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From Munich to Rome 
and Back 
March 21-28, 2006 
By Tim Frakes 
   
Tuesday, March 21 
What better place to learn about the Roman 
Catholic Church than Rome?  My 13 year old 
son Connor is traveling with me.  Connor will 
serve as executive producer and pack mule.  
Our mission is to record footage for a new 
video documentary titled “Understanding the 
Roman Catholic Church.”   To get Connor to 
Rome using United air miles, we had to fly 
into Munich, Germany, rent a car and drive 
over the Alps.  Martin Luther used the same 
route on his way to Rome in the 16th century, 
except, he walked.    
 
Wednesday, March 22 

Our flight to Munich went well.  I slept for a few hours.  Connor watched all the movies - 
a pig in slop.  We arrived at 10 a.m. and picked up our brand new, black Mercedes rental 
car.  It looked more Geo Metro than Mercedes.  After an initial wrong turn, we found the 
Autobahn (the German highway) and sailed around Munich and south into Austria.  The 
Inn River Valley cuts through tall, rugged, peaks in a broad swath of fertile, green farm 
land.  It is easy to see why centuries of travelers picked this route over the Alps.  The 
climb is slow and steady.  In two hours we reached Hall in Tirol, a small town five 
kilometers east of Innsbruck and checked into the family owned Hotel Heiligkreuz (Holy 
Cross).  The hotel is one kilometer outside the 
walled city center.   
 
Hall in Tirol is charming.  Strolling through 
the town, Connor was impressed by the 
winding, narrow streets and tall church 
steeples, ringed by majestic, snowcapped 
mountains.  Hall in Tirol is famous for two 
things, salt mines and a mint.  In the 17th 
century, the city operated a mint that produced 
the coin known as the thaler. Hall in Tirol’s 
thaler was an honest size and weight (not 
always a given) and so it stuck.  Eventually, 
the word “ thaler”  made its way into the 
English as the word “dollar.”   The rest is 
history.  
 

Connor  in front of the Arch of 
Constantine, Rome 

Hall in Tirol 
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The old mint and its tower are now a museum.  Connor 
and I climbed a winding staircase to the top for a 
spectacular view of the town.  The stairs are labeled with 
a sign that reads, “Climb at your own risk.”  Connor loved 
that.  
 
After a slice of pizza from an Arab owned pizza parlor we 
found the local grocery story and stocked up on salami, 
cheese and crackers - supplies for our long drive ahead.  
The sun set over the Alps as we walked back to the hotel, 
our eyes heavy with jet lag.  
 
Thursday, March 23 
Breakfast in Europe is my favorite meal.  The hotel 
offered an impressive spread of cheese, cold cuts, 
croissants, hard boiled eggs, yogurt and cereal. Soon we 
were on our way over the Alps.  At the Austrian/Italian 

border we stopped to pay an Austrian exit tax.  As I fumbled for my wallet, cars backed 
up behind.  “The American is a dumkoff,”   I said of myself to the woman collecting the 
tolls.  “Don’ t worry,”  she said, in perfect English.  “The only dumkoff in America is 
Bush!”    
 
Morning fog shrouded the Alps as we passed over the summit and descended into Italy.  
Near the city of Trento we stopped to gas up the car at a truck stop.  European truck stops 
are luxurious compared to their American cousins.  The restaurants offer home cooked 
food with clean facilities.  On the downside, the gas costs about $5 dollars a gallon and 
you have to pay to use the bathroom.  Connor was shocked.   
 
In Germany they have the Autobahn.  In Italy they have the Autostrassa.  Neither one has 
an enforced speed limit.  At eighty-five miles an hour cars whip by you on the left.  The 
drive to Rome took all day but we enjoyed the Italian countryside. We arrived at the 
outskirts of the Rome late that afternoon.  Connor 
navigated as I drove the car to our bed and 
breakfast.  Don’ t drive in Rome unless you have 
to.  Traffic is heavy, streets aren’ t marked and 
there is no highway running into the city center. 
Miraculously, we found our bed and breakfast 
without a hitch.   
 
As a safety net, I had my cell phone converted 
(electronically, not theologically) so that we could 
use it in Europe.  The conversion is free, but the 
calls are expensive, $1.39 a minute. Our host, 
John Carlo, met us in front of the building on a 
narrow street near the Vatican. We unloaded the 
gear and then parked in a garage a few blocks away.   

Hall’s M int Tower  is where 
the “ Dollar ”  or iginated.  

Connor  thought eating antipasto was 
like being on “ Fear  Factor .”   
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The Leona IV Bed and Breakfast is a dingy 
apartment with kitchen, four bedrooms and a 
bathroom.  Breakfast sits in a wicker basket on the 
table and looks like the contents of an unloaded 
vending machine.  With Rome hotels starting at 
$240 a night, the $95 Lenoa IV is fine with us.  

We dumped the gear and walked over to the 
Vatican.  It was late in the day and St. Peter’s 

Basilica was just about to close.  We squeaked past 
security and into the world’s largest Church.  The 
Pietà is the first thing you see upon entering. A 

young Michelangelo carved this marble sculpture in 1499.   The masterpice is carved 
from a single piece of marble and depicts Mary holding the body of Jesus in her arms.  

Closing time came and the guards gave us the bum’s rush before we could see the rest of 
the basilica.   From St. Peter’s we picked up the Rome Metro and rode over to the 
Coliseum.  A man standing on my left bumped into me as a man on the right reached into 
my coat pocket.  Fortunately, my wallet fits tightly into the vest pocket.  I can barely 
extract it.  Wise to their game, I glared at the would-be thief. “Do you think we can take 
them?” I asked Connor.  “Yeah”  he said. Just then the train pulled into a station.  The 
men scurried away.  No harm.  No foul.   
 
The Coliseum is beautiful at night.  Originally known as the Flavian Amphitheatre, it is 
the largest amphitheatre the Romans ever built.   Imagine 50,000 spectators cheering as 
gladiators duke it out in the arena! There are other large sporting venues around the 
world, but this Colisum is the real McCoy.   

Fr iday, March 24 
In the morning we walked back to St. Peter’s 
Square for a rare Papal consistory.   
In Roman times, a consistory described a sacred 
council of the emperors.  Today it refers to the 
assemblage of the Cardinals in council around 
the Pope.  On this day, a number of bishops 
received the red hat.  This means they were 
being elevated to the office of Cardinal.  The 
entire ceremony is outdoors in St. Peter’s 
square.  Pilgrim delegations from all over the 
world flock to the square to cheer on their 
favorite bishop or cardinal.  Pope Benedict XVI 
(himself newly elected) presided from a big 
white chair in front of St. Peter’s Basilica.   
 

St. Peter ’s Basilica is the largest 
church building in the wor ld.  

Connor  visits the Pope.  Ok, so he is that 
little white dot in the background…  
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Before the service, we 
interviewed a number of 
pilgrims, clergy and even a 
couple of bishops.  We asked 
them why they are Roman 
Catholic and what Protestants 
need to know about the Roman 
Catholic Church.  
 
After seeing the Pope, the 
Metro took us back to the 
Coliseum where long lines 
prompted a tour of the Roman 
Forum instead.  The Forum 
was ancient Rome’s 
downtown.  Here, Romans 
could shop, make a business 
deal, worship or attend 
proceedings of the government.  
Today it is mostly ruins.  
 
From the Forum, we rented 
bicycles and rode west on the 
Via Dei Fori Imperiali to the 
Pantheon.  The Pantheon is 
Ancient Rome’s best preserved 
building.  After the empire fell, 
Christians turned the temple 
into a church building.  When 

Michelangelo laid plans for the dome over St. Peter’s Bacilica, he used the Panthon’s 
dome as a model. “ If it worked for the ancinets, it should work for me!”  
 
In the plaza outside the Pantheon, Connor stood a bit too close to the horse end of a coach 
and horse.  When the beast relieved himself on the cobblestones, poor Connor fell victim 
to the splashing spray.   A Gellato (Italian ice cream) made up for his misfortune.  
 
Near the Pantheon is the Domus Internationalis Paul VI on Via della Scrofa.  A 
delegation of ELCA Churchwide staff, bishops and Church Council members were in 
Rome to visit with Vatican officials.  We met briefly with them, used the bathroom and 
got back on the bikes.  Before we left, Lowell Almen, Secretary of the ELCA, invited 
Connor and me to dinner that night.  By now it had started to rain.  Our bike ride back to 
the form was windy, wet and very fun.  
 
It is hard to record video in the rain, so we stopped in a bookstore on the way home and 
purchased a DVD copy of “ Il Padrino.”   Americans know this film as “The Godfather.”   
Our cheap bed and breakfast didn’ t have a television, so we watched the movie on my 

 

Bike r ide through Rome. 
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laptop, switching between Italian with English subtitles and 
English with Italian subtitles.  Either way, it’s a great movie.  
 
At dinner we joined the ELCA delegation for a multi-course 
Italian feast on Via Dei Mascherino near the Vatican.  Connor 
and I were the only ones in the room without a masters degree 
or above.  The conversation and speeches veered from 
ecumenism to theology and back to ecumenism as Connor’s 
eyes glazed over. The pasta, shell fish, lamb, beef, chicken, 
wine and dessert were delicious.   
 
 
Saturday, March 25 
After breakfast we extracted the car from the parking garage 
and drove south to Casino.  As the Church developed, a form 
of religious piety known as monasticism began to influence 

Christianity. The Order of St. Benedict was founded in 529 in Casino.  The Romans had a 
pagan temple built on the hill overlooking the town.  Benedict removed the god Apollo 
and replaced him with Jesus.  
 
In the years that followed, men and women from the order of St. Benedict spread across 
the globe, preaching, teaching and evangelizing.  Benedict’s favorite saying, ora et 
labora, summed up his life: pray and work.  It is still good advice.  
 
Connor and I had an antipasto lunch in town.  “ It’ s like being on Fear Factor,”  Connor 
said as he picked throught the cold, cooked vegetables. The road up to the monestary on 
Monte Casino is one of those spine tingling drives through harepin curves. Along the 
way, you pass Roman ruins and the 
Rocca Janula, a 10th century fort built by 
Abbot Aligerno.  Both the fort and the 
Benedictine Monestary were destroyed 
in a major World War II battle.  Next to 
the monestary at the top of the hill is a 
cemetary dedicated to Polish troops who 
died fighting for the Allies.  The 
Benedictine Monestary is completely 
restored along the lines of the old 
structure.  We toured the chapel, the 
museum and enjoyed an impressive view 
of the Italian countryside.  
 
Back in Rome, we had dinner in a little 
family resturant near our Bed and 
Breakfast. Seated next to us was a group 
of American college students (Kansas and Northwestern) visiting Rome for spring break.  
They were loading up on pasta in advance of the Rome Marathon in which they planned 

Connor  was my pack 
mule. 

The Cathedral of San Francisco of Assisi. 
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to run early the next morning.  In a few short years, my own kids may be roaming 
through Europe on their own.  I’m glad that Connor and I had an experience like this 
together.  
 
Sunday, March 26 

My job takes me to interesting places 
to see amazing things.  But if I were in 
Rome as a tourist, I would have 
changed plans and hung around to 
watch the marathon.  The Rome 
Marathon is a world class event that 
winds through the Forum, past the 
Coliseum and other famous sites.   
 
Instead, we got back in the car and 
drove to Assisi to record footage about 
St. Francis of Assisi. Not a bad 
alternative.  St. Francis of Assisi was 
born in 1181, the son of a wealthy 
merchant. After a rebellious youth, he 
joined the army and was taken 

prisoner.  After the war he renounced family status and devoted his life to Christ. Francis 
preached a message of personal piety, moderation and respect for nature.  Fransicans 
became known as Friars.  The word means  “Brothers.”   
 
The old city of Assisi looks a bit like JRR Tolkien’s Gondor. The white stone streets, 
buildings and churches rest on hill in the Italian countryside. The highlight is the grand 
Cathedral of San Francisco at the far end of town.  We recorded our footage, briefly 
toured the cathedral and viewed its incredible art collection depicting the life of St. 
Francis.  
 
Then it was back to Rome.  On the outskirts, we stopped to record shots of the Milvian 
Bridge.  In 312, a Roman civil war pit the army of Constantine against his rival 
Maxentius.  Constantine was a pagan, but his mother, Helena, was a Christian.  On the 
eve of battle, Constantine camped at the Milvian Bridge, spanning the Tiber River.  That 
evening he had a vision of a cross in the sky.  Hearing the words, In Hoc Signo Vinces, 
(In this sign you will conquer,) Constantine tagged shields and banners with the symbol 
Chi Rho, the first and last Greek letters of Jesus’  name. Sure enough, the next morning he 
won the battle.  Constantine became ruler of the western half of the Empire and 
Christianity became a legal religion.  
  
The marathon was just breaking up.  Soon, we were stalled in a menagerie of auto and 
pedestrian traffic.  Driving down a street that doubles as a trolly line we looked up to see 
a train headed right for us.  Oops! The conductor must have rolled his eyes as we backed 
out of harm’s way.  
  

Milvian Br idge, the site where Constantine had his 
vision.  
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Monday, March 27 
My final task was to record an interview 
with Bishop Brian Farrell, Secretary of the 
Pontifical Council for Christian Unity at 
Pontifical Council.  John Brooks, the ELCA 
News Director and member of the 
ecumenical delegation, arranged the 
interview a few days earlier.  Hauling the 
gear on my wheelie through the streets made 
me feel like a local on my way to work.   
 
After the interview, Connor and I began our 
long drive back to Hall in Tirol.  On the 
way, we stopped in Trento.  On December 
13, 1545, the nineteenth Ecumenical 
Council opened at the Cathedral, here in Trent.  Known as the “counter reformation”  the 
council answered Protestant doctrines and took up reform of their own.  We walked 
through the town, toured the Cathedral and longed for more time to smell the roses.  
 
At dusk we arrived back in Hall in Tirol and enjoyed an excellent schnitzel dinner in the 
Heiligkreuz restaurant.  Strolling around the dark empty streets after dinner, we savored 
our last few hours in Europe. We talked about the things we had seen, the people we met 
and our hopes of returning some day.   
 
Tuesday, March 28 
One of the perks of too much travel is access to the business lounge at international 
airports.  Before our flight out of Munich, Connor and I relaxed, read the paper and had 
lunch.  All too soon we boarded our flight and started the long journey home.  

The Pantheon is Rome’s best preserved 
ancient building. 


