit was granted later to the Church Missionary Society. 
5 ArchiepiscopaIArchives(A.A.}.-1826$pp.615ss, 1827.p.300: Bishop Mattei's 
Pr0<'memoria to the Holy See, 1825. 
6 Ibid. 1826, p.645 - Deputy Governor to Card. Secretary of State, 30. v.1825. 
'Ibid, Pro-memoria, I.e. 
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that the gratuitous distribution of the Bible to the ships and vessels 
was a measure against which the Bishop could not offer any reasonable 
objection and informed him that the Bible Society in London had assured 
him toc;ease the distribution among the Roman Catholic Inhabitants.~· 

Later. the Cardinal Secretary of State, GiuIio della SOmaglia, strongly 
remonstrated to the Deputy Governor, Sir Manley Power, against the 
gratuitous distribution and the sale of the Holy Bible in Malta adducing 
that the Bible without the necessary comments which serve to point out 
the true meaning of the several passages, could lead the readers to dUo 
ferent conclusions and different interpretations, and thus destroy that 
uniformity .of belief. which is the essential and peculiar characteristic 
of the Roman Catholic Church.~· 

In reply to this letter, the DeputyoGovernor asserted that the man in 
whose hands were the reins of power in this Island would be failing 
from his duty and neglecting His Majesty's instructions, were he to 
deny any possible protection to the Inhabitants, who professed the ROo 
man Cath~lic Religion. He reminded the Cardinal of what his predeceso 
sors had done against the Bible Society. fie added that the Government 
did ban the printing of bibles not only in vernacular, but even in Italian. 
unless intended to be exported; and, if some tracts were being circulated 
in the Island, sure. it was that they had been imported from abroad, and 
consequently the Government could not take steps, without destroying 
individual right:. 1

;1 He assured the Cardinal that the Government as in 
the past, would, in the future. take steps as would be deemed necessary 
to preserve the Roman Catholic ReliglOn against the attempts of any 
Society or class of persons. He finally asked the Cardinal Secretary to 

stress to the Holy Father dIe point 'that the steps which sometimes it 
was expedient to take about this subject, would neveI be such as to' vioo 
late-the forms and practice constantly observed undeLthe British Dommao 

don'. U TIus cOlrespondence _was communicated by Power to Lord Bal:o 

hurst ~n the 15th September 1825.?1· 
In spIte of all this. on the 11th of June 1825, the Joint Treasurers to 

the Bible Society established in Malta - WiIliam Jowett, Daniel-Temple 
and Cleardo Naudi ~ asked the Lt. :Govemo.r:, through.rus chief Secreo 
tary Sir Fred. Hankey. the licence to open a shop in premises No. 277. 
Strada Reale. Valletta.. for the business of the sale of the Scriptures, 

: Colonial Office (CO.) 159/8; Lord Bathurst to Hastings, 4.v.1825. P.540. 
Royal Malta Library (R.M.I,...) -Despatches 1822--1825: Power to Bathurst: 

15. vi. 1825. pp. 112-6 •• 
IOCuriously enough the law of the time prohibited the printing of immoral and 
irreligious books or paniphlets; but it did not prohibit the importation thereof. 
HA.A.. _ 1826, p.645 - Power to Card. S. of s.: 30. v.1825. 
12R.M.i.. '- Despatches 1822-·25: power to Lord Bathurst: 15.vi.1825, pp. 112-6. 
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sent by the British and Foreign Bible Society. The Chief Secretary was 
instructed to infonn the petitioners that the licence applied for could 
not be granted, without giving them any reason for its withholding. ft$ 

Copies of the Joint Treasurers' petition . .and the Chief Secretary's resQ 

pective reply were transmitted to the British Secretary of State. as eno 
closures in a letter wherein the Deputy Governor informed the latter 
that the Bishop could not be reconciled to the proceedings either of the 
Bible Society or of the Missionaries established in Malta. :He would, 
however, continue, as thitherto, 1:0 listen to what the Bishop had to ree 
present on the matter, and to comply with his suggestions_ as far as 
might be compatible wHh His Lordship the Secretary of State' s instruc~ 
tlons. In the same letter Power' remarked that the Joint Treasurers did 
not: say in what languages the books they proposed selling were pubc 
lished, and, since there was an understanding between the Government 
and the Ecclesiastical Authorities that no translation of the Scriptures 
in Maltese should come forth, he could avail himself of this agreement 
to refuse the licence applied for.ft4

' 

One of the signatories of the application was, as we have said, a 
certain Cleardo Naudi ~ dubbed by_ Sir Manley 'a venal character, who 
had formerly been a Roman Catholic'. This fact considerably heightened 
the idea of the.Maltese population that a desire 'prevailed on the part 
of the British Government to convert the Catholics to Protestantism •. 
Sir Manley consequently stressed the point that no such idea should 
exist among the people for the peace and the tranquillity of the Island, 
'because - he said - the Maltese had shown themselves the most peaco 
able Beople in the World on all occasions. since they came under the 
British Crowni as a consequence of Britain's nonointerference with their 
Religion and of Her toleration of their habits on this subject, and they 
had only shown symptoms for a disposition to attack some of the Mis~ 
sionaries who a short time before tried to make converts in the Island' •. 
The Deputy Governor revealed his doubts as to whether the Secretary of 
State, after his interview w:ith the Bible Society in London .. would exa 

peel: an application from them to take 'such 'a decided step in a Catholic 
Country where the heads of the Church are violently hostile to the sale 
of the Bible altogether, and where the Reople are extremely bigoted in 
their Religio~ SI 

On the same ·day he transmitted this letter, the Joint Treasurers ado 
dressed another petition to Hankey, expressing their concern to find their 
request not granted and pointed out that the taking of th.at shop was a 

13 I bid, pp. 118-20. H .. 
Ibid. p. 112. 

15 Ibid. p. 112, 
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measure adopted in consequence of an expl:ess recommendation, more 
than a year before, by the British and Foreign Bible Society, 'whose 
privilege it has been, in a manner most honourable to Great Britain and 
most: gratifying to every Christian mind to impart the knowledge of the 
Word of God to almost every ,Nation under Heaven'. They added that$ 
by withholding the licence, the progressive usefulness of the Society, 
instead of being confirmed, would become essentially impeded and reso 

tricted. Hence they begged a new consideration of their petition/'" To 
which Hankey repli~d that he was far from wishing to throw impediments 
in the progressive usefulness of the Society, yet he did not deem it fit~ 
dng to order the .issue of the licence. aT Both petition and answer were 
transmitted by the Chief Secretary to Robert Wilmot Rorton, the Under~ 
Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, on the 18th of June,. 1825. 

On the 7th of September, the Secretary of State, answering Power's 
letter. wrote that he could not admit the prohibitIOn; but, at the same 
time, he instructed hIm to issue a licence permicting the Society to sell 
bibles at their oum Establishment with as little display as possible, 
and 1»ith as much tenderness as could be shoum to the feelings of the 
Roman Catholic Inhabitants. ft.'! 

~6 Ibid. p. 165 •• 
17Ibid. p.167. 
18 Ibid. p. i63 •. 
1, C.O. 159/8. pp. 99,101 - Bathurst to Power: 7,ix.1825. 
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