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                                 HABEMUS PAPAM : A TRIBUTE AND A WELCOME           

Inroduction:
On Divine Mercy Weekend Saturday 2nd April, our beloved Pope John Paul 11 died.  As the bishop, who made the announcement put it, he had gone home to be in His Father’s house. So ended the extraordinary life of one of the great figures of the 20th century. A man totally given over to God, His Church, and His people everywhere on the Earth.  The impressive  media interest and the profound emotional outpouring at St Peter’s were testimony of his impact on people, especially the young.  

His funeral liturgy was characterised by simplicity: an ancient ritual-vibrant, reverent and touching. I cried during the mass, and noticed the celebrant, Cardinal Ratzinger was moved when he made reference to and motioned to the window where John Paul 11 made his last laboured appearance just days before his death. 

On 19th April, we were gladdened by the news  “Habemus Papam: we have a Pope” - Cardinal Joseph Alois Ratzinger,  now Pope Benedict XV1. The former Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith  has written extensively over a fifty year period. In recent days I have read two works of his and an extended interview he gave to Vittorio Messori in 1987.  The comments and reflections over such a long period give us some insight into our new Chief Pastor  - Our Shepherd.   This article is obviously different from the usual Courage articles. By examining his perspectives we will be able to collaborate more closely with him in his  charism  of service in  the Petrine Ministry. His own Episcopal motto invites us to be co workers cooperating  in the proclamation of the truth with him.  Let us utilize our charisms in zealous apostolic endeavours within the Courage ministry to bring about some of the hopes,   Benedict has articulated.  Let us with humility,  welcome our elder brother with grace and support.  

Background and Brief Biographical details of Pope Benedict XVI

Born in Bavaria in 1927, Pope Benedict was the youngest of three children - a brother and a sister. His father was  a policeman who resisted the Nazi  party and whose career suffered as a consequence. Bavaria, a Catholic State, was one of the Catholic German States that did not record a majority  vote for Hitler at the 1933 elections.

About his mother, he says her goodness became even more transparent and pure to him in the year of her death in 1963, but the light of her goodness remains with  him - a demonstration of the faith by which she was formed. This will be a theme we will see repeatedly in his works and speeches- the faith being nurtured in the people and  formed by practising the  simple virtues and maintaining the  ancient, yet constant,  practice of prayer and the spiritual life. Ratzinger was ordained priest, by the famous Cardinal Faulhaber, on the feast of Saints Peter and Paul  in 1951 in the Cathedral of Freising (We know it more as the Archdiocese of Munich).  Ratzinger called it the most important moment of his life. He taught theology in the Universities of Monaco, Bavaria, Bonn, Munster, Tubingen and Regensburg. Cardinal Frings  of Cologne invited him to be his peritus(expert) at Vatican Council 11 (1962-1965). He had already in 1964 been one of the founders of the international theological journal Concilium. 

He was seen as a ’progressive” at Vatican Council  although the 1968 student movements in France and particularly Germany left an indelible mark on him. 1968 was a watershed, in that the avant garde movements he had backed to some extent prior to that time,  acted irresponsibly and with destructive force. He saw this at first hand at Regensburg University, where Catholic students desecrated holy things and vilified the cross. For him it was time to go back  to traditional biblical roots. Ratzinger believed that without the Vatican Council the Church would not have handled the crises and disturbance of 1968 as well as it did. In 1973 he co-founded the journal Communio . 

On March 24th, 1977, Pope Paul VI nominated him Archbishop of M onaco and Freising (Munich), and then Cardinal at the consistory of June 27th,  1977. He took as his Episcopal motto: Cooperatores Veritatis:Fellow workers with the truth from the Third Letter of  John, v. 8.  An almost prophetic motto considering what was to become of his Episcopal ministry.  Ratzinger is quoted as saying once that:  “In today’s world the subject of ‘truth’ has almost disappeared, because it appears to be too great for man; and if there is no truth, everything collapses.”  He seems to be a man who does not compromise the truth,  yet does so in gentle and charming ways despite the media  depictions of him.

In 1982, the time was right  for him to accept Pope John Paul’s invitation  and he accepted the task of becoming the prefect for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, and president of the Pontifical Biblical Commission and of the Pontifical  International Theological Commission.  On  November 30th  2002   he became the  dean of the College of Cardinals.  In this role he played a significant role in the period between the death of John Paul 11 and his own election on April 19th, 2005, three days after his 78th  birthday.   Some years ago  he had declared -   “If Providence will some day free me of my obligations, I should like to devote myself precisely to…” The Lord and divine providence have  chosen another path for him !! 

What does (Ratzinger) Benedict XVI say  in:  The Ratzinger Report of 1987.

About Scripture:

There is a disconnection in our modern world between Scripture and the Church.  Because of this there is no  accepted authority from scripture and the Church’s appeal to sacred scripture falls on deaf ears. Ratzinger says that this rupture  between Church and Scripture  began at the time of the Enlightenment.  Ratzinger says that “..  a church without a credible biblical foundation  is only a chance historical product, one organization among others.” 

Implications for Courage:  

A constant issue for Courage members and workers is the undermining of the authority of scriptural principles. Some modern commentators claim  that scripture is  just contextual and culturally conditioned. There is an appeal to reason above all else. Reason is seen to be autonomous and not based on the divine law and the demands of the ten commandments. Ours is a religion of revelation not just of reason .  The appeal to reason leads to a morality of consequentialism whereby we justify our actions according to what the individual  decides is a good outcome for that person. Ratzinger argues for  a fixed  point of reference.

What does Ratzinger Benedict XVI  say in:  The Meaning of Christian Brotherhood.
In this book written fifty years ago, Ratzinger appeals to the authority of scripture to build a case for Christian Brotherhood. He  quotes Romans 8.29 as the foundational anchor in the Christian idea of brotherhood. ( p.32) “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the first born among many brothers.”  In this way,  Ratzinger, (Benedict XVI) reminds us that in Christ  there begins a  new humanity  and also a new brotherhood.  He points to the Galatians scripture of 6:10  as a validation of his point .  “Let us do good to all men especially to those who are of the household of faith.”  Closely related to this passage is a text from 1 Peter 2:17 “Honour all men. Love the brotherhood.”  Ratzinger asserts that Christian brotherhood is ultimately founded on the faith that gives us our assurance of our real sonship in relation to the heavenly Father and of our brotherhood among one another. God has accepted us as his children in Christ Jesus and has thus become our Father. (p.52). 

Implications for the Courage brotherhood:

Recently two men came to me on separate occasions, and told me that they wanted to live a life of chastity and find like minded men to assist them in this journey. I spoke about fellowship and the need to network with those living the Christ life   We canvassed possibilities and both men indicated a willingness to pray and to live a virtuous life. One indicated he would be giving up his  use of pornography and the other stated that he had stopped going to gay bars. He knew he had to find new friends for his own sanctity and dare I say, sanity. Dietrich Bonhoeffer,   who perished at the hands of the Nazis, wrote  in Life Together p.65  “I can no longer condemn or hate a brother for whom I pray, no matter how much trouble he causes me. His face, that hitherto may have been strange and intolerable to me, is transformed in intercession into the countenance  of a brother for whom Christ died, the face of a forgiven sinner.”

Within Courage we have to be vulnerable, revealing to one another, to be trusting , to learn again the beauty of intimacy that is not automatically erotic or full of fantasy or  sexualised. When we are gazing upon the face of God both in our private prayer and together when we share our burdens, prayers, triumphs and wrestling with sadness, depression, disappointment and failures we are the brotherhood.

Conclusion: Benedict’s first blessing to the world

” Dear brothers and sisters, after the great Pope John Paul 11, the Cardinals have elected me, A simple and humble labourer in the vineyard of the Lord. The fact that the Lord knows how to work and to act even with inadequate instruments comforts me, and, above all, I entrust myself to your prayers. In the joy of the Risen Lord, trusting in his unfailing help , let us move forward. The Lord will help us, and Mary, his most holy Mother, will be on our side. Thank you!” 
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