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“TI who chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit that will remain.”
—John 15:16

We have received the faith to give it to others. We are priests meant to serve
others. And we must bring a fruit that will remain. All people want to leave a
mark which lasts. But what remains? Money does not. Buildings do not, nor
books. After a certain amount of time, whether long or short, all these things
disappear. The only thing which remains forever is the human soul, the
human person created by God for eternity. The fruit which remains then is
that which we have sowed in human souls: love, knowledge, a gesture capable
of touching the heart, words which open the soul to joy in the Lord. Let us
then go to the Lord and pray to Him, so that He may help us bear fruit which
remains.
Only in this way will the earth be changed from a valley of tears to a garden
of God.
—TJoseph Cardinal Ratzinger,

from his homily at the Mass for

the Election of the Roman Pontiff,

April 18, 2005

The first rams of the flock, the blessed apostles, saw the Lord Jesus himself
hanging on the cross; they grieved at his death, were astounded at his resur-
rection, loved him in his power, and shed their own blood for what they had
seen. Just think, brothers and sisters, what it meant for men to be sent
throughout the wide world, to preach that a dead man had risen again and
ascended into heaven; and for preaching this to suffer everything a raving,
raging world could inflict: loss of goods, exile, chains, tortures, flames, wild
beasts, crosses, painful deaths. All this for heaven knows what!

I mean, really, my brothers and sisters, was Peter dying for his own glory, or
proclaiming himself? One man was dying that another might be honored, one
being slain that another might be worshiped. Would he have done this, if he
hadn’t been on fire with love, and utterly convinced of the truth?

—St. Augustine,
from Sermon 311, 2,
“Preaching that a dead man had risen!”
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Preface

When Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger was elevated to the office of pope as
Benedict XVI, he became the twenty-first-century successor to Peter, the
apostle whom Jesus himself established as the one who would safeguard his
teachings. In his homily at the Mass for the election of the Roman pontiff on
April 18, 2005, then cardinal Ratzinger described two essential qualifications
for this office in service of the divine ministry: obedience and fruitfulness.

Quoting from John 15:14, “You are my friends if you do what I command
you,” he extolled the authentic freedom Jesus conferred on us by his own sub-
mission to his Father. “Not my will but Thine be done” (Lk 22:42) was the
prayer wrung from Jesus during his agony in the Garden of Gethsemani before
his arrest. Earlier he had taught his disciples to pray with the words, “Thy will be
done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). Knowing that we have been relieved
of the burden of our autonomy, like the Prodigal Son returning home, we expe-
rience the joy of overcoming the rebelliousness that alienates us from God, who
is the very source of our being, when we seek to do his will.

Cardinal Ratzinger reminded us that this redemption from sin that es-
tranges us from God is promised to every single person, for it is God’s will
that no one shall be lost to him, but that all will be gathered into his kingdom.
Cardinal Ratzinger then charged that we must be inspired by a “holy restless-
ness,” which impels us to show to everyone we meet the gift of faith that con-
fers friendship with Christ. Quoting John 15:16, “I who chose you and
appointed you to go and bear fruit that will remain,” he reminded us that all
the material things we value will ultimately disappear in time. But the human
person, “created by God for eternity,” will live forever. So, then, what endures
is love. The fruit that remains is the love we have for one another. Through
obedience we are united to the will of God, who is Father to us all. And
through faith in Christ and friendship with him, we are united to one another
in the service of love, the fruits of which will endure for all eternity.

In his first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est (December 25, 2005; see p. 395),
Cardinal Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, has declared that living as a
Christian is not simply a matter of choosing a set of high ideals or a carefully
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considered personal ethical system. It is, rather, an experience of love that has
been divinized by being purified of selfishness and lust. Our natural impul-
sion to love (eros) is met by God’s transforming love (agape), which draws
us beyond ourselves, healing our hearts and minds of the blindness of self-
interest and enabling us to begin to see the world and one another with the
eyes of Christ. Participating in God’s own love this way, we can then turn
toward others and “give them the look of love they crave” (p. 408). In this way
we all become friends in Christ.

On April 20, 2005, Benedict XVT gave his first homily at the Mass following
his election. He recalled the words Peter spoke to Jesus in his confession of
faith: “You are Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16). Jesus, in response,
conferred on Peter the solemn office of leader: “You are Peter and on this rock
I will build my church.... I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven”
(Mt 16:18-19). In assuming the heavy mantle of Holy Father, Successor of
Peter, Benedict XVI promised to make present in the world the voice of Christ,
who declared, “T am the light of the world; he who follows me will not walk in
darkness but will have the light of life” (p. 29). Offering his unconditional
promise of faithfulness, the new pope prayed, “Mane nobiscum, Domine!”
(“Stay with us, Lord!”) (p. 29). And at his inaugural Mass on April 25, 2005, he
pledged himself to the work of a good shepherd who loves and serves the
people entrusted to him, feeding them on “the nourishment of God’s truth” (p.
34). In another image from the gospel, that of the fisherman, he committed
himself to the rescue of those living in alienation, “in the salt waters of suffer-
ing and death, in a sea of darkness without light” (p. 35). To show forth the
light of Christ’s message of salvation, to nourish the people of God with his
truth, and to fight the many contemporary forms of alienation that keep
people from living in hope and confidence—these are the pledges of Benedict
XVI to all of us.

The pope has stated with utter clarity that the purpose of our lives as Chris-
tians is to make God visible in the world. It is by way of our own lives of obe-
dience and love that men and women will come to see God. How important is
this to Benedict XVI? In answer, he has said: “And only where God is seen does
life truly begin” (p. 35). Only when we personally meet the living God in
Christ do we begin to know what life is. “We are not some casual and mean-
ingless product of evolution. Each of us is the result of a thought of God. Each
of us is willed, each of us is loved, each of us is necessary” (p. 35). This is
Benedict XVD’s call to faith, to hope, to love, to trust, to confidence.

Fundamentally, only prayer can make it possible for Christ to be made vis-
ible to the world. In an address given at the Eucharistic Congress of the Arch-
diocese of Benevento, Italy, on June 2, 2002, then cardinal Ratzinger stated
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that “Christ teaches how God is glorified, (and) the world made just” He
quoted from Luke 2:14: “Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth,
goodwill toward men” (p. 70). The very essence of prayer is praise. In the lit-
urgy we come together to give glory to God through his Son, Jesus Christ, Our
Lord. In this communion of praise, the many are united in partaking of the
one bread of the Eucharist: “To communicate with Christ is essentially also to
communicate with one another.... [E]ach of those who receive communion is
‘bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh’ (Gn 2:23)” (p. 76). Christ risen and
glorified gathers us together, purifies us and transforms us in the liturgical
sacrifice of the Fucharist, where we meet him and one another, united in his
very body and blood.

This has been but a brief introduction to the mind and heart of Benedict
XVI, successor of Peter and Holy Father to us all. In the readings gathered for
this book, one will find again and again the same pulse of obedience, the same
commitment to bear fruit that have marked the character and spirit of this
remarkable man who dedicated himself to God at an early age. He survived
the horrors of Nazi Germany and the turbulence of the Marxist revolution of
the sixties, always serving the church he loves with unwavering will, profound
intelligence, and great heart and soul, in a life marked by joy and gratitude.
Through Benedict’s life of service to the church, the light of Christ will shine
more certainly and more clearly in the world today.

A few words are in order about the rationale for assembling a comprehensive
book of selections from the writings of Benedict XVI. Prior to his elevation,
Joseph Ratzinger devoted a career of several decades to teaching, writing, and
church administration, and the written output he produced is enormous.
Books, essays, documents, sermons, talks, speeches, interviews—practically
every form of nonfiction has been ground from his mill.

In order to make sensible choices for The Essential Pope Benedict XVI, it
was important, as our reading and research proceeded, to discern recurrent
themes and preoccupations. The results can be pored over in our table of con-
tents, organized under the rubrics “Sermons and Addresses,” “The Church,”
“The Liturgy,” “Theology,” “Scripture,” “The Priesthood,” and “Christian Mo-
rality.” The final choices for even this substantial volume seem to us modest
when compared with the large amount of materials available to draw on. Thus
the reader, after using the book, is strongly encouraged to look into its bibli-
ography, selective though it is, too, and seek out his or her own favorite writ-
ings by Benedict for further reading.

We decided against opening every selection with an account of the item’s
original context or with a surmise of Benedict’s intentions in composing it.
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Our goal was to include as many of his own edifying words as we could within
the confines of a commercial project. We assume it is Benedict, not his editors,
the reader has come for.

Planning the book, we had in mind a novice reader in matters of theology,
metaphysics, church history, Catholic dogma, or Vatican organization and
politics. Nonetheless, we felt that we could assume a modest degree of previ-
ous interest in Ratzinger-Benedict; we also assumed that, if a technical theo-
logical or other esoteric term were encountered, the reader would readily find
it explained in a desk dictionary or encyclopedia or, increasingly, on the Inter-
net. As a practical matter, these selections are in fact so shot through with
such ideas, terms, and allusions that it is not clear where to begin or end with
notes or sidebars or explanations. Scripture citations have been reproduced
from the original sources, but since some of the original annotation is inap-
propriate for a book of this sort, it has not been retained.

In resetting these texts, it becomes apparent that some of the originals were
more hastily translated than others, so here and there the editors made silent
emendations—not just to spare the reader inconsistent style choices but to
spare him or her unnecessary infelicities where the sense of the writer had
clearly gone askew in the translating.

Our primary goal was to produce in broad strokes, through his own words,
a portrait of the man who is now leading a billion Roman Catholics world-
wide into the new century and who is ex officio as well as personally of consid-
erable interest to his constituents. Clearly he is also of interest to people of
other faiths and indeed to those who have no formal affiliation but look to the
pope as a source of moral strength and a force for positive change in matters
of world justice, human rights, and the spread of peace in these troubling
times. It is our hope that from this small effort readers will obtain not only a
measured and comprehensive picture of Benedict, but one that might serve as
a corrective to past assumptions about him, as well as a guide to his papacy
now unfolding. If German theology has often provided the cutting-edge tools
for interpreting Christianity over the past two hundred years, then having this
original, stimulating, and authentic German theologian occupying the Chair
of Peter is surely going to usher in an exciting era for the church.

So, to paraphrase a notion from Montaigne, we offer herewith a bunch of
another man’s flowers, providing of ourselves only the string to tie them to-
gether.

John F. Thornton
and Susan B. Varenne
New York City



Introduction

Joseph Ratzinger is, to the best of my knowledge, the first academic theologian
in two centuries to fill the Shoes of the Fisherman, just as his immediate pre-
decessor was the first professional philosopher ever to do so. However, he is
also one of the least known of the great German and French theologians who
helped shape the Second Vatican Council. This has much to do with the way
theology developed after the council and the fact that, while still a professor,
Ratzinger cast an increasingly cold eye on much that was to become theologi-
cally fashionable. Students of theology who quoted him were punished by
their liberal professors, and those professors who did quote him—he is emi-
nently quotable—would not reveal their source, lest the quote be rejected.
When he took on pastoral responsibilities as archbishop of Munich and saw
the devastating effect of some schools of theology on ordinary people’s lives,
he became more trenchantly critical. Finally, despite his best efforts to avoid
higher appointment, he found himself eventually in the unenviable position
of being made prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
(CDF). His task for the next twenty-four years was to help re-identify what
had become the somewhat porous boundaries that define our faith, and to
help define the church’s teaching in the face of new developments in science,
philosophy, and politics. Understandably, he soon earned a reputation as the
Grand Inquisitor, Panzerkardinal, or “enforcer of the faith”—and was pre-
sented by the media as practically the enemy of humanity, again not surpris-
ingly, seeing how the teaching of the church on issues that affect us all in the
depths of our being has contradicted much that was fashionable.

Then, thanks to the media, came a turning point. Beginning with the way
he presided at the requiem Mass for Pope John Paul IT and conducted his first
appearances after his election as pope, people encountered a personality other
than the one they thought they knew. This time they were seeing an image
unfiltered by any editor—a shy, humble, but courageous man, whose sponta-
neous smile exuded warmth and joy and hope. But it was also a man who was
no longer the customs officer who had to decide what was allowed entrance to
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the church and what was not. He was now Christ’s vicar on earth, the repre-
sentative of him who is Love.

As pope, he has surprised many people, even professional theologians who
had dismissed him without ever reading his writings. Even many theologians
had assumed that his theology was limited to the (sometimes poorly written)
documents he signed as prefect for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith. Perhaps the most controversial document was Dominus lesus, on the
uniqueness and salvific universality of Jesus Christ and his church, which un-
equivocally reiterated the doctrine that the one church “subsists in” the Catholic
Church, refused to use the term church for Protestant denominations, and de-
scribed all other religions as “objectively gravely deficient.” No doubt the content
of such documents did betray his inspiration. But they are not simply his theol-
ogy; they are the church’s authoritative statements on matters of faith and
morals—the source of and the parameters within which theology operates. The-
ology is itself, however, an attempt to discover the inner logic of that faith, to
situate the Faith within the questioning of the world’s great thinkers and the ex-
istential situation of today, to discover (insofar as limited mortals can) what is
God’s view of reality and the human condition. Few professional theologians
were even aware that he had continued to write and publish as a private theolo-
gian while archbishop and later as prefect. But it is in those writings (together
with his earlier, more scholarly works) that we find his own theology, his falter-
ing but nonetheless stimulating insights into God’s Word as a response to the
crucial questions affecting humanity individually and collectively.

RATZINGER’S THEOLOGICAL METHODOLOGY

To appreciate Ratzinger’s writings, one has to remember that all of his pub-
lished material, official or private—and it covers a breathtaking scope of
topics—is written from an explicit theological perspective. In other words, it
is argued in the light of reason and revelation, revelation as found in scripture
and tradition being the ultimate criterion. His theology is marked, first of all,
by attention to the whole history of human questioning (philosophy) up to
and including those questions articulated or implied by the situation in which
we find ourselves today. Second, this theology is characterized by attention to
the answers—often partial and inadequate ones—given in the course of his-
tory by the great thinkers of humanity, theologians and otherwise. Third, and
most important, his theology is given its definitive form by listening to and
trying to interpret God’s revelation of himself in Jesus Christ, namely his
design for humanity entrusted to the church and testified to by scripture read
in the light of the history of dogma.!
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I just used the word history three times. This is no accident. It is one of
Ratzinger’s basic methodological principles—following the examples of Plato,
Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas—that no serious philosophical or theologi-
cal question can ever be adequately posed or answered, however tentatively, if
the philosopher or theologian does not listen to the objections to it; and this
implies being at least to some degree aware of the history of the question (and
of the prior attempts made to answer it). Even more significant for Ratzinger
is the need for every Christian—and a fortiori, the theologian—to face facts
squarely and not avoid what appears to be most unpalatable, even to be at
variance with one’s assumptions as to the content of the faith.? Those assump-
tions might, in fact, have to be revised, which is one of the tasks of the system-
atic theologian. All of Ratzinger’s writings betray the courage to face any
question or objection because of the confidence he has in the Truth revealed
in Jesus Christ and handed on by the church’s apostolic tradition.

The characteristics of all of Ratzinger’s writing are his originality, creativity,
and independence as a thinker. His more recent forays into moral theology
and political science, though rooted in his early research in the history of
dogma, are those of an original thinker conscious that his contribution to
contemporary discourse is precisely that of a theologian. What I propose to
do in the rest of this introduction is to provide an overview of his more im-
portant writings, beginning with his early publications.’ Before doing so, I
would like to draw the reader’s attention to some of the major hallmarks of
his writings and discuss the foundational research he carried out for his doc-
toral and postdoctoral dissertations, on which the entire edifice of his later
writings is based.

SOME MAJOR CHARACTERISTICS*

Truth and Tolerance’ is Cardinal Ratzinger’s 284-page answer to the worldwide
outrage at the publication of Dominus Iesus (August 6, 2000), the document
issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, of which he was pre-
fect at the time (the book was published in German 2003, American 2004).
The document affirmed the absolute claims of Christianity and the Catholic
Church vis-a-vis other religions. In the preface, he wrote: “As I looked through
my lectures on [Christian belief and world religions] over the past decade, it
emerged that these approaches amounted to something like a single whole—
quite fragmentary and unfinished, of course, but, as a contribution to a major
theme that affects us all, perhaps not entirely unhelpful.” These sentiments
highlight not only the dominant characteristic of the man—his humility and
courage—but also the nature of most of his writings. They are fragmentary
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and mostly unfinished, but nonetheless accumulate to something like a single
whole.

He is conscious of the fragmentary nature of all he has written, but he
makes a virtue of this supposed weakness, caused by the simple fact that he
was called to sacrifice the preferred life of an academic in order to serve the
church, first as archbishop of Munich, then as prefect of the CDF, and now as
pope. As he says in a recent publication, Values in a Time of Upheaval: How to
Survive the Challenges of the Future (German 2005), “Perhaps the unfinished
character of these attempts can help to advance thinking about them.” Like his
university lectures, all of his writings are contributions to an ongoing debate,
first the scholarly debate within his own discipline—theology—and later, as
he became more a pastor than a scholar, the public debate about the future of
society and, above all, the church’s role in it.

Despite their fragmentary nature, his writings do have an inner consis-
tency; they do “amount to something like a single whole,” as he himself puts
it. And this is because he is not simply an outstanding scholar but also an
original thinker. The result is an inner consistency that marks all his writings,
while each individual piece stands on its own and nonetheless never fails to
surprise his readers with its freshness, originality, and depth.

Ratzinger has been described as the consummate listener, and that is what
he is, attentive to the voices of others, be they great or small, the famous
thinkers of the past or his serious critics of the present. He listens to anyone
who has anything to say, including his students. But most of all, he has given
ear to the contributions made by great thinkers down through the ages. This
capacity to listen with discernment, combined with his phenomenal erudi-
tion, makes him a superb partner in dialogue. One such dialogue took place
in the Catholic Academy of Munich on January 19, 2004, with the neo-
Marxist Jirgen Habermas of the Frankfurt School as his interlocutor. The
main topic of the debate concerned the possibility of establishing those (ob-
jective) moral values needed for society to function justly, which Ratzinger
called the “prepolitical moral foundations for a free state.”® Habermas, don-
ning the mantle of the Enlightenment, claimed that reason alone would be
sufficient to the task, while Ratzinger disagreed. Reason alone had, in fact,
failed in the past (a reference to twentieth-century ideologies). Reason needs
religion, the crucible of human experience and source of human wisdom, to
complete the task. In his paper, Ratzinger drew attention to the way the uni-
versalist claims of both the Enlightenment and Christianity, which have
become universal in fact, are today questioned by other religious traditions
that cannot be ignored but must also be brought into the debate aimed at es-
tablishing a moral consensus. The debate ended with the reciprocal recogni-
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tion of the need for a “double process of apprenticeship” in which reason and
religion would again learn to become dependent on each other (cf. Le Monde,
April 27, 2005). Habermas was reported to have been quite overwhelmed by
the quality of the debate.

Even when he was professor of Dogmatic Theology with a large doctoral
colloquium—on average some thirty doctoral and postdoctoral students at a
time during his tenure at the University of Regensburg—one heard the re-
proach that he had failed to form a “school of theology” comparable, for ex-
ample, to those propounded by the other two great modern German-speaking
theologians, Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von Balthasar. Certainly the subject
matter of the doctoral and postdoctoral theses he supervised covered the
whole range of the history of dogma and systematic theology. This range of
subjects reflects the comparably vast range of subjects he covered in his own
ceuvre. Though at home in systematic theology, he never set out to create a
system or “school of thought.”” In that sense, he is a postmodern, but in fact
he is more in tune with the original Christian thinkers, the fathers of the
church. His theology is seminal, in a way I would like to develop in the next
few paragraphs.

LIBERAL OR CONSERVATIVE?

In an interview after Benedict’s election, Rodrigo Caviero of the Correiro
Braziliense asked me to account for what is generally assumed to be the
transformation of the liberal theologian before the Second Vatican Council
into Ratzinger the conservative of more recent times. It is a question that
many pose and one that I have dealt with in detail in another context.® My
personal opinion is that placing great thinkers in pigeonholes often simply
reflects unexamined prejudices. First as a professor and then as cardinal,
Joseph Ratzinger, in the course of his life as a theologian, developed a rich,
mature body of writings, as we will see. His writings are incredibly dense, in
need of unfolding and development. They are in fact “seminal,” seeds of origi-
nality and creativity, which future generations will bring to completion. I find
his insights into Christian faith and modern life personally enriching and in-
tellectually stimulating (as do my students, lay and cleric, male and female).
They are invariably fresh and original. He is an exciting theologian, an origi-
nal thinker awaiting discovery.

I can illustrate this through an experience I had teaching in the Regional
Seminary of Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, where I had to cover
the theology of the Christian sacraments. Following the methodology of
Ratzinger, my Doktorvater, I sought a starting point in the local culture, which
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is (broadly speaking) aboriginal and accordingly the happy hunting ground
for anthropologists of all kinds. Botched attempts at the “inculturation” of the
liturgy had created much theological confusion. An anthropologist confrere,
Father Jim Knight, SVD, introduced me to the world of primitive rites—in
particular the pioneering anthropological studies of Victor Turner and Mary
Douglas, whose anthropology of natural symbols has thrown much light on
contemporary developments in church and society. I was also introduced to
the world of comparative religion (in particular Mircea Eliade). In my search
for a theological framework with which to evaluate all that I had studied, it was
Ratzinger who provided the hermeneutical key. I had brought with me to
Papua New Guinea two thin pamphlets he had published on the notion of
sacrament.” They not only provided me with the theological framework to
evaluate contemporary primitive rites of initiation'® and to situate them within
the history of humanity that culminated in Christ. His insights also enabled
me to appreciate the lasting significance of these rites and relate them to the
Old and New Testament rites that culminated in the sacraments as we know
them today. The ideas he had developed in the two pamphlets were seminal.

According to Ratzinger, the Christian sacraments are rooted in primordial
human experiences that arise at crucial moments in life, namely fertility, birth,
the transition to manhood, marriage, the assumption of leadership, and, fi-
nally death, the transition to the Beyond. Rites of passage were devised to deal
with these liminal experiences, when man is most open to the Beyond. These
rites all share a basic pattern, that of dying and rising to new life, such as to a
new status in the community. These rites underwent a radical transformation
during the history of salvation, when they were associated with defining mo-
ments in that history, such as the Exodus. This transformation followed a dual
process: a moment of demythologizing and an interpretative moment, central
to which was the prophetic word (which became scripture). It culminated in
the central event of salvation history: the life, death, and resurrection of God
become man, Jesus Christ. In time, the church developed rites around seven
central passages from death to sin to new life in Christ, the seven sacraments.
But the basic human experience first articulated in the primitive rituals re-
mains the same. Ratzinger’s insights, when implanted, as it were, in the humus
of anthropology and comparative religion, helped me produce a rich crop of
lectures, which, on my return to Europe, I delivered to an appreciative audi-
ence at the University of Freibourg (Switzerland) during the summer semester
of 1984, when I was a visiting professor there.

From my own acquaintance with Professor Joseph Ratzinger, I can only at-
tribute his perceived change from young liberal to old conservative to the fact
that he is not simply a respected scholar and academic of international fame;
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he is an original thinker. It is undeniable that before the Vatican Council he
was, compared with the established theology of the day, liberal and progres-
sive, not to say revolutionary. He himself said that his basic impulse “precisely
during the Council, was always to free up the authentic kernel of the faith
from encrustations and to give this kernel strength and dynamism. This im-
pulse is the constant of my life.”!! In that sense, he is a critical thinker. Like
every profound thinker who has engaged with the great thinkers of most cul-
tural traditions past and present (his erudition is astonishing), he is not only
an astute observer of society and culture, but he has always maintained a criti-
cal distance. This inner distance—born of his passion for the truth, his life-
long search for the truth, and his capacity for self-criticism—enables him to
appreciate and enter into dialogue with contemporary intellectual currents of
thought, especially theological thought, which touches on the most profound
of all human questions. While many theologians remained, it could be said,
stuck in the heady liberalism of the late 1960s, Ratzinger moved on—and so
began to appear conservative or traditionalist, neither of which labels do jus-
tice to the man or his writings. He soon turned his critical mind to the new
theological establishment, thinkers who are still in power in most faculties,
though their day is now more or less over. His independent thinking brought
him into conflict with those who were caught up in what used to be called
“the spirit of Vatican II,” which in subsequent years turned into unthinking
conformity with prevailing fashions.'? To keep his independence as a thinker
called for enormous character and courage (and wit)—helped by self-control
in the face of his increasingly negative public image. That new image seemed
hardly to bother him, convinced as he has always been of the long-term power
of truth, this confidence accounting for his own self-effacement.

Ratzinger never took himself too seriously. He always retained his humor.
This attitude, fostered by a consciousness that the truth is not created but dis-
covered, and so stands on its own, regardless of the person of the theologian,
also helped to keep him in constant dialogue with those who disagreed with
him, trying to see their point of view, engaging in self-criticism (thereby re-
maining open to correction), and finding new ways to appeal to them. He
seeks dialogue and understanding. He is concerned with the truth, which
alone can make us free (as individuals and as a society), with the freedom of a
love that engenders hope and joy.

FOUNDATIONAL RESEARCH

From the beginning of his own studies, he and many contemporaries in
Munich sought an alternative to what had been the dominant system of
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Catholic theology up to then, neo-Scholasticism. The latter was an attempt in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to re-create the medieval philo-
sophical and theological system of St. Thomas Aquinas. It was, we can say in
hindsight, an effort marred by the very rationalism it tried to overcome. In-
stead, Ratzinger turned to the great thinkers of the early church. For his doc-
toral thesis, he studied the father of the Western church—and of Western
civilization—St. Augustine of Hippo in North Africa. Though he recognized
the greatness of Scholasticism and its inner dialectic, which, properly under-
stood, preserves the tension of that intratheological debate, which arises from
a communal search for the truth, Ratzinger found this system of thought too
impersonal. “With Augustine, however, the passionate, suffering, questioning
man is always right there, and you can identify with him.”*?

His topic was Augustine’s understanding of the church—and thus, by im-
plication, his understanding of the state and the political significance of Chris-
tianity. His dissertation, People of God and God’s House in Augustine’s Doctrine
of the Church (German 1954) is a classic. (Unfortunately, it has not yet been
translated into English.) It is also the root of much of his later theology. It in-
spired his contributions to the documents of the Second Vatican Council and
provided the inspiration he later needed to combat various misunderstand-
ings of the council, not least the mistaken attempt to conceive the church as
the People of God in more or less empirical or sociological, not to say politi-
cal, terms.

His postdoctoral dissertation was devoted to St. Thomas Aquinas’s con-
temporary, St. Bonaventure, who was also very much in the Augustinian tra-
dition. Entitled The Theology of History in St. Bonaventure (German 1955,
American 1971)," it is an analysis of the attempt by the great Franciscan theo-
logian to come to terms with the then-new understanding of history con-
ceived by the abbot Joachim of Fiore (ca. 1135-1202). The latter’s essentially
Gnostic speculations were taken up by some of the followers of St. Francis,
known as the Spirituals, whose radical interpretation of Franciscan poverty
combined with a Joachimite apocalyptic interpretation of history made them
the first revolutionary movement of the second millennium. Their goal was to
usher in a new age marked by a spiritual brotherhood of all men. They split
the early Franciscans in two and forced Bonaventure, the master general of
the young Franciscan congregation, to address Joachim’s theories.

As Eric Voegelin has shown," the speculations of Joachim of Fiore are in
large part the source of modernity. They effectively helped replace the Au-
gustinian concept of history that had informed Western Christendom up to
then, namely that history was something transitory, the rise and fall of em-
pires. Empires pass away, only the eternal Civitas Dei (the “citizenry of God,”
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as Ratzinger translates it) lasts forever. Its sacramental expression is the
church, understood as humanity in the process of redemption. Joachim
proposed an exciting new conception of all of world history as a divine
progression within three distinct eras, that of the Father (the Old Testament,
or the period of the laity or patriarchs), that of the Son (the church since
the New Testament, or the period of the clerics), and a third era, that of the
Holy Spirit, the period of the ascetic monks, or Spirituals, which was about
to begin. In the third period, all structures (church and state) would give
way to the perfect society of autonomous men moved only from within by
the Spirit. This understanding of history is based on what Voegelin calls
“the immanentization of the eschaton,” in other words, the assumption that
the end of history is immanent to itself, an inner-worldly manifestation, the
product of its own inner movement toward ever greater perfection, the King-
dom of God on earth within history. It is at the root of what we mean today
by “progress.” It underpins, albeit in different ways, both radical socialism
and liberal capitalism. And it has had a profound effect on political life,
giving rise to both revolution and secularism.

Bonaventure, according to Ratzinger, failed in his critique; it was not radi-
cal enough. But what is significant for Ratzinger’s future engagement with
political thought is that his sensitivity to the philosophical and theological
issues underlying contemporary political life had been fine-tuned by his study
of Bonaventure. This is seen in particular in his later treatment of the radical
forms of liberation theology based on a Marxist notion of history that has its
deepest roots in the speculations of Joachim of Fiore.

THE EARLY PERIOD

As a professional German academic first in Freising and then in Bonn,
Ratzinger’s early writings were devoted to fundamental theology, namely sys-
tematic reflection on the basic principles and presuppositions of theology.
The subjects covered include the nature of theology as Wissenschaft (science
or scholarship), the meaning of Christian revelation and so of tradition, as
well as the nature of the church (ecclesiology). Related subjects he treated in-
clude ecumenism and the broader question of the relationship between the
church and the world religions, with particular attention in his later writings
to the relationship between Christianity and Judaism. Ratzinger stresses the
affinity between reason and revelation (and so the church’s appreciation of
philosophy as an ally in its enlightened critique of myth both in antiquity and
today). For Ratzinger, “reason” is our capacity for truth (and so for God). Like
language, reason is both personal and communal by nature. Indeed so is
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revelation, the social dimension of which is found in the human-divine com-
plex of tradition/church. Ratzinger’s entire theological opus is rooted in scrip-
ture, the ultimate norm of all theology, judiciously interpreted using the
findings of modern exegesis.'"® However, his scriptural interpretation goes
beyond modern critical scholarship in the spirit of the church fathers, whose
interpretation of scripture is based on the unity of the Old and New Testa-
ments (the latter seen as the fulfillment of the former) and the unfolding of
tradition under the direction of the Holy Spirit down to our own day."”

Ratzinger’s early period was greatly influenced by the Second Vatican
Council and its aftermath. He published several commentaries on texts issued
by the council, as well as personal reflections on the four sessions of the coun-
cil and its aftermath. He dealt with the vexed question of the universal nature
of salvation and the particular nature of the church, which the council had
posed with renewed sharpness, and which was often expressed in terms of
Karl Rahner’s catchphrase “anonymous Christianity.”'® Ratzinger developed
his understanding of salvation in terms of Stellvertretung (representation/sub-
stitution), according to which, if I understand him correctly, the church con-
tinues to make effective in each generation the salvific action of Christ on the
cross by which he redeemed the world. Just as the incarnate Word of God gave
his life “for the many,” so, too, individual Christians must live not for them-
selves but for others, while the church exists not for itself but for the rest of
humanity and so enables Christ’s grace to transform all those outside the vis-
ible church who follow the deepest stirrings of their conscience. His major
writings in this area include Revelation and Tradition (with Karl Rahner,
German & English 1965), The New People of God (German 1969), and the
Principles of Catholic Theology (German 1982, American 1987), perhaps his
most important academic writing.

THE MIDDLE PERIOD

Before looking at what might be called Ratzinger’s middle period, I want to
acknowledge that such divisions are somewhat artificial. There is also a danger
that they might distract from an appreciation of the fundamental consistency
in all of Ratzinger’s writings. Thus, for example, in his final period he returned
to his earlier interest in fundamental theology, in such books as The Nature
and Mission of Theology (German 1993, American 1995) and Called to Com-
munion (German and American 1991), which is a short course on ecclesiol-
ogy, the fruit of his mature thinking. These works were greatly influenced by
the specific dogmatic concerns that occupied his attention during his middle
period, when he taught dogmatic theology and the history of dogma, as well
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as by later pastoral challenges he encountered as archbishop and cardinal. The
numerous doctoral theses he supervised also influenced his thought."”

In all his writings, the church is seen as a divine/human reality that consti-
tutes a communio—that is, humanity in the process of becoming one. The
source of that unity is the Eucharist, the sacrament of the paschal mystery by
which God in Christ reunited sinful humanity with himself. Communion in
and with the one body and one blood of Christ in the Eucharist transforms
the faithful interiorly or spiritually into the one body of Christ that is the
church, “body of Christ” being the most distinctive New Testament and pa-
tristic description of the new People of God. But the church is not just a spiri-
tual reality. It is a visible entity, at once local and universal, a communion of
communities, whose visible unity is manifested and guaranteed by the apos-
tolic succession in union with the Petrine ministry of the Bishop of Rome.
The goal of the church, her basic mission, is “the incorporation of humanity
into the life-rhythm of the Trinitarian God.”

In this middle period (as professor of Dogma and History of Dogma at the
universities of Miinster, Tiibingen, and Regensburg), Ratzinger produced his
most famous book of all, Introduction to Christianity (German 1968, revised
2000; English 1969), which has since been translated into some nineteen lan-
guages, including Arabic and Chinese. His creative thinking on the nature of
sacrament, developed in small but significant essays like The Sacramental
Basis of Christian Existence (German 1966), already mentioned above, has yet
to be absorbed into mainstream sacramental theology, as far as I can see. It
has not even been translated into English. His thinking on the nature of the
church was enriched by his reflections on the specifically dogmatic themes of
Creation, Christology, Trinity, and Eschatology, as well his early reflections on
the Eucharist and the nature of the liturgy, such as The Feast of Faith: Essays in
the Theology of Worship (German 1981).

Most of his writings on the church’s dogmas are occasional contributions to
an ongoing debate and are thus of an increasingly fragmentary nature. Some
of the principal works are to be found in the collection entitled Dogma and
Proclamation (German 1973, American 1985). Also of note are his short books
The God of Jesus Christ: Reflections on the Trinitarian God (German 1976,
American 1978), “In the beginning ...”: A Catholic Understanding of the Story of
Creation and the Fall (four sermons first published in German 1986, revised
1996; American 1990, revised 1995), and Daughter Zion (German 1977, Amer-
ican 1983), his major (but not his only) contribution to Mariology.

The most significant book of this period is perhaps his Eschatology—Death
and Eternal Life (German 1977, American [enl. edn.] 1988), which is a well
worked out, systematic textbook. This period is also marked by his growing
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concern with developments in catechesis, the handing on of the faith in
schools and colleges, as reflected in the talk Mediating Faith and Sources of
Faith (German 1983), which caused quite a storm when he gave it in France.
These critical reflections on the contemporary situation of catechesis and its
basic principles prepared him for his work as chairman of the commission set
up by Pope John Paul II to oversee the composition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church, perhaps the most significant achievement of that pontifi-
cate.

THE LATER PERIOD

As already mentioned, Ratzinger, now cardinal prefect of the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith, continued to research and publish in academic
journals. Though these writings must be regarded as distinct from the official
documents that carried his signature, these two categories of writing were
often related. His scholarly writings sometimes contributed to his preparation
for the official documents or were reflections on those documents, in particu-
lar on their reception by the larger public, such as the extensive article that
appeared in the Frankfurter Allegemeine Zeitung (September 22, 2000) re-
sponding to the controversy sparked by the publication of Dominus Iesus,
which had stressed the absolute claims of Christ and the unity of his church.
His publications during this later period include sermons, reflections, and
spiritual exercises he gave as a bishop and pastor. All are marked by deep
spirituality, simplicity of language, and beauty of expression, such as To Look
on Christ: Exercises in Faith, Hope and Love (German 1989, American 1991).
His pastoral concern also produced some of his finest writings on the Eucha-
rist, such as the article “Eucharist and Mission” (Irish Theological Quarterly 65
[2000]: 245-64) and the essays and sermons collected by Stephan Otto Horn
and Vinzenz Pfniir in God Is Near Us (German 2001, American 2003).

Ever since the council, Ratzinger was concerned with the way theological
debate had moved dramatically out of the university seminar into the media,
which, to put it mildly, has never been an ideal forum for theological debate.
Theological ideas that had not yet matured were suddenly front-page news.
Unused to any questioning of traditional doctrine, the public was suddenly
confronted with interpretations that seemed to contradict their traditional
understanding of doctrine. Unversed in academic theology, most of the faith-
ful simply had to choose between the authority of the experts and the author-
ity of what they had learned at school and from the pulpit. Many of these new
theses have not stood the test of time, such as the “theology of compromise”
in moral theology, and yet they have affected the lives of many, discouraging
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them, for example, from the often heroic effort needed to adhere to Catholic
moral principles.

Debate among scholars is essential, but the most they can achieve is a tem-
porary consensus to be replaced by a more compelling argument. Eventually
what is of value in theological debate is incorporated into church teaching by
the authentic magisterium, the church’s teaching authority. At that stage,
theologians have a different task, namely to communicate these insights into
the church’s doctrine to the public at large, to find a language and suitable
images for truths that illuminate the human condition, and to enable us to
engage in a critique of the dominant culture. But if the tentative theses of the
theologians are presented to the public as “the last word” with full media cov-
erage, then the result can only be confusing. This is what happened in the
wake of the council, when some theologians were calling for their consensus
at the time to be regarded as a kind of magisterium parallel to that of the pope
and the bishops.

The resulting confusion among ordinary faithful, whose practice and devo-
tion had already been shaken by the (necessary) reforms of Vatican II, was a
real concern to Ratzinger—and, I think, remains so. Theology should inspire
and give hope, not cause confusion and despair. His sermons from this period
as cardinal archbishop of Munich show a theologian capable of touching the
hearts and minds of the faithful (something the world at large unexpectedly
experienced for the first time when he preached at the obsequies for Pope
John Paul IT and, again, after his election as pope, ¢.v. in this collection [pp. 17
and 25]). His own theology at this later stage was marked by his new pastoral
concerns in responding to the growing secularism he observed around him
and a related weakening of confidence in Christian, Catholic values. He re-
sponded as well to certain developments in the reform of the liturgy that
alarmed him, such as a growing arbitrariness vis-a-vis church ritual. At this
stage he turned his attention to the role of Christianity in modern pluralist
democracy and the breakdown of society in Europe, as it collapses into the
black hole created by the denial of the Absolute in public life. His podium was
the pulpit, and his sermons and spiritual reflections from this period onward
are in the tradition of the great fathers of the church, who forged their theol-
ogy in answer to the needs of their flocks. His theological concerns were often
dictated by current developments in politics and society in general, but in
particular the pervasive moral relativism that undermines human well-being
and erodes human communities.

As prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, his task was
quite different. There he had to defend the parameters within which theology
(including ethics) and church life need to be conducted if they are to remain
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true to the Catholic and apostolic tradition. He had to do this in a rapidly
changing world of high technology and political turmoil, and in the context
of a church still reeling from the radical changes introduced by the Second
Vatican Council. Developments in society and biotechnology threw up new
social and moral dilemmas, which called for a refinement of traditional moral
principles at a time when moral theology was in the process of renewing itself,
a process that is only beginning to find some kind of closure. Put simply, the
council called for a reform of moral theology, which up to then had been too
legalistic (indeed rigoristic) and preoccupied with sin.

The initial attempts at reform produced two schools of thought. In the
first school, morality was effectively reduced to one principle: calculating the
consequences of an action and opting for the greater proportion of good in
any human action. All actions were understood to be essentially determined
by their circumstances or particular situation and were assumed to be by
nature ambiguous; none was seen to be intrinsically either good or bad. What
mattered was that the proportion of foreseeable good effects should out-
weigh the evil effects. The other school recognized a multiplicity of principles
governing any action, while maintaining that some actions (adultery, perjury,
murder) were always to be avoided because they were intrinsically wrong,
irrespective of the circumstances. Both of these schools, it is now more and
more recognized, were still operating from within a legalist mental frame-
work, one tending to laxity, the other to rigorism, one dissenting from tra-
ditional Catholic teaching, the other defending it. Both have, under the
influence of the contemporary recovery of Aristotelian ethics and the moral
theology of Thomas Aquinas, given way to a recovery of virtue as the context
for moral discourse. Virtue is ultimately concerned with happiness and holi-
ness as the goal of human life. It reintegrates both the human passions and
divine grace into morality. The new Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992),
for which Ratzinger was finally responsible, has given official sanction, as it
were, to the recovery of Thomist virtue ethics, while the encyclical Veritatis
Splendor of Pope John Paul II (1993), to which it is presumed Ratzinger
contributed, has brought to the debate between these two schools a kind of
closure. It defends, among other things, the affirmation that certain actions
are intrinsically wrong, and shows the significance of objective morality to
stable political life.

Developments in inter-religious dialogue raised new questions and the
need for further clarification. This called for an authoritative response from
the church, which the Congregation, under Ratzinger’s direction, provided,
though it was understandably not always welcomed. And yet, Cardinal
Ratzinger continued to lecture and publish articles and books in his capacity
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as a private theologian, entering into the debate and offering his opinions for
critical assessment. This side of him was appreciated only by those who were
not discouraged by his reputation as conservative or his position as prefect of
the CDE There is treasure here waiting to be discovered by younger theolo-
gians.

Many of his more recent theological writings were occasioned by his re-
sponsibility for overseeing the congregation’s response to pressing issues, such
as liberation theology and bioethics. The threat posed by liberation theology
in Latin America provoked two documents from the congregation, Libertatis
Nuntius (1984), Instruction on Certain Aspects of the Theology of Liberation,
which criticized the revolutionary, neo-Marxist roots of this theology, and
Libertatis Conscientia (1986), Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation,
which outlined the basis for an authentic theology of liberation true to Catho-
lic tradition. In bioethics, the Congregation published Donum vitae (Gift of
Life) in 1987 to answer questions raised by developments in biotechnology, in
particular experimentation on human embryos and in vitro fertilization.
Other documents were inspired by Ratzinger’s preparation for meetings of
the Biblical Commission and the International Theological Commission,
which he chaired and which produced important documents on the interpre-
tation of scripture, the attitude of the church toward the Jews in the New Tes-
tament, and the renewal of moral theology. His reflections on these topics
were published in theological journals and particularly reveal his mind.* For
example, his article on the philosophical and cultural roots of contemporary
biotechnology with respect to creating humans in laboratories®! far exceeds
the limited scope of Donum vitae, the church’s response to artificial human
reproduction and perhaps one of the most important documents issued by
the CDF. His articles illuminate theologically that magisterial document.

From the center of the universal church, Cardinal Ratzinger had a unique
view of world events, which affected his personal theology and found expres-
sion in his many writings of this period on what I call his theology of politics,
in particular the political developments in Europe before and after the fall of
the Berlin Wall, developments he commented on fearlessly and, indeed, pro-
phetically. In this later period, pastoral concerns dominate his theological
writing, very often sparked by crises affecting the worldwide church that
called for an authoritative response from the Congregation for the Doctrine
of the Faith. These concerns include liberation theology, dramatic develop-
ments in biotechnology, and, most recently, the relationship between Chris-
tianity and the world religions, a topic he also dealt with in his early formative
period as an academic theologian. His mature reflections on this subject are
to be found in Truth and Tolerance (German 2003, American 2004).
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Space does not permit us to outline Ratzinger’s theological evaluation of
the world religions and their relationship to Christianity. What follows is but
the tip of the iceberg. It is central to his thought that religions are not static
entities but, like the culture they shape and express, are dynamic, ever-changing
phenomena. According to Ratzinger, a shared cult is at the core of every an-
cient culture. This communal cult is rooted in a primordial experience of the
ground of all being, which in turn defines the inner character of the culture.
But cultures also exist in history, and so are subject to change (both enrich-
ment and decay), depending on whether they are open or closed to the uni-
versality of truth. Furthermore, cultures interact. “Each particular culture not
only lives out its own experience of God, the world, and man, but on its path
it necessarily encounters other cultural agencies and has to react to their quite
different experiences. This results, depending always on the degree to which
the cultural agent may be closed or open, inwardly narrow or broad in out-
look, in that culture’s own perceptions and values being deepened and puri-
fied.... A process of this kind can in fact lead to a breaking open of the silent
alienation of man from the truth and from himself that exists within that cul-
ture”*—when his conscience is stirred by encounter with the truth of human
existence.

Christian faith results from God’s communication of himself to humanity
in Christ, who is the Way, the Truth, and the Life (Jn 14:6). When the revealed
truth of Christianity encounters the search for truth in other religions and
cultures, the result can be mutual enrichment, in which partial or still obscure
truths in the other religions, in particular their own (self-critical) wisdom
traditions, find their fulfillment in Christ. This is possible because of a convic-
tion central to all wisdom traditions that has been denied in the modern
world: “The conviction that man’s being contains an imperative, the convic-
tion that he does not himself invent morality on the basis of expediency, but
rather finds it already present in things.”* As a result, the great religious and
wisdom traditions of humanity have flowed like tributaries into the great
Christian vision of reality, since the dawn of salvation history. “The ethical
vision of the Christian faith is not in fact something specific to Christianity
but is the synthesis of the great ethical intuitions of mankind from a new
center that holds them together.”*

MAJOR INTERVIEWS

During his time as prefect of the CDF, Cardinal Ratzinger gave three impor-
tant interviews to journalists, introducing the public to his theology—though
they also involved him in controversy. The interviews were given over a short
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period of time; the second and third took place over two weekends when the
cardinal and the journalist repaired to a Benedictine monastery outside Rome
and spent the whole weekend in conversation. The first interview was with
Italian journalist Vittorio Messori. It was held in the seminary in Brixen,
South Tyrol, and was published as The Ratzinger Report: An Exclusive Inter-
view on the State of the Church. This interview dealt primarily with internal
church issues.” For younger Catholics, who were increasingly dissatisfied with
the theology they were getting in the seminaries and (in particular) at the uni-
versity level, it was an eye-opener that led to their liberation as believers.

The second interview was given to Peter Seewald, at the time a lapsed
Catholic and a highly respected journalist with the left-wing German daily,
Die Siiddeutsche Zeitung. Published as Salt of the Earth: The Church at the End
of the Millennium, it covers a much broader range of issues, including his own
biography and the state of the world on the threshold of the twenty-first cen-
tury.® It has inspired many, giving particular encouragement to the older
generation, who remained faithful despite the candy-coated theology they
were being offered at the time, which they knew in their heart of hearts could
not answer the deeper questions of the human spirit. I refer here to the ten-
dency of theologians to interpret the faith in the light of contemporary trends
rather than interpreting contemporary trends in the light of the faith. The at
times demanding nature of Christian faith and morals is often watered down
to make it more palatable to a permissive generation. It is sweet-tasting but
lacks real substance. Ratzinger, by contrast, has held firm to the intellectually
and morally challenging truths of faith, throwing new light on them within
the contemporary cultural context such that old truths made new sense. For
example, when dealing with Creation, Ratzinger stresses the truth that at the
origin of all reality is loving intelligence (the Word), not irrational blind
chance. The effect of reading his theology has been truly liberating for many.

The same journalist, who in the meantime had returned to the church,
conducted a third interview, which was more strictly theological. The result
was a popular summa (systematic treatment) of Ratzinger’s theology entitled
God and the World. It is, in effect, a commentary on the content of our faith.?”
Also of note are two books he wrote toward the end of his time as prefect: his
autobiography, Milestones, Memoirs 1927-77%, and, three years later, The
Spirit of the Liturgy: An Introduction, perhaps his most important work of this
later period. It was written during a vacation in Regensburg, and Ratzinger
hoped that his theology of the liturgy would give rise to a renewal similar to
the important liturgical-renewal movement sparked by a book with a similar
title published by Romano Guardini in 1918.
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MORAL THEOLOGY AND THE THEOLOGY OF POLITICAL LIFE

Ratzinger’s reflections on morality belong primarily to his middle period (see,
e.g., Principles of Moral Theology [German 1975, American 1986]), while his
theology of politics® can be traced back to his earliest research—his doctoral
and postdoctoral theses—and to his first books, especially Christian Brother-
hood (German 1960, English and American 1966) and The Unity of the Na-
tions: A Vision of the Fathers of the Church (German 1971), both of which are
developments of insights first found in his doctoral dissertation. The latter is
fascinating, particularly for its insights into the potential evil of nationalism
and its threat to the church as first perceived by Origen of Alexandria, the
third-century founder of speculative theology. During his tenure as arch-
bishop of Munich, pastoral concerns arising from developments in European
politics have produced a mature theology of politics, early intimations of
which can be found in the twelve sermons in Christian Faith and Europe
(German 1981).

A representative selection of his writing on the theology of politics (in-
cluding an important essay on liberation theology) is included in Church,
Ecumenism, and Politics (German 1987; the English translation, 1988, is poor).
He describes this collection as “essays in ecclesiology,” politics and ecumen-
ism being but two aspects of his theology of the church. His theology of
politics combines a critique of modernity (understood as the attempt to
create a perfect society by social engineering justified by one political ideol-
ogy or another) with an attempt to delineate the contribution of Christianity
to a humane society and to modern democracy. Here, conscience—under-
stood as personal moral responsibility—plays a key role, as we will see below.
Equally significant is the insight that, according to the New Testament vision,
there is no place for a “political theology” (such as liberation theology) and,
related to this, there is no template there for politics (and accordingly no
justification for political ideologies in the strict sense of the term). Politics
is the “art of the possible,” the arena of practical reason (involving the virtues
of prudence and justice), and so of compromise—albeit within moral pa-
rameters that are, in principle, non-negotiable, though today the latter are
no longer recognized as such because of the dominance of rationalism and
utilitarianism. Also significant for an appreciation of his political thought are
the talks published under the titles Turning Point for Europe? (German 1991,
American 1994) and, above all, Truth, Values, Power: Litmus Tests for a Plural-
ist Society (German 1993), which also contains, among other topics, his most
important contribution to moral theology, namely, his understanding of
conscience.”
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To illustrate both Ratzinger’s theological method and his understanding of
politics, I would like to outline the content of one of his most important
essays on democracy entitled “A Christian Orientation in a Pluralist Democ-
racy?” (in Church, Ecumenism, and Politics, pp. 204-20).

The central question, as Ratzinger sees it, is: “How can Christianity become
a positive force for the political world without being turned into a political
instrument and without on the other hand grabbing the political world for
itself?” His answer is threefold.

First, from its origins in the life of Christ, Christianity on the whole has
refused to see itself as a political entity. One of the three temptations faced by
Christ at the beginning of his public ministry was that of transforming the
Kingdom of God into a political program. “My kingdom is not of this world,”
Jesus affirmed. “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.”
Caesar represents the state, the realm of political life, of practical reason and
human responsibility. According to Ratzinger, the New Testament recognizes
an ethos, or sphere, of political responsibility but rejects a political theology,
that is, a political program to change the world on the basis of revelation.
Thus all attempts to establish the perfect society (the Kingdom of God on
earth) are rejected by the New Testament. The New Testament rejection of
justification by one’s own effort is likewise a rejection of political theology,
which claims that a perfect society based on justice could be established by
human effort alone. Perfect justice is, rather, the work of God in the hearts of
those who respond to his love (grace). Justice cannot be achieved in society
simply by changing the structures of society. It is, rather, the temporary result
of continued imperfect efforts by society’s members. To accept this is to ac-
knowledge the imperfection that characterizes our human condition and to
accept the need to persevere in one’s moral effort. Such endurance in trying to
do what is right, searching for the right solution to the practical difficulties
that arise from daily life in common, is made possible by grace and the prom-
ise of everlasting life and ultimate victory in Christ. “The courage to be rea-
sonable, which is the courage to be imperfect, needs the Christian promise
[i.e., the theological virtue of hope] to hold its own ground, to persevere.”

Second, Christian faith awakens conscience and thus provides the neces-
sary foundation for the ethos of society. Faith gives practical content and di-
rection to practical reason. It provides the necessary coordinates for practical
decision-making. The core of the crisis of modern civilization is the implo-
sion of the profound moral consensus that once marked all the great tradi-
tions of humanity, despite their superficial differences. If nothing is
intrinsically right or wrong, conscience must be relegated to the private
sphere, and law can no longer be regulated by morality. Accordingly, the most



XXXii INTRODUCTION

urgent task for modern society is to recover morality’s meaning and its cen-
trality for society, which is constantly in need of inner renewal. A state can
survive and flourish only to the extent that most of its citizens are trying to do
what is right and avoid what is wrong—insofar as they are truly trying to act
in accordance with their conscience and striving to become virtuous. Thus
genuine moral formation, by which one learns how to exercise one’s freedom,
is essential to establish justice, peace, and order in society. Moreover, it is im-
portant to remember that the basic morals of modern Western society are
those of Christianity, with its roots in Judaism and classical Greek thought.
The residue of these three traditions, filtered through the Enlightenment,
gives modern democracy its internal ethical framework. When the Christian
foundations are removed entirely, nothing holds together. Reason needs reve-
lation if it is to remain reasonable—if it is to recognize the limits that define
us as human beings.

The final point touches on a most sensitive aspect of the interconnection
between Christianity and modern pluralist democracy. Today few will deny
Christianity the right to develop its values and way of life alongside other
social groups. But this would confine Christianity to the private sphere, just
one value system among many equally valid ones. Not only does this contra-
dict the Christian claim to truth and universal validity, but it robs Christianity
of its real value to the state, which is that it represents the truth that tran-
scends the state and for that very reason enables the state to function as a
human society guided by the conscience of its members.

Thus we have a dilemma. If the church gives up its claim to universal
truth and transcendence, it is unable to give to the state what it needs: the
strength to persevere in the search for what is good and just—and a source
of ultimate values. On the other hand, if the state embraces the Christian
claim to truth, it can no longer remain pluralist, with the danger that the
state loses its specific identity and autonomy. Achieving a balance between
the two sides of this dilemma is a prerequisite for the freedom of the church
and the freedom of the state. When the balance is upset and one side domi-
nates, both church and state suffer the consequences. Christianity is the soil
from which the modern state cannot be uprooted without decomposing.
The state, Ratzinger insists, must accept that there is a stock of truth that is
not subject to a consensus but rather precedes every consensus and makes it
possible for society to govern itself.

The state ought to show its indebtedness in various ways, including the
recognition of the public symbols of Christianity—public feast days, church
buildings and public processions, the Crucifix in schools, and so on. Yet such
public recognition can only be expected, adds Ratzinger, when Christians are
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convinced of their faith’s indispensability because they are convinced of its
ultimate truth.

In Values in a Time of Upheaval: Meeting the Challenges of the Future
(German 2005), then cardinal Ratzinger discusses ways of recovering a moral
consensus that is both objective and universal in a world marked by globaliza-
tion and multiculturalism. In it, he returns again and again to the relationship
between faith and reason, which was the subject of his inaugural lecture in
Bonn in 1959 as a fledgling theologian. Now the topic emerges as an aspect of
a wider and more complex picture of the challenges facing a society marked
by modern terrorism, developments in biotechnology, globalization, and the
undermining of traditional means of orientation within societies affected by
the aftermath of the Enlightenment and the existence of highly influential
mass media. Ratzinger argues that faith and reason, revelation and enlighten-
ment, need each other to liberate the potential in each to confront, and help
overcome, the dangers that threaten humanity today and in the immediate
future. In this, as in all his writings, Ratzinger combines scholarship with
originality. His analysis of current trends results in prognostications for the
future, and all is expressed in a language that never fails to stimulate the
reader and with a clarity that belies the depth of his singularly original theo-
logical reflections rooted in reason and revelation.

THE FIRST ENCYCLICAL

Pope Benedict’s first encyclical, Deus caritas est (God Is Love), is, in a sense, a
masterful synthesis of his dogmatic theology and his theology of politics. It
has all the density of his earlier writings, a density that lends itself not to sum-
mary but to exposition. It must suffice here to draw attention to some of its
main characteristics.

As the pope intimates in his introduction, the encyclical is a timely re-
minder of the primacy of love in a world threatened by religious hatred and
violence (#1).*! In the first part, however, which is speculative in nature, he
corrects some deeply rooted misunderstandings about Christian love, namely
the severely spiritualistic understanding of Christian love as selfless love that
implies a rejection of all human loves as essentially selfish—in particular, eros,
love oriented to conjugal union. The false opposition between divine love
(agape) and human love (eros) is rooted in a false opposition between spirit
and flesh, which is attributed to Descartes but has older, deeper roots in Gnos-
ticism. Its effect is to banish joy from life, as Nietzsche perceived (Jenseits von
Gut und Bose, IV, 168). Benedict XVI shows the intrinsic relationship between
eros and agape, human and divine loves. Human love anticipates divine love,
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while divine love perfects human love. It is interesting to note that the pope
takes up insights he had articulated in earlier works, such as Introduction to
Christianity, where, for example, he describes the cross not as “the work of
expiation which mankind offers to a wrathful God, but as the expression of
that foolish love of God’s which gives itself away to the point of humiliation in
order to save man.” There, too, his attempt to explain the mystery of Christ’s
Resurrection takes as its starting point a verse from the Song of Songs, the
sublime erotic poem of the Old Testament: “Love is strong as death” (8:6).
Here many of the ideas developed in the encyclical are found in seminal
form.”

The second part of the encyclical deals with some of the practical implica-
tions of the belief in God who is love, such as the need not just for justice but
for love; justice alone is not sufficient. Outlining the centrality of care for the
poor and the outcast in scripture and down through the history of the church,
the pope calls for an integration of charitable activity and social work of the
church into the fundamental mission of the church. This would serve to bring
all peoples to the knowledge of God who is love, who created and redeemed
us out of love, and thus set the standard for all moral and political activity:
respect for the dignity of the other and service to his or her needs. In this sec-
tion, we find a synthesis of his theology of politics. The pope’s theology of
politics rejects all attempts to create a perfect world in the here and now—a
Gnostic temptation that arises from revulsion with the real world in its murk-
iness—and appeals for a return to reason (in the sense of reasonableness) in
political life. This implies negotiation, dialogue, and debate within generally
accepted moral parameters. The courage to be imperfect is the presupposition
of humane social intercourse, just as human love taken up and transformed
by divine love finds its expression in the joy God intended for us when he cre-
ated the world.

The collection of texts in The Essential Pope Benedict XVT offers both pro-
fessional theologians and the broader public an opportunity to become ac-
quainted with a writer who is not only an accomplished scholar but a thinker
of the first order, someone who, because of his elevation as Pope Benedict
XVI, is about to be discovered by the world at large. The editors are to be con-
gratulated on compiling these selections, which will provide a useful intro-
duction to the thought of a great thinker and a great pastor, now according to
God’s loving providence, the universal teacher of the church.

D. Vincent Twomey, SVD
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Pope Benedict X V1

On April 16, Holy Saturday, Joseph Alois Ratzinger is born in Marktl
am Inn, Bavaria, Germany, to Joseph Ratzinger Sr. and Maria (Peintner)
Ratzinger. He is the youngest child, having an older brother, Georg,
and a sister, Maria. He is baptized at the Easter Vigil Mass on the very
day he is born.

The senior Ratzinger serves in the Bavarian State Police and the
German national Regular Police. He is an anti-Nazi, and his resis-
tance to Hitler results in frequent demotions and transfers.

The family moves to Tittmoning on the Austrian border.

The family is again forced to relocate, this time to Auschau am Inn, at
the foot of the Alps.

Joseph Sr. retires and moves his family to Hufschlag, near Traunstein.
Young Joseph begins his study of classical languages (Latin and
Greek) in the local high school.

Ratzinger enters the minor seminary in Traunstein. He has wanted to
become a priest since the age of five, when he was impressed by the
robes of the cardinal archbishop of Munich, who was visiting the
city.

At age fourteen, Ratzinger is legally required to join the Hitler Youth
but refuses to attend meetings.

World War II interrupts Ratzinger’s studies when his seminary class
is drafted to serve in the Flak, a German anti-aircraft corps. However,
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he is able to continue his education at the Maximilians-Gymnasium
in Munich three days a week.

Ratzinger is released from Flak in September and returns home. He is
drafted to serve in the labor detail of the Austrian Legion on the
border area to Hungary in anticipation of the Red Army offensive.
Here he sees Jews being marched to death camps. He is released from
service at the end of November to return home. After three weeks he
is drafted into the German infantry at Munich and receives basic in-
fantry training nearby in Traunstein. He serves at various posts
around Traunstein but is not sent to the front due to illness.

As the Allied front closes in that spring, Ratzinger deserts the army
and heads home. When the Americans arrive and occupy the village,
Ratzinger is identified as a soldier of the German army and briefly
interned in a prisoner-of-war camp near Ulm. Released on June 19, he
begins the seventy-five-mile walk home and eventually finds a ride in a
milk truck. His brother, Georg, also returns after his release from a
prisoner-of-war camp in Italy in July.

In November, Ratzinger and his brother re-enter the seminary, this
time in Freising, to continue their studies for the priesthood.

Ratzinger studies at the Herzogliches Georgianum of the Ludwig-
Maximilian University in Munich, a theological institute. He is
strongly drawn to the thought of St. Augustine and St. Bonaventure.

Both Joseph and Georg Ratzinger are ordained to the priesthood on
June 29, the feast of SS. Peter and Paul, by Cardinal Faulhaber of
Munich in the cathedral at Freising.

In July, Ratzinger receives his doctorate in theology. His thesis is titled
“The People and House of God in Augustine’s Doctrine of the
Church.”

He begins his book-length original research, required in order to
teach at the university level, on St. Bonaventure’s theology of history

and revelation. He will complete this work in 1957.

Ratzinger becomes professor of theology at Freising College.
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1959  Ratzinger becomes a full professor of fundamental theology at the
University of Bonn and begins lecturing there on April 15. His inau-
gural lecture is entitled “The God of Faith and the God of Philoso-

»

phy.
On August 23, Ratzinger’s father dies.

1962  Ratzinger goes to Rome with Cardinal Josef Frings of Cologne as a
peritus (chief theological advisor) to the Second Vatican Council
1962-1965). He will be present for all four sessions of the council.

1963  Ratzinger begins teaching at the University of Miinster.
On December 16, his mother dies.

1966  Ratzinger is appointed to a second chair in dogmatic theology at the
University of Tiibingen.

1968  Student revolutions sweep across the universities of Europe, sparking
riots in April and May. At Tiibingen the dominant intellectual mode
is Marxist. Ratzinger is appalled by the brutal effects of this system on
students and faculty alike. Scandalized by the subordination of reli-
gion to Marxist political ideology, Ratzinger determines to resist the
abuse of the faith.

1969  Ratzinger accepts a position at the new University of Regensburg in
Bavaria. He will soon become dean and then vice president. He is also
theological advisor to the German bishops. His brother, George, is
choirmaster of the chapel of the Cathedral of Regensburg.

From this year until 1980 he will be a member of the International
Theological Commission of the Holy See.

1972 Ratzinger collaborates with Hans Urs von Balthasar, Henri de Lubac,
Walter Kasper, and others to found the quarterly review of Catholic
theology and culture, Communio. The journal is published in seven-
teen editions, including English, French, and Spanish.

1977 On March 24, Pope Paul VI (1897-1978) elects Ratzinger to be arch-
bishop of Munich and Freising. He is ordained to the episcopal order
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on May 28 and takes as his motto “Co-worker of the Truth,” from
3 John 8.

On June 27 he is elevated to cardinal with the titular church of St.
Mary of Consolation. During his years as professor of theology,
Ratzinger publishes a number of books (on eschatalogy, principles of
theology, reason and revelation, tradition and revelation), but his
new responsibilities interfere with his theological work.

Pope John Paul II (1920-2005) names Ratzinger to chair the Synod
on the Laity, then to head the Congregation for Catholic Education.
He declines because he believes it is too soon to leave his post in
Munich.

Pope John Paul II, on November 25, appoints Ratzinger prefect for
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. This makes him
president of both the International Theological Commission and the
Pontifical Biblical Commission.

Ratzinger is made president of the Commission for Drafting the Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church, which will take six years to complete.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church is published.

On November 6, Ratzinger is elected vice-dean of the College of Car-
dinals.

Cardinal Ratzinger’s sister, Maria, dies.

On November 30, Pope John Paul II approves the election of Cardi-
nal Ratzinger as dean of the College of Cardinals.

Pope John Paul IT dies on April 2. On Friday, April 8, Cardinal
Ratzinger presides at the funeral Mass in St. Peter’s Square for Pope
John Paul II. On Tuesday, April 19, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger is
elected the 265th pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church. He takes the
name Benedict XVI.
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On May 13, Benedict XVI appoints William Joseph Levada, arch-
bishop of San Francisco, his successor as prefect of the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith.

Benedict XVT’s first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est (God Is Love), is pub-
lished on December 25, the feast of the solemnity of the Nativity of
the Lord.






Introduction to Christianity

Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow

If God has truly assumed manhood,
then he participates, as man, in the presence
of God, which embraces all ages.

Since this work was first published, more than thirty years have passed, in
which world history has moved along at a brisk pace. In retrospect, two years
seem to be particularly important milestones in the final decades of the mil-
lennium that has just come to an end: 1968 and 1989. The year 1968 marked
the rebellion of a new generation, which not only considered postwar recon-
struction in Europe inadequate, full of injustice, full of selfishness and greed,
but also viewed the entire course of history since the triumph of Christianity
as a mistake and a failure. These young people wanted to improve things at
last, to bring about freedom, equality, and justice, and they were convinced
that they had found the way to this better world in the mainstream of Marxist
thought. The year 1989 brought the surprising collapse of the socialist regimes
in Europe, which left behind a sorry legacy of ruined land and ruined souls.
Anyone who expected that the hour had come again for the Christian message
was disappointed. Although the number of believing Christians throughout
the world is not small, Christianity failed at that historical moment to make
itself heard as an epoch-making alternative. Basically, the Marxist doctrine of
salvation (in several differently orchestrated variations, of course) had taken a
stand as the sole ethically motivated guide to the future that was at the same
time consistent with a scientific worldview. Therefore, even after the shock of
1989, it did not simply abdicate. We need only to recall how little was said
about the horrors of the Communist gulag, how isolated Solzhenitsyn’s voice
remained: no one speaks about any of that. A sort of shame forbids it; even
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Pol Pot’s murderous regime is mentioned only occasionally in passing. But
there were still disappointment and a deep-seated perplexity.

People no longer trust grand moral promises, and after all, that is what
Marxism had understood itself to be. It was about justice for all, about peace,
about doing away with unfair master-servant relationships, and so on. Marx-
ism believed that it had to dispense with ethical principles for the time being
and that it was allowed to use terror as a beneficial means to these noble ends.
Once the resulting human devastation became visible, even for a moment, the
former ideologues preferred to retreat to a pragmatic position or else declared
quite openly their contempt for ethics. We can observe a tragic example of
this in Colombia, where a campaign was started, under the Marxist banner at
first, to liberate the small farmers who had been downtrodden by the wealthy
financiers.

Today, instead, a rebel republic has developed, beyond governmental con-
trol, which quite openly depends on drug trafficking and no longer seeks any
moral justification for this, especially since it thereby satisfies a demand in
wealthy nations and at the same time gives bread to people who would other-
wise not be able to expect much of anything from the world economy. In such
a perplexing situation, shouldn’t Christianity try very seriously to rediscover
its voice, so as to “introduce” the new millennium to its message, and to make
it comprehensible as a general guide for the future?

Anyway, where was the voice of the Christian faith at that time? In 1967,
when the book was being written, the fermentation of the early postconciliar
period was in full swing. This is precisely what the Second Vatican Council
had intended: to endow Christianity once more with the power to shape his-
tory. The nineteenth century had seen the formulation of the opinion that
religion belonged to the subjective, private realm and should have its place
there. But precisely because it was to be categorized as something subjective, it
could not be a determining factor in the overall course of history and in the
epochal decisions that must be made as part of it. Now, following the council,
it was supposed to become evident again that the faith of Christians embraces
all of life, that it stands in the midst of history and in time and has relevance
beyond the realm of subjective notions. Christianity—at least from the view-
point of the Catholic Church—was trying to emerge again from the ghetto to
which it had been relegated since the nineteenth century and to become in-
volved once more in the world at large. We do not need to discuss here the
intra-ecclesiastical disputes and frictions that arose over the interpretation
and assimilation of the council. The main thing affecting the status of Chris-
tianity in that period was the idea of a new relationship between the church
and the world.
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Although Romano Guardini in the 1930s had coined the expression, “Un-
terscheidung des Christlichen” (distinguishing what is Christian)—something
that was extremely necessary then—such distinctions now no longer seemed
to be important; on the contrary, the spirit of the age called for crossing
boundaries, reaching out to the world, and becoming involved in it. It was al-
ready demonstrated upon the Parisian barricades in 1968 how quickly these
ideas could emerge from the academic discussions of churchmen and find a
very practical application: a revolutionary Eucharist was celebrated there, thus
putting into practice a new fusion of the church and the world under the
banner of the revolution that was supposed to bring, at last, the dawn of a
better age. The leading role played by Catholic and Protestant student groups
in the revolutionary upheavals at universities, both in Europe and beyond,
confirmed this trend.

This new translation of ideas into practice, this new fusion of the Christian
impulse with secular and political action, was like a lightning bolt; the real
fires that it set, however, were in Latin America. The theology of liberation
seemed for more than a decade to point the way by which the faith might
again shape the world, because it was making common cause with the find-
ings and worldly wisdom of the hour. No one could dispute the fact that there
was in Latin America, to a horrifying extent, oppression, unjust rule, the con-
centration of property and power in the hands of a few, and the exploitation
of the poor, and there was no disputing either that something had to be done.
And since it was a question of countries with a Catholic majority, there could
be no doubt that the church bore the responsibility here and that the faith had
to prove itself as a force for justice. But how? Now Marx appeared to be the
great guidebook. He was said to be playing now the role that had fallen to
Aristotle in the thirteenth century; the latter’s pre-Christian (that is, “pagan”)
philosophy had to be baptized, in order to bring faith and reason into the
proper relation to one another. But anyone who accepts Marx (in whatever
neo-Marxist variation he may choose) as the representative of worldly reason
not only accepts a philosophy, a vision of the origin and meaning of existence,
but also and especially adopts a practical program. For this “philosophy” is es-
sentially a “praxis,” which does not presuppose a “truth” but rather creates
one. Anyone who makes Marx the philosopher of theology adopts the pri-
macy of politics and economics, which now become the real powers that can
bring about salvation (and, if misused, can wreak havoc). The redemption of
mankind, to this way of thinking, occurs through politics and economics, in
which the form of the future is determined. This primacy of praxis and poli-
tics meant, above all, that God could not be categorized as something “practi-
cal.” The “reality” in which one had to get involved now was solely the material
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reality of given historical circumstances, which were to be viewed critically
and reformed, redirected to the right goals by using the appropriate means,
among which violence was indispensable. From this perspective, speaking
about God belongs neither to the realm of the practical nor to that of reality.
If it was to be indulged in at all, it would have to be postponed until the more
important work had been done. What remained was the figure of Jesus, who
of course no longer appeared now as the Christ, but rather as the embodiment
of all the suffering and oppressed and as their spokesman, who calls us to rise
up, to change society. What was new in all this was that the program of chang-
ing the world, which in Marx was intended to be not only atheistic but also
antireligious, was now filled with religious passion and was based on religious
principles: a new reading of the Bible (especially of the Old Testament) and a
liturgy that was celebrated as a symbolic fulfillment of the revolution and as a
preparation for it.

It must be admitted: by means of this remarkable synthesis, Christianity
had stepped once more onto the world stage and had become an “epoch-
making” message. It is no surprise that the socialist states took a stand in favor
of this movement. More noteworthy is the fact that, even in the “capitalist”
countries, liberation theology was the darling of public opinion; to contradict
it was viewed positively as a sin against humanity and mankind, even though
no one, naturally, wanted to see the practical measures applied in their own
situation, because they, of course, had already arrived at a just social order.
Now it cannot be denied that in the various liberation theologies there really
were some worthwhile insights as well. All of these plans for an epoch-making
synthesis of Christianity and the world had to step aside, however, the
moment that that faith in politics as a salvific force collapsed. Man is, indeed,
as Aristotle says, a “political being,” but he cannot be reduced to politics and
economics. I see the real and most profound problem with the liberation the-
ologies in their effective omission of the idea of God, which, of course, also
changed the figure of Christ fundamentally (as we have indicated). Not as
though God had been denied—not on your life! It’s just that he was not
needed in regard to the “reality” that mankind had to deal with. God had
nothing to do.

One is struck by this point and suddenly wonders: Was that the case only in
liberation theology? Or was this theory able to arrive at such an assessment of
the question about God—that the question was not a practical one for the
long-overdue business of changing the world—only because the Christian
world thought much the same thing, or rather, lived in much the same way,
without reflecting on it or noticing it? Hasn’t Christian consciousness acqui-
esced to a great extent—without being aware of it—in the attitude that faith
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in God is something subjective, which belongs in the private realm and not in
the common activities of public life where, in order to be able to get along, we
all have to behave now “etsi Deus non daretur” (as if there were no God)?

Wasn'’t it necessary to find a way that would be valid, in case it turned out
that God doesn’t exist? And indeed it happened automatically that when the
faith stepped out of the inner sanctum of ecclesiastical matters into the gen-
eral public, it had nothing for God to do and left him where he was: in the
private realm, in the intimate sphere that doesn’t concern anyone else. It
didn’t take any particular negligence, and certainly not a deliberate denial, to
leave God as a God with nothing to do, especially since his name had been
misused so often. But the faith would really have come out of the ghetto only
if it had brought its most distinctive feature with it into the public arena: the
God who judges and suffers; the God who sets limits and standards for us; the
God from whom we come and to whom we are going. But as it was, it really
remained in the ghetto, having by now absolutely nothing to do.

Yet God is “practical” and not just some theoretical conclusion of a consol-
ing worldview that one may adhere to or simply disregard. We see that today
in every place where the deliberate denial of him has become a matter of prin-
ciple and where his absence is no longer mitigated at all. For at first, when
God is left out of the picture, everything apparently goes on as before.

Mature decisions and the basic structures of life remain in place, even
though they have lost their foundations. But, as Nietzsche describes it, once
the news really reaches people that “God is dead,” and they take it to heart,
then everything changes. This is demonstrated today, on the one hand, in the
way that science treats human life: man is becoming a technological object
while vanishing to an ever-greater degree as a human subject, and he has only
himself to blame. When human embryos are artificially “cultivated” so as to
have “research material” and to obtain a supply of organs, which then are sup-
posed to benefit other human beings, there is scarcely an outcry, because so
few are horrified anymore. Progress demands all this, and they really are noble
goals: improving the quality of life—at least for those who can afford to have
recourse to such services. But if man, in his origin and at his very roots, is only
an object to himself, if he is “produced” and comes off the production line
with selected features and accessories, what on earth is man then supposed to
think of man? How should he act toward him?

What will be man’s attitude toward man, when he can no longer find any-
thing of the divine mystery in the other, but only his own know-how? What is
happening in the “high-tech” areas of science is reflected wherever the culture,
broadly speaking, has managed to tear God out of men’s hearts. Today there
are places where trafficking in human beings goes on quite openly: a cynical
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consumption of humanity while society looks on helplessly. For example, or-
ganized crime constantly brings women out of Albania on various pretexts
and delivers them to the mainland across the sea as prostitutes, and because
there are enough cynics there waiting for such “wares,” organized crime be-
comes more powerful, and those who try to put a stop to it discover that the
hydra of evil keeps growing new heads, no matter how many they may cut off.
And do we not see everywhere around us, in seemingly orderly neighbor-
hoods, an increase in violence, which is taken more and more for granted and
is becoming more and more reckless? I do not want to extend this horror-
scenario any further. But we ought to wonder whether God might not in fact
be the genuine reality, the basic prerequisite for any “realism,” so that, without
him, nothing is safe.

Let us return to the course of historical developments since 1967. The year
1989, as I was saying, brought with it no new answers, but rather deepened
the general perplexity and nourished skepticism about great ideals. But some-
thing did happen. Religion became modern again. Its disappearance is no
longer anticipated; on the contrary, various new forms of it are growing luxu-
riantly. In the leaden loneliness of a God-forsaken world, in its interior bore-
dom, the search for mysticism, for any sort of contact with the divine, has
sprung up anew. Everywhere there is talk about visions and messages from the
other world, and wherever there is a report of an apparition, thousands travel
there, in order to discover, perhaps, a crack in the world, through which
heaven might look down on them and send them consolation. Some complain
that this new search for religion, to a great extent, is passing the traditional
Christian churches by. An institution is inconvenient, and dogma is bother-
some. What is sought is an experience, an encounter with the Absolutely-
Other. I cannot say that I am in unqualified agreement with this complaint. At
the World Youth Days, such as the one recently in Paris, faith becomes experi-
ence and provides the joy of fellowship. Something of an ecstasy, in the good
sense, is communicated. The dismal and destructive ecstasy of drugs, of ham-
mering rhythms, noise, and drunkenness is confronted with a bright ecstasy
of light, of joyful encounter in God’s sunshine. Let it not be said that this is
only a momentary thing. Often it is so, no doubt. But it can also be a moment
that brings about a lasting change and begins a journey. Similar things happen
in the many lay movements that have sprung up in the last few decades. Here,
too, faith becomes a form of lived experience, the joy of setting out on a jour-
ney and of participating in the mystery of the leaven that permeates the whole
mass from within and renews it. Eventually, provided that the root is sound,
even apparition sites can be incentives to go again in search of God in a sober
way. Anyone who expected that Christianity would now become a mass move-
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ment was, of course, disappointed. But mass movements are not the ones that
bear the promise of the future within them. The future is made wherever
people find their way to one another in life-shaping convictions. And a good
future grows wherever these convictions come from the truth and lead to it.

The rediscovery of religion, however, has another side to it.

We have already seen that this trend looks for religion as an experience,
that the “mystical” aspect of religion is an important part of it: religion that
offers me contact with the Absolutely-Other. In our historical situation, this
means that the mystical religions of Asia (parts of Hinduism and of Bud-
dhism), with their renunciation of dogma and their minimal degree of insti-
tutionalization, appear to be more suitable for enlightened humanity than
dogmatically determined and institutionally structured Christianity.

In general, however, the result is that individual religions are relativized; for
all the differences and, yes, the contradictions among these various sorts of
belief, the only thing that matters, ultimately, is the inside of all these different
forms, the contact with the ineffable, with the hidden mystery. And to a great
extent people agree that this mystery is not completely manifested in any one
form of revelation, that it is always glimpsed in random and fragmentary ways
and yet is always sought as one and the same thing. That we cannot know God
himself, that everything which can be stated and described can only be a symbol:
this is nothing short of a fundamental certainty for modern man, which he also
understands somehow as his humility in the presence of the infinite.

Associated with this relativizing is the notion of a great peace among reli-
gions, which recognize each other as different ways of reflecting the One Eter-
nal Being and which should leave up to the individual the path he will grope
along to find the one who nevertheless unites them all. Through such a rela-
tivizing process, the Christian faith is radically changed, especially at two fun-
damental places in its essential message:

1. The figure of Christ is interpreted in a completely new way, not only in
reference to dogma, but also and precisely with regard to the Gospels. The
belief that Christ is the only Son of God, that God really dwells among us as
man in him, and that the man Jesus is eternally in God, is God himself, and
therefore is not a figure in which God appears, but rather the sole and irre-
placeable God—this belief is thereby excluded. Instead of being the man who
is God, Christ becomes the one who has experienced God in a special way. He
is an enlightened one and therein is no longer fundamentally different from
other enlightened individuals, for instance, Buddha. But in such an interpre-
tation the figure of Jesus loses its inner logic. It is torn out of the historical
setting in which it is anchored and forced into a scheme of things that is alien
to 1t.
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Buddha—and in this he is comparable to Socrates—directs the attention
of his disciples away from himself: his own person doesn’t matter, but only the
path that he has pointed out. Someone who finds the way can forget Buddha.
But with Jesus, what matters is precisely his Person, Christ himself. When he
says, “I am he,” we hear the tones of the “I amM” on Mount Horeb. The way
consists precisely in following him, for “I am the way, the truth and the life”
(Jn 14:6). He himself is the way, and there is no way that is independent of
him, on which he would no longer matter. Since the real message that he
brings is not a doctrine but his very Person, we must, of course, add that
this “T” of Jesus refers absolutely to the “Thou” of the Father and is not self-
sufficient, but rather is indeed truly a “way” “My teaching is not mine” (Jn
7:16). “I seek not my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (Jn 5:30). The
“I” is important, because it draws us completely into the dynamic of mission,
because it leads to the surpassing of self and to union with him by whom we
have been created. If the figure of Jesus is taken out of this inevitably scandal-
ous dimension, if it is separated from his godhead, then it becomes self-
contradictory. All that is left are shreds that leave us perplexed or else become
excuses for self-affirmation.

2. The concept of God is fundamentally changed. The question as to
whether God should be thought of as a person or impersonally now seems
to be of secondary importance; no longer can an essential difference be noted
between theistic and nontheistic forms of religion. This view is spreading
with astonishing rapidity. Even believing and theologically trained Catholics,
who want to share in the responsibilities of the church’s life, will ask the
question (as though the answer were self-evident): “Can it really be that
important, whether someone understands God as a person or impersonally?”
After all, we should be broad-minded—so goes the opinion—since the mys-
tery of God is in any case beyond all concepts and images. But such conces-
sions strike at the heart of the biblical faith. The Shema, the “Hear, O Israel”
from Deuteronomy 6:4-9, was and still is the real core of the believer’s iden-
tity, not only for Israel, but also for Christianity. The believing Jew dies recit-
ing this profession; the Jewish martyrs breathed their last declaring it and
gave their lives for it: “Hear, O Israel. He is our God. He is one.” The fact
that this God now shows us his face in Jesus Christ (Jn 14:9)—a face that
Moses was not allowed to see (Ex 33:20)—does not alter this profession in
the least and changes nothing essential in this identity. Of course, the Bible
does not use the term person to say that God is personal, but the divine
personality is apparent nevertheless, inasmuch as there is a Name of God. A
name implies the ability to be called on, to speak, to hear, to answer. This is
essential for the biblical God, and if this is taken away, the faith of the Bible
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has been abandoned. It cannot be disputed that there have been and there
are false, superficial ways of understanding God as personal. Precisely when
we apply the concept of person to God, the difference between our idea of
person and the reality of God—as the Fourth Lateran council says about all
speech concerning God—is always infinitely greater than what they have in
common. False applications of the concept of person are sure to be present,
whenever God is monopolized for one’s own human interests and thus his
Name is sullied. It is not by chance that the Second Commandment, which
is supposed to protect the Name of God, follows directly after the first, which
teaches us to adore him. In this respect we can always learn something new
from the way in which the “mystical” religions, with their purely negative
theology, speak about God, and in this respect there are avenues for dialogue.
But with the disappearance of what is meant by “the Name of God,” that is,
God’s personal nature, his Name is no longer protected and honored, but
abandoned outright instead.

But what is actually meant, then, by God’s Name, by his being personal?
Precisely this: not only that we can experience him, beyond all [earthly] expe-
rience, but also that he can express and communicate himself. When God is
understood in a completely impersonal way, for instance in Buddhism, as
sheer negation with respect to everything that appears real to us, then there is
no positive relationship between “God” and the world. Then the world has to
be overcome as a source of suffering, but it no longer can be shaped. Religion
then points out ways to overcome the world, to free people from the burden
of its seeming, but it offers no standards by which we can live in the world, no
forms of societal responsibility within it. The situation is somewhat different
in Hinduism. The essential thing there is the experience of identity: at bottom
I am one with the hidden ground of reality itself—the famous fat tvam asi of
the Upanishads. Salvation consists in liberation from individuality, from
being-a-person, in overcoming the differentiation from all other beings that is
rooted in being-a-person: the deception of the self concerning itself must be
put aside. The problem with this view of being has come very much to the
fore in neo-Hinduism. Where there is no uniqueness of persons, the inviolable
dignity of each individual person has no foundation, either. In order to bring
about the reforms that are now under way (the abolition of caste laws and of
immolating widows, etc.), it was specifically necessary to break with this fun-
damental understanding and to introduce into the overall system of Indian
thought the concept of person, as it has developed in the Christian faith out
of the encounter with the personal God. The search for the correct “praxis,”
for right action, in this case has begun to correct the “theory”: we can see to
some extent how “practical” the Christian belief in God is, and how unfair it is
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to brush these disputed but important distinctions aside as being ultimately
irrelevant.

With these considerations we have reached the point from which an “In-
troduction to Christianity” must set out today. Before I attempt to extend a
bit farther the line of argument that I have suggested, another reference to
the present status of faith in God and in Christ is called for. There is a fear
of Christian “imperialism,” a nostalgia for the beautiful multiplicity of reli-
gions and their supposedly primordial cheerfulness and freedom. Colonial-
ism is said to be essentially bound up with historical Christianity, which was
unwilling to accept the other in his otherness and tried to bring everything
under its own protection. Thus, according to this view, the religions and
cultures of South America were trodden down and stamped out and violence
was done to the soul of the native peoples, who could not find themselves
in the new order and were forcibly deprived of the old. Now there are milder
and harsher variants of this opinion. The milder version says that we should
finally grant to these lost cultures the right of domicile within the Christian
faith and allow them to devise for themselves an aboriginal form of Chris-
tianity. The more radical view regards Christianity in its entirety as a sort of
alienation, from which the native peoples must be liberated. The demand for
an aboriginal Christianity, properly understood, should be taken as an ex-
tremely important task. All great cultures are open to one another and to
the truth. They all have something to contribute to the Bride’s “many-colored
robes” mentioned in Psalm 45:14, which patristic writers applied to the
church. To be sure, many opportunities have been missed and new ones
present themselves. Let us not forget, however, that those native peoples, to
a notable extent, have already found their own expression of the Christian
faith in popular devotions. That the suffering God and the kindly Mother in
particular have become for them the central images of the faith, which have
given them access to the God of the Bible, has something to say to us, too,
today. But, of course, much still remains to be done.

Let us return to the question about God and about Christ as the center-
piece of an introduction to the Christian faith. One thing has already become
evident: the mystical dimension of the concept of God, which the Asian reli-
gions bring with them as a challenge to us, must clearly be decisive for our
thinking, too, and for our faith. God has become quite concrete in Christ, but
in this way his mystery has also become still greater. God is always infinitely
greater than all our concepts and all our images and names. The fact that we
now acknowledge him to be triune does not mean that we have meanwhile
learned everything about him. On the contrary: he is only showing us how
little we know about him and how little we can comprehend him or even
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begin to take his measure. Today, after the horrors of the [twentieth-century]
totalitarian regimes (I remind the reader of the memorial at Auschwitz), the
problem of theodicy urgently and mightily [mit brennender Gewalt] demands
the attention of us all; this is just one more indication of how little we are ca-
pable of defining God, much less fathoming him. After all, God’s answer to
Job explains nothing, but rather sets boundaries to our mania for judging every-
thing and being able to say the final word on a subject, and reminds us of our
limitations. It admonishes us to trust the mystery of God in its incomprehen-
sibility. Having said this, we must still emphasize the brightness of God, too,
along with the darkness. Ever since the Prologue to the Gospel of John, the
concept of Logos has been at the very center of our Christian faith in God.
Logos signifies reason, meaning, or even “word”—a meaning, therefore, which
is Word, which is relationship, which is creative. The God who is Logos guar-
antees the intelligibility of the world, the intelligibility of our existence, rea-
son’s accord with God, and God’s accord with reason, even though his
understanding infinitely surpasses ours and to us may so often appear to be
darkness. The world comes from reason and this reason is a Person, is Love—
this is what our biblical faith tells us about God. Reason can speak about God,
it must speak about God, or else it cuts itself short. Included in this is the con-
cept of creation.

The world is not just maya, appearance, which we must ultimately leave
behind. It is not merely the endless wheel of sufferings, from which we must
try to escape. It is something positive. It is good, despite all the evil in it and
despite all the sorrow, and it is good to live in it. God, who is the creator and
declares himself in his creation, also gives direction and measure to human
action. We are living today in a crisis of moral values [Ethos], which by now is
no longer merely an academic question about the ultimate foundations of
ethical theories, but rather an entirely practical matter. The news is getting
around that moral values cannot be grounded in something else, and the con-
sequences of this view are working themselves out. The published works on
the theme of moral values are stacked high and almost toppling over, which
on the one hand indicates the urgency of the question, but on the other hand
also suggests the prevailing perplexity. Kolakowski, in his line of thinking, has
very emphatically pointed out that deleting faith in God, however one may try
to spin or turn it, ultimately deprives moral values of their grounding. If the
world and man do not come from a creative intelligence, which stores within
itself their measure and plots the path of human existence, then all that is left
are traffic rules for human behavior, which can be discarded or maintained
according to their usefulness. All that remains is the calculus of conse-
quences—what is called teleological ethics or proportionalism.
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But who can really make a judgment beyond the consequences of the pres-
ent moment? Won’t a new ruling class, then, take hold of the keys to human
existence and become the managers of mankind? When dealing with a calcu-
lus of consequences, the inviolability of human dignity no longer exists, be-
cause nothing is good or bad in itself any more. The problem of moral values
is back on the table today, and it is an item of great urgency. Faith in the
Logos, the Word that is in the beginning, understands moral values as respon-
sibility, as a response to the Word, and thus gives them their intelligibility as
well as their essential orientation. Connected with this also is the task of
searching for a common understanding of responsibility, together with all
honest, rational inquiry and with the great religious traditions. In this en-
deavor there is not only the intrinsic proximity of the three great monotheistic
religions, but also significant lines of convergence with the other strand of
Asian religiosity we encounter in Confucianism and Taoism.

If it is true that the term Logos—the Word in the beginning, creative reason,
and love—is decisive for the Christian image of God, and if the concept of
Logos simultaneously forms the core of Christology, of faith in Christ, then
the indivisibility of faith in God and faith in his incarnate Son, Jesus Christ, is
only confirmed once more. We will not understand Jesus any better or come
any closer to him, if we bracket off faith in his divinity. The fear that belief in
his divinity might alienate him from us is widespread today. It is not only for
the sake of the other religions that some would like to de-emphasize this faith
as much as possible. It is first and foremost a question of our own Western
fears. All of this seems incompatible with our modern worldview. It must just
be a question of mythological interpretations, which were then transformed
by the Greek mentality into metaphysics. But when we separate Christ and
God, behind this effort there is also a doubt as to whether God is at all capable
of being so close to us, whether he is allowed to bow down so low. The fact
that we don’t want this appears to be humility. But Romano Guardini cor-
rectly pointed out that the higher form of humility consists in allowing God
to do precisely what appears to us to be unfitting, and to bow down to what
he does, not to what we contrive about him and for him. A notion of God’s
remoteness from the world is behind our apparently humble realism, and
therefore a loss of God’s presence is also connected with it. If God is not in
Christ, then he retreats into an immeasurable distance, and if God is no longer
a God-with-us, then he is plainly an absent God and thus no God at all: a god
who cannot work is not God. As for the fear that Jesus moves us too far away
if we believe in his Divine Sonship, precisely the opposite is true: were he only
a man, then he has retreated irrevocably into the past, and only a distant rec-
ollection can perceive him more or less clearly. But if God has truly assumed
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manhood and thus is at the same time true man and true God in Jesus, then
he participates, as man, in the presence of God, which embraces all ages. Then,
and only then, is he not just something that happened yesterday but present
among us, our contemporary in our today. That is why I am firmly convinced
that a renewal of Christology must have the courage to see Christ in all of his
greatness, as he is presented by the four Gospels together in the many tensions
of their unity.

If I had this Introduction to Christianity to write over again today, all of the
experiences of the last thirty years would have to go into the text, which would
then also have to include the context of interreligious discussions to a much
greater degree than seemed fitting at the time. But I believe that I was not mis-
taken as to the fundamental approach, in that I put the question of God and
the question about Christ in the very center, which then leads to a “narrative
Christology” and demonstrates that the place for faith is in the church. This
basic orientation, I think, was correct. That is why I venture to place this book
once more in the hands of the reader today.
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Homily at John Paul 1T’s
Funeral Mass

APRIL 8, 2005

“Follow me.” The Risen Lord says these words to Peter. They are his last words
to this disciple, chosen to shepherd his flock. “Follow me”—this lapidary
saying of Christ can be taken as the key to understanding the message that
comes to us from the life of our late beloved Pope John Paul II. Today we bury
his remains in the earth as a seed of immortality; our hearts are full of sad-
ness, yet at the same time of joyful hope and profound gratitude.

These are the sentiments that inspire us, brothers and sisters in Christ,
present here in St. Peter’s Square, in neighboring streets and in various other
locations within the city of Rome, where an immense crowd, silently praying,
has gathered over the last few days. I greet all of you from my heart. In the
name of the College of Cardinals, I also wish to express my respects to the
heads of state, the heads of government, and the delegations from various
countries.

I greet the authorities and official representatives of other churches and
Christian communities, and likewise those of different religions. Next I greet
the archbishops, bishops, priests, religious men and women, and the faithful
who have come here from every continent, especially the young, whom John
Paul II liked to call the future and the hope of the church. My greeting is ex-
tended, moreover, to all those throughout the world who are united with us
through radio and television in this solemn celebration of our beloved Holy
Father’s funeral.

Follow me. As a young student Karol Wojtyla was thrilled by literature, the
theater, and poetry. Working in a chemical plant, surrounded and threatened
by the Nazi terror, he heard the voice of the Lord: “Follow me!” In this extra-
ordinary setting he began to read books of philosophy and theology, and then
entered the clandestine seminary established by Cardinal Sapieha. After the
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war he was able to complete his studies in the faculty of theology of the Jagiel-
lonian University of Krakow.

How often, in his letters to priests and in his autobiographical books, has
he spoken to us about his priesthood, to which he was ordained on Novem-
ber 1, 1946. In these texts he interprets his priesthood with particular refer-
ence to three sayings of the Lord.

First: “It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you and appointed
you to go and bear fruit that will remain” (Jn 15:16). The second saying is: “A
good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). And then: “As the
Father loves me, so I also love you. Remain in my love” (Jn 15:9). In these
three sayings we see the heart and soul of our Holy Father. He really went every-
where, untiringly, in order to bear fruit, fruit that lasts.

Rise, Let Us Be on Our Way! is the title of his next-to-last book. “Rise, let us
be on our way!”—with these words he roused us from a lethargic faith, from
the sleep of the disciples of both yesterday and today. “Rise, let us be on our
way!” he continues to say to us even today. The Holy Father was a priest to the
last, for he offered his life to God for his flock and for the entire human family,
in a daily self-oblation for the service of the church, especially amid the suf-
ferings of his final months. And in this way he became one with Christ, the
Good Shepherd who loves his sheep.

Finally, “abide in my love”: the pope who tried to meet everyone, who had
an ability to forgive and to open his heart to all, tells us once again today, with
these words of the Lord, that by abiding in the love of Christ we learn, at the
school of Christ, the art of true love. Follow me! In July 1958, the young priest
Karol Wojtyla began a new stage in his journey with the Lord and in the foot-
steps of the Lord. Karol had gone to the Masuri lakes for his usual vacation,
along with a group of young people who loved canoeing. But he brought with
him a letter inviting him to call on the primate of Poland, Cardinal Wyszynski.
He could guess the purpose of the meeting: he was to be appointed the auxil-
iary bishop of Krakow.

Leaving the academic world, leaving this challenging engagement with
young people, leaving the great intellectual endeavor of striving to under-
stand and interpret the mystery of that creature which is man and of com-
municating to today’s world the Christian interpretation of our being—all
this must have seemed to him like losing his very self, losing what had
become the very human identity of this young priest. Follow me—XKarol
Wojtyla accepted the appointment, for he heard in the church’s call the voice
of Christ. And then he realized how true are the Lord’s words: “Whoever
seeks to preserve his life will lose it, but whoever loses it will save it” (Lk
17:33).
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Our pope—and we all know this—never wanted to make his own life
secure, to keep it for himself; he wanted to give of himself unreservedly, to the
very last moment, for Christ and thus also for us. And thus he came to experi-
ence how everything that he had given over into the Lord’s hands came back
to him in a new way. His love of words, of poetry, of literature became an es-
sential part of his pastoral mission and gave new vitality, new urgency, new
attractiveness to the preaching of the gospel, even when it is a sign of contra-
diction.

Follow me! In October 1978, Cardinal Wojtyla once again heard the voice
of the Lord. Once more there took place that dialogue with Peter reported in
the Gospel of this Mass: “Simon, son of John, do you love me? Feed my
sheep!” To the Lord’s question, “Karol, do you love me?” the archbishop of
Krakow answered from the depths of his heart: “Lord, you know everything;
you know that I love you.” The love of Christ was the dominant force in the
life of our beloved Holy Father. Anyone who ever saw him pray, who ever
heard him preach, knows that. Because he was profoundly rooted in Christ, he
was able to bear a burden that transcends merely human abilities: that of
being the shepherd of Christ’s flock, his universal church.

This is not the time to speak of the specific content of this rich pontificate.
I would like only to read two passages of today’s liturgy which reflect central
elements of his message. In the first reading, St. Peter says—and with St. Peter,
the pope himself—*“In truth, I see that God shows no partiality. Rather, in
every nation whoever fears him and acts uprightly is acceptable to him. You
know the word he sent to the Israelites as he proclaimed peace through Jesus
Christ, who is Lord of all” (Acts 10:34-36). And in the second reading, St.
Paul—and with St. Paul, our late pope—exhorts us, crying out: “Therefore,
my brothers, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, in this way stand
firm in the Lord, beloved” (Phil 4:1).

Follow me! Together with the command to feed his flock, Christ proclaimed
to Peter that he would die a martyr’s death. With those words, which conclude
and sum up the dialogue on love and on the mandate of the universal shep-
herd, the Lord recalls another dialogue, which took place during the Last
Supper. There Jesus had said: “Where I am going, you cannot come.” Peter said
to him, “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus replied: “Where I am going, you
cannot follow me now; but you will follow me afterward” (Jn 13:33, 13:36).
Jesus from the supper went toward the cross, went toward his Resurrection—
he entered into the paschal mystery—and Peter could not yet follow him.
Now—after the Resurrection—comes the time, comes this “afterward.”

By shepherding the flock of Christ, Peter enters into the paschal mystery;
he goes toward the cross and the Resurrection. The Lord says this in these
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words: “When you were younger, you used to dress yourself and go where you
wanted; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and some-
one else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go” (Jn 21:18).

In the first years of his pontificate, still young and full of energy, the Holy
Father went to the very ends of the earth, guided by Christ. But afterward, he
increasingly entered into the communion of Christ’s sufferings; increasingly
he understood the truth of the words: “Someone else will dress you.” And in
this very communion with the suffering Lord, tirelessly and with renewed in-
tensity, he proclaimed the gospel, the mystery of that love which goes to the
end (cf. Jn 13:1).

He interpreted for us the paschal mystery as a mystery of divine mercy. In
his last book, he wrote that the limit imposed upon evil “is ultimately Divine
Mercy” (Memory and Identity, pp. 60—61). And reflecting on the assassination
attempt, he said: “In sacrificing himself for us all, Christ gave a new meaning
to suffering, opening up a new dimension, a new order: the order of love.... It
is this suffering which burns and consumes evil with the flame of love and
draws forth even from sin a great flowering of good” (pp. 189-90). Impelled
by this vision, the pope suffered and loved in communion with Christ, and
that is why the message of his suffering and his silence proved so eloquent and
so fruitful.

Divine Mercy: the Holy Father found the purest reflection of God’s mercy
in the Mother of God. He, who at an early age had lost his own mother, loved
his divine mother all the more. He heard the words of the crucified Lord as
addressed personally to him: “Behold your Mother.” And so he did as the be-
loved disciple did: “He took her into his own home” (Jn 19:27)—“Totus tuus.”
And from the Mother he learned to conform himself to Christ.

None of us can ever forget how in that last Easter Sunday of his life, the
Holy Father, marked by suffering, came once more to the window of the Ap-
ostolic Palace and one last time gave his blessing “Urbi et Orbi.” We can be
sure that our beloved pope is standing today at the window of the Father’s
house, that he sees us and blesses us. Yes, bless us, Holy Father. We entrust
your dear soul to the Mother of God, your Mother, who guided you each day
and who will guide you now to the eternal glory of her Son, our Lord Jesus
Christ. Amen.



Homily at the Mass for the
Election of the Roman Pontiff

ST. PETER’S BASILICA, APRIL 18, 2005

At this hour of great responsibility, we hear with special consideration what
the Lord says to us in his own words. From the three readings I would like to
examine just a few passages that concern us directly at this time.

The first reading gives us a prophetic depiction of the person of the Mes-
siah, a depiction that takes all its meaning from the moment Jesus reads the
text in the synagogue in Nazareth, when he says: “Today this scripture passage
is fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk 4:21). At the core of the prophetic text we find
a word that seems contradictory, at least at first sight. The Messiah, speaking
of himself, says that he was sent “to announce a year of favor from the Lorp
and a day of vindication by our God” (Is 61:2). We hear with joy the news of a
year of favor: divine mercy puts a limit on evil, the Holy Father told us. Jesus
Christ is divine mercy in person; encountering Christ means encountering the
mercy of God. Christ’s mandate has become our mandate through priestly
anointing. We are called to proclaim not only with our words but with our
lives, and through the valuable signs of the sacraments, the “year of favor from
the Lord.” But what does the prophet Isaiah mean when he announces the
“day of vindication by our God”? In Nazareth, Jesus did not pronounce these
words in his reading of the prophet’s text. Jesus concluded by announcing the
year of favor. Was this, perhaps, the reason for the scandal that took place after
his sermon? We do not know. In any case, the Lord gave a genuine commen-
tary on these words by being put to death on the cross. St. Peter says: “He
himself bore our sins in his body upon the cross” (1 Pt 2:24). And St. Paul
writes in his letter to the Galatians: “Christ ransomed us from the curse of the
law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone who hangs
on a tree, that the blessing of Abraham might be extended to the Gentiles
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through Christ Jesus, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit
through faith” (Gal 3:13-14).

The mercy of Christ is not a cheap grace; it does not presume a trivializa-
tion of evil. Christ carries in his body and on his soul all the weight of evil,
and all its destructive force. He burns and transforms evil through suffering,
in the fire of his suffering love. The day of vindication and the year of favor
meet in the paschal mystery, in Christ dead and risen. This is the vindication
of God: he himself, in the Person of the Son, suffers for us. The more we are
touched by the mercy of the Lord, the more we draw closer in solidarity with
his suffering and become willing to bear in our flesh “what is lacking in the
afflictions of Christ” (Col 1:24).

In the second reading, the letter to the Ephesians, we see basically three
aspects: first, the ministries and charisms in the church, as gifts of the Lord
risen and ascended into heaven. Then there is the maturing of faith and
knowledge of the Son of God, as a condition and essence of unity in the
body of Christ. Finally, there is the common participation in the growth of
the body of Christ—of the transformation of the world into communion
with the Lord.

Let us dwell on only two points. The first is the journey toward “the matu-
rity of Christ” as it is said in the Italian text, simplifying it a bit. More precisely,
according to the Greek text, we should speak of the “measure of the fullness of
Christ,” to which we are called to reach in order to be true adults in the faith.
We should not remain infants in faith, in a state of minority. And what does it
mean to be an infant in faith? St. Paul answers: it means “tossed by waves and
swept along by every wind of teaching arising from human trickery” (Eph
4:14). This description is very relevant today!

How many winds of doctrine we have known in recent decades, how many
ideological currents, how many ways of thinking? The small boat of thought
of many Christians has often been tossed about by these waves, thrown from
one extreme to the other: from Marxism to liberalism, even to libertinism;
from collectivism to radical individualism; from atheism to a vague religious
mysticism; from agnosticism to syncretism; and so forth. Every day new sects
are created and what St. Paul says about human trickery comes true, with
cunning that tries to draw those into error (cf. Eph 4:14). Having a clear faith,
based on the Creed of the Church, is often labeled today as a fundamentalism.
Whereas relativism, which is letting oneself be tossed and “swept along by
every wind of teaching,” looks like the only attitude (acceptable) to today’s
standards. We are moving toward a dictatorship of relativism, which does not
recognize anything as certain and which has as its highest goal one’s own ego
and one’s own desires.
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However, we have a different goal: the Son of God, true man. He is the
measure of true humanism. Being an “adult” means having a faith that does
not follow the waves of today’s fashions or the latest novelties. A faith that is
deeply rooted in friendship with Christ is adult and mature. It is this friend-
ship that opens us up to all that is good and gives us the knowledge to judge
true from false, and deceit from truth. We must become mature in this adult
faith; we must guide the flock of Christ to this faith. And it is this faith—only
faith—that creates unity and takes form in love. On this theme, St. Paul offers
us some beautiful words—in contrast to the continual ups and downs of
those who are like infants, tossed about by the waves: (he says) make truth in
love, as the basic formula of Christian existence. In Christ, truth and love co-
incide. To the extent that we draw near to Christ in our own life, truth and
love merge. Love without truth would be blind; truth without love would be
like “a resounding gong or a clashing cymbal” (1 Cor 13:1).

Looking now at the richness of the Gospel reading, I would like to make
only two small observations. The Lord addresses to us these wonderful words:
“I no longer call you slaves, I have called you friends” (Jn 15:15). So many
times we feel like, and it is true, we are only useless servants (cf. Lk 17:10).
And despite this, the Lord calls us friends, he makes us his friends, he gives us
his friendship. The Lord defines friendship in a dual way. There are no secrets
among friends: Christ tells us all everything he hears from the Father; he gives
us his full trust, and with that also knowledge. He reveals his face and his heart
to us. He shows us his tenderness for us, his passionate love, which goes to the
madness of the cross. He entrusts us, he gives us power to speak in his name:
“This is my body”; “I forgive you.” He entrusts us with his body, the church.
He entrusts our weak minds and our weak hands with his truth: the mystery
of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; the mystery of God who “so loved the
world that he gave his only begotten Son” (Jn 3:16). He made us his friends—
and how do we respond?

The second element with which Jesus defines friendship is the communion
of wills. For the Romans “idem velle idem nolle” (same desires, same dislikes)
was also the definition of friendship. “You are my friends if you do what I
command you” (Jn 15:14). Friendship with Christ coincides with what is said
in the third request of the Our Father: “Thy will be done on earth as it is in
heaven.” At the hour in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus transformed our re-
bellious human will into a will shaped and united to the divine will. He suf-
fered the whole experience of our autonomy, and precisely bringing our will
into the hands of God, he gave us true freedom: “Not my will, but your will be
done.” In this communion of wills our redemption takes place: being friends
of Jesus to become friends of God. How much more we love Jesus, how much
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more we know him, how much more our true freedom grows, as well as our
joy in being redeemed. Thank you, Jesus, for your friendship!

The other element of the gospel to which I would like to refer is the teach-
ing of Jesus on bearing fruit: “I who chose you and appointed you to go and
bear fruit that will remain” (Jn 15:16). It is here that is expressed the dynamic
existence of the Christian, the apostle: “I chose you to go and bear fruit.” We
must be inspired by a holy restlessness: restlessness to bring to everyone the
gift of faith, of friendship with Christ. In truth, the love and friendship of God
was given to us so that it would also be shared with others. We have received
the faith to give it to others; we are priests meant to serve others. And we must
bring a fruit that will remain. All people want to leave a mark that lasts. But
what remains? Money does not. Buildings do not, nor books. After a certain
amount of time, whether long or short, all these things disappear. The only
thing that remains forever is the human soul, the human person created by
God for eternity. The fruit that remains, then, is that which we have sowed in
human souls: love, knowledge, a gesture capable of touching the heart, words
that open the soul to joy in the Lord. Let us, then, go to the Lord and pray to
him, so that he may help us bear fruit that remains. Only in this way will the
earth be changed from a valley of tears to a garden of God.

In conclusion, let us return to the letter to the Ephesians, which says with
words from Psalm 68 that Christ, ascending into heaven, “gave gifts to men”
(Eph 4:8). The victor offers gifts. And these gifts are apostles, prophets, evan-
gelists, pastors, and teachers. Our ministry is a gift of Christ to humankind, to
build up his body: the new world. We live out our ministry in this way, as a
gift of Christ to humanity! But at this time, above all, we pray with insistence
to the Lord, so that after the great gift of Pope John Paul II, he will again give
us a pastor according to his own heart, a pastor who guides us to knowledge
in Christ, to his love and to true joy. Amen.
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Grace and peace in abundance to all of you! In my soul there are two contrast-
ing sentiments in these hours. On the one hand, a sense of inadequacy and
human turmoil for the responsibility entrusted to me yesterday as the Succes-
sor of the Apostle Peter in this See of Rome, with regard to the universal
church. On the other hand, I sense within me profound gratitude to God,
who—as the liturgy makes us sing—does not abandon his flock, but leads it
throughout time, under the guidance of those whom he has chosen as vicars
of his Son, and made pastors.

Dear ones, this intimate recognition for a gift of divine mercy prevails in
my heart in spite of everything. I consider this a grace obtained for me by my
venerated predecessor, John Paul II. It seems I can feel his strong hand squeez-
ing mine; I seem to see his smiling eyes and listen to his words, addressed to
me especially at this moment: “Do not be afraid!”

The death of the Holy Father John Paul IT and the days that followed were for
the church and for the entire world an extraordinary time of grace. The great
pain over his death and the void that it left in all of us were tempered by the
action of the Risen Christ, which showed itself during long days in the choral
wave of faith, love, and spiritual solidarity, culminating in his solemn funeral.

We can say it: the funeral of John Paul IT was a truly extraordinary experi-
ence in which was perceived in some way the power of God, who, through his
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church, wishes to form a great family of all peoples, through the unifying
force of Truth and Love. In the hour of death, conformed to his Master and
Lord, John Paul IT crowned his long and fruitful pontificate, confirming the
Christian people in faith, gathering them around him and making the entire
human family feel more united.

How can one not feel sustained by this witness? How can one not feel the
encouragement that comes from this event of grace?

Surprising every prevision I had, Divine Providence, through the will of
the venerable cardinal fathers, called me to succeed this great pope. I have
been thinking in these hours about what happened in the region of Cesarea of
Philippi two thousand years ago: I seem to hear the words of Peter: “You are
Christ, the Son of the living God,” and the solemn affirmation of the Lord:
“You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church.... I will give you the
keys of the kingdom of heaven.”

You are Christ! You are Peter! It seems I am reliving this very Gospel scene;
I, the Successor of Peter, repeat with trepidation the anxious words of the fisher-
man from Galilee, and I listen again with intimate emotion to the reassuring
promise of the divine Master. If the weight of the responsibility that now lies
on my poor shoulders is enormous, the divine power on which I can count is
surely immeasurable: “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church.”
Electing me as the Bishop of Rome, the Lord wanted me as his vicar, he wished
me to be the “rock” upon which everyone may rest with confidence. I ask him
to make up for the poverty of my strength, that I may be a courageous and
faithful pastor of his flock, always docile to the inspirations of his Spirit.

I undertake this special ministry, the Petrine ministry at the service of the
universal church, with humble abandon to the hands of the Providence of
God. And it is to Christ in the first place that I renew my total and trustworthy
adhesion: “In te, Domine, speravi; non confundar in aeternum!”

To you, Lord Cardinals, with a grateful soul for the trust shown me, I ask
you to sustain me with prayer and with constant, active, and wise collabora-
tion. I also ask my brothers in the episcopacy to be close to me in prayer and
counsel so that I may truly be the “servus servorum Dei” (servant of the ser-
vants of God). As Peter and the other apostles were, through the will of the
Lord, one apostolic college, in the same way the Successor of Peter and the
bishops, successors of the apostles—and the council forcefully repeated this—
must be closely united among themselves. This collegial communion, even in
the diversity of roles and functions of the Supreme Pontiff and the bishops, is
at the service of the church and the unity of faith, on which depends in a no-
table measure the effectiveness of the evangelizing action of the contemporary
world. Thus, this path, upon which my venerated predecessors went forward,
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I, too, intend to follow, concerned solely with proclaiming to the world the
living presence of Christ.

Before my eyes is, in particular, the witness of Pope John Paul II. He leaves
us a church that is more courageous, freer, younger. A church that, according
to his teaching and example, looks with serenity to the past and is not afraid
of the future. With the Great Jubilee, the church was introduced into the new
millennium carrying in her hands the gospel, applied to the world through
the authoritative rereading of Vatican Council II. Pope John Paul II justly in-
dicated the council as a “compass” with which to orient ourselves in the vast
ocean of the third millennium. Also in his spiritual testament he noted: “I am
convinced that for a very long time the new generations will draw upon the
riches that this council of the twentieth century gave us.”

L, too, as I start in the service that is proper to the Successor of Peter, wish
to affirm with force my decided will to pursue the commitment to enact Vati-
can Council I, in the wake of my predecessors and in faithful continuity with
the millennia-old tradition of the church. Precisely this year is the fortieth an-
niversary of the conclusion of this conciliar assembly (December 8, 1965).
With the passing of time, the conciliar documents have not lost their timeli-
ness; their teachings have shown themselves to be especially pertinent to the
new exigencies of the church and the present globalized society.

In a very significant way, my pontificate starts as the church is living the
special year dedicated to the Eucharist. How can I not see in this providential
coincidence an element that must mark the ministry to which I have been
called? The Eucharist, the heart of Christian life and the source of the evange-
lizing mission of the church, cannot but be the permanent center and the
source of the Petrine service entrusted to me.

The Eucharist makes the Risen Christ constantly present, Christ who con-
tinues to give himself to us, calling us to participate in the banquet of his body
and his blood. From this full communion with him comes every other ele-
ment of the life of the church, in the first place the communion among the
faithful, the commitment to proclaim and give witness to the gospel, the ardor
of charity toward all, especially toward the poor and the smallest.

In this year, therefore, the Solemnity of Corpus Christi must be celebrated
in a particularly special way. The Eucharist will be at the center, in August, of
World Youth Day in Cologne and, in October, of the ordinary Assembly of the
Synod of Bishops, which will take place on the theme “The Eucharist, Source
and Summit of the Life and Mission of the Church.” I ask everyone to inten-
sify in coming months love and devotion to the eucharistic Jesus and to ex-
press in a courageous and clear way the real presence of the Lord, above all
through the solemnity and the correctness of the celebrations.



28 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

I ask this in a special way of priests, about whom I am thinking in this
moment with great affection. The priestly ministry was born in the Cenacle,
together with the Eucharist, as my venerated predecessor John Paul II under-
lined so many times. “The priestly life must have in a special way a ‘eucharistic
form,” he wrote in his last Letter for Holy Thursday. The devout daily celebra-
tion of Holy Mass, the center of the life and mission of every priest, contrib-
utes to this end.

Nourished and sustained by the Eucharist, Catholics cannot but feel stimu-
lated to tend toward that full unity for which Christ hoped in the Cenacle.
Peter’s Successor knows that he must take on this supreme desire of the Divine
Master in a particularly special way. To him, indeed, has been entrusted the
duty of strengthening his brethren.

Thus, in full awareness and at the beginning of his ministry in the church
of Rome that Peter bathed with his blood, the current successor assumes as
his primary commitment that of working tirelessly toward the reconstitution
of the full and visible unity of all Christ’s followers. This is his ambition, this
is his compelling duty. He is aware that to do so, expressions of good feelings
are not enough. Concrete gestures are required to penetrate souls and move
consciences, encouraging everyone to that interior conversion which is the
basis for all progress on the road of ecumenism.

Theological dialogue is necessary. A profound examination of the histori-
cal reasons behind past choices is also indispensable. But even more urgent is
that “purification of memory,” which was so often evoked by John Paul IT and
which alone can dispose souls to welcome the full truth of Christ. It is before
him, supreme Judge of all living things, that each of us must stand, in the
awareness that one day we must explain to him what we did and what we did
not do for the great good that is the full and visible unity of all his disciples.

The current Successor of Peter feels himself to be personally implicated in
this question and is disposed to do all in his power to promote the fundamen-
tal cause of ecumenism. In the wake of his predecessors, he is fully determined
to cultivate any initiative that may seem appropriate to promote contact and
agreement with representatives from the various churches and ecclesial com-
munities. Indeed, on this occasion, too, he sends them his most cordial greet-
ings in Christ, the one Lord of all.

In this moment, I go back in my memory to the unforgettable experience
we all underwent with the death and funeral of the lamented John Paul II.
Around his mortal remains, lying on the bare earth, leaders of nations gath-
ered, with people from all social classes and especially the young, in an unfor-
gettable embrace of affection and admiration. The entire world looked to him
with trust. To many it seemed as if that intense participation, amplified to the
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confines of the planet by the social communications media, was like a choral
request for help addressed to the pope by modern humanity, which, wracked
by fear and uncertainty, questions itself about the future.

The church today must revive within herself an awareness of the task to
present the world again with the voice of the one who said: “T am the light of
the world; he who follows me will not walk in darkness but will have the light
of life.” In undertaking his ministry, the new pope knows that his task is to
bring the light of Christ to shine before the men and women of today: not his
own light but that of Christ.

With this awareness, I address myself to everyone, even to those who follow
other religions or who are simply seeking an answer to the fundamental ques-
tions of life and have not yet found it. I address everyone with simplicity and
affection, to assure them that the church wants to continue to build an open
and sincere dialogue with them, in a search for the true good of mankind and
of society.

From God I invoke unity and peace for the human family and declare the
willingness of all Catholics to cooperate for true social development, one that
respects the dignity of all human beings.

I will make every effort and dedicate myself to pursuing the promising dia-
logue that my predecessors began with various civilizations, because it is mutual
understanding that gives rise to conditions for a better future for everyone.

I am particularly thinking of young people. To them, the privileged inter-
locutors of John Paul IT, T send an affectionate embrace in the hope, God will-
ing, of meeting them at Cologne on the occasion of the next World Youth Day.
With you, dear young people, I will continue to maintain a dialogue, listening
to your expectations in an attempt to help you meet ever more profoundly the
living, ever young Christ.

“Mane nobiscum, Domine!” Stay with us, Lord! This invocation, which
forms the dominant theme of John Paul IT’s Apostolic Letter for the Year of
the Eucharist, is the prayer that comes spontaneously from my heart as I turn
to begin the ministry to which Christ has called me. Like Peter, I, too, renew to
him my unconditional promise of faithfulness. He alone I intend to serve as I
dedicate myself totally to the service of his church.

In support of this promise, I invoke the maternal intercession of Mary
Most Holy, in whose hands I place the present and the future of my person
and of the church. May the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul and all the saints also
intercede.

With these sentiments I impart to you, venerated Brother Cardinals, to
those participating in this ritual, and to all those following to us by television
and radio a special and affectionate blessing.
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Your Eminences,

My dear Brother Bishops and Priests,

Distinguished Authorities and Members of the Diplomatic Corps,
Dear Brothers and Sisters,

During these days of great intensity, we have chanted the litany of the saints
on three different occasions: at the funeral of our Holy Father John Paul II; as
the cardinals entered the conclave; and again today, when we sang it with the
response: Tu illum adiuva—sustain the new Successor of St. Peter. On each
occasion, in a particular way, I found great consolation in listening to this
prayerful chant. How alone we all felt after the passing of John Paul II—the
pope who for over twenty-six years had been our shepherd and guide on our
journey through life! He crossed the threshold of the next life, entering into
the mystery of God. But he did not take this step alone. Those who believe are
never alone—neither in life nor in death. At that moment, we could call upon
the saints from every age—his friends, his brothers and sisters in the faith—
knowing that they would form a living procession to accompany him into the
next world, into the glory of God. We knew that his arrival was awaited. Now
we know that he is among his own and is truly at home. We were also



32 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

consoled as we made our solemn entrance into conclave, to elect the one
whom the Lord had chosen. How would we be able to discern his name? How
could 115 bishops, from every culture and every country, discover the one on
whom the Lord wished to confer the mission of binding and loosing? Once
again, we knew that we were not alone; we knew that we were surrounded, led,
and guided by the friends of God. And now, at this moment, weak servant of
God that I am, I must assume this enormous task, which truly exceeds all
human capacity. How can I do this? How will I be able to do it? All of you, my
dear friends, have just invoked the entire host of saints, represented by some
of the great names in the history of God’s dealings with mankind. In this way,
I, too, can say with renewed conviction: I am not alone. I do not have to carry
alone what in truth I could never carry alone. All the saints of God are there
to protect me, to sustain me, and to carry me. And your prayers, my dear
friends, your indulgence, your love, your faith, and your hope accompany
me. Indeed, the communion of saints consists not only of the great men and
women who went before us and whose names we know. All of us belong to
the communion of saints, we who have been baptized in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, we who draw life from the gift of
Christ’s body and blood, through which he transforms us and makes us like
himself. Yes, the church is alive—this is the wonderful experience of these
days. During those sad days of the pope’s illness and death, it became wonder-
fully evident to us that the church is alive. And the church is young. She holds
within herself the future of the world and therefore shows each of us the way
toward the future. The church is alive and we are seeing it: we are experienc-
ing the joy that the Risen Lord promised his followers. The church is alive—
she is alive because Christ is alive, because he is truly risen. In the suffering
that we saw on the Holy Father’s face in those days of Easter, we contemplated
the mystery of Christ’s Passion and we touched his wounds. But throughout
these days we have also been able, in a profound sense, to touch the Risen
One. We have been able to experience the joy that he promised, after a brief
period of darkness, as the fruit of his Resurrection.

The church is alive—with these words, I greet with great joy and gratitude
all of you gathered here, my venerable Brother Cardinals and Bishops, my
dear priests, deacons, church workers, catechists. I greet you, men and women
religious, witnesses of the transfiguring presence of God.I greet you, mem-
bers of the lay faithful, immersed in the great task of building up the Kingdom
of God, which spreads throughout the world, in every area of life. With great
affection I also greet all those who have been reborn in the sacrament of bap-
tism but are not yet in full communion with us; and you, my brothers and
sisters of the Jewish people, to whom we are joined by a great shared spiritual
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heritage, one rooted in God’s irrevocable promises. Finally, like a wave gather-
ing force, my thoughts go out to all men and women of today, to believers and
nonbelievers alike.

Dear friends! At this moment there is no need for me to present a program
of governance. I was able to give an indication of what I see as my task in my
message of Wednesday, April 20, and there will be other opportunities to do
s0. My real program of governance is not to do my own will, not to pursue my
own ideas, but to listen, together with the whole church, to the word and the
will of the Lord, to be guided by him, so that he himself will lead the church at
this hour of our history. Instead of putting forward a program, I should
simply like to comment on the two liturgical symbols which represent the in-
auguration of the Petrine ministry; both these symbols, moreover, reflect
clearly what we heard proclaimed in today’s readings.

The first symbol is the pallium, woven in pure wool, which will be placed
on my shoulders. This ancient sign, which the bishops of Rome have worn
since the fourth century, may be considered an image of the yoke of Christ,
which the bishop of this city, the servant of the servants of God, takes upon
his shoulders. God’s yoke is God’s will, which we accept. And this will does
not weigh down on us, oppressing us and taking away our freedom. To know
what God wants, to know where the path of life is found—this was Israel’s joy,
this was her great privilege. It is also our joy: God’s will does not alienate us, it
purifies us—even if this can be painful—and so it leads us to ourselves. In this
way, we serve not only him but the salvation of the whole world, of all
history. The symbolism of the pallium is even more concrete: the lamb’s wool
is meant to represent the lost, sick, or weak sheep, which the shepherd places
on his shoulders and carries to the waters of life. For the fathers of the church,
the parable of the lost sheep, which the shepherd seeks in the desert, was an
image of the mystery of Christ and the church. The human race—every one
of us—is the sheep lost in the desert that no longer knows the way. The Son of
God will not let this happen; he cannot abandon humanity in so wretched a
condition. He leaps to his feet and abandons the glory of heaven, in order to
go in search of the sheep and pursue it, all the way to the cross. He takes it
upon his shoulders and carries our humanity; he carries us all—he is the
Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep. What the pallium indi-
cates first and foremost is that we are all carried by Christ. But at the same
time it invites us to carry one another. Hence the pallium becomes a symbol
of the shepherd’s mission, of which the second reading and the gospel
speak. The pastor must be inspired by Christ’s holy zeal: for him it is not a
matter of indifference that so many people are living in the desert. And there
are so many kinds of desert. There is the desert of poverty, the desert of
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hunger and thirst, the desert of abandonment, of loneliness, of destroyed
love. There is the desert of God’s darkness, the emptiness of souls no longer
aware of their dignity or the goal of human life. The external deserts in the
world are growing, because the internal deserts have become so vast. There-
fore the earth’s treasures no longer serve to build God’s garden for all to live
in, but they have been made to serve the powers of exploitation and
destruction. The church as a whole and all her pastors, like Christ, must set
out to lead people out of the desert, toward the place of life, toward friendship
with the Son of God, toward the one who gives us life, and life in
abundance. The symbol of the lamb also has a deeper meaning. In the ancient
Near East, it was customary for kings to style themselves shepherds of their
people. This was an image of their power, a cynical image: to them their sub-
jects were like sheep, which the shepherd could dispose of as he wished. When
the shepherd of all humanity, the living God, himself became a lamb, he stood
on the side of the lambs, with those who are downtrodden and killed. This is
how he reveals himself to be the true shepherd: “I am the Good Shepherd. ... 1
lay down my life for the sheep,” Jesus says of himself (Jn 10:14-15). It is not
power but love that redeems us! This is God’s sign: he himself is love. How
often we wish that God would make himself stronger, that he would strike
decisively, defeating evil and creating a better world. All ideologies of power
justify themselves in exactly this way; they justify the destruction of whatever
would stand in the way of progress and the liberation of humanity. We suffer
on account of God’s patience. And yet, we need his patience. God, who
became a lamb, tells us that the world is saved by the Crucified One, not by
those who crucified him. The world is redeemed by the patience of God. It is
destroyed by the impatience of man.

One of the basic characteristics of a shepherd must be to love the people
entrusted to him, even as he loves Christ whom he serves. “Feed my sheep,”
says Christ to Peter, and now, at this moment, he says it to me, as well. Feeding
means loving, and loving also means being ready to suffer. Loving means
giving the sheep what is truly good, the nourishment of God’s truth, of God’s
Word, the nourishment of his presence, which he gives us in the blessed
sacrament. My dear friends—at this moment I can only say: pray for me, that
I may learn to love the Lord more and more. Pray for me, that I may learn to
love his flock more and more—in other words, you, the holy church, each one
of you and all of you together. Pray for me, that I may not flee for fear of the
wolves. Let us pray for one another, that the Lord will carry us and that we
will learn to carry one another.

The second symbol used in today’s liturgy to express the inauguration of
the Petrine ministry is the presentation of the fisherman’s ring. Peter’s call to
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be a shepherd, which we heard in the Gospel, comes after the account of a
miraculous catch of fish: after a night in which the disciples had let down
their nets without success, they see the Risen Lord on the shore. He tells them
to let down their nets once more, and the nets become so full that they can
hardly pull them in, with 153 large fish: “And although there were so many,
the net was not torn” (Jn 21:11). This account, coming at the end of Jesus’s
earthly journey with his disciples, corresponds to an account found at the be-
ginning: there, too, the disciples had caught nothing the entire night; there,
too, Jesus had invited Simon once more to put out into the deep. And Simon,
who was not yet called Peter, gave the wonderful reply: “Master, at your word I
will let down the nets.” And then came the conferral of his mission: “Do not
be afraid. Henceforth you will be catching men” (Lk 5:1-11). Today, too, the
church and the successors of the apostles are told to put out into the deep sea
of history and to let down the nets, so as to win men and women over to the
gospel—to God, to Christ, to true life. The fathers made a very significant
commentary on this singular task. This is what they say: for a fish, created for
water, it is fatal to be taken out of the sea, to be removed from its vital element
to serve as human food. But in the mission of a fisher of men, the reverse is
true. We are living in alienation, in the salt waters of suffering and death; in a
sea of darkness without light. The net of the gospel pulls us out of the waters
of death and brings us into the splendor of God’s light, into true life. It is
really true: as we follow Christ in this mission to be fishers of men, we must
bring men and women out of the sea that is salted with so many forms of
alienation and onto the land of life, into the light of God. It is really so: the
purpose of our lives is to reveal God to men. And only where God is seen does
life truly begin. Only when we meet the living God in Christ do we know what
life is. We are not some casual and meaningless product of evolution. Each of
us is the result of a thought of God. Each of us is willed, each of us is loved,
each of us is necessary. There is nothing more beautiful than to be surprised
by the gospel, by the encounter with Christ. There is nothing more beautiful
than to know him and to speak to others of our friendship with him. The task
of the shepherd, the task of the fisher of men, can often seem wearisome. But
it is beautiful and wonderful, because it is truly a service to joy, to God’s joy,
which longs to break into the world.

Here I want to add something: both the image of the shepherd and that of
the fisherman issue an explicit call to unity. “I have other sheep that are not of
this fold; I must lead them too, and they will heed my voice. So there shall be
one flock, one shepherd” (Jn 10:16); these are the words of Jesus at the end of
his discourse on the Good Shepherd. And the account of the 153 large fish
ends with the joyful statement “Although there were so many, the net was not
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torn” (Jn 21:11). Alas, beloved Lord, with sorrow we must now acknowledge
that it has been torn! But no—we must not be sad! Let us rejoice because of
your promise, which does not disappoint, and let us do all we can to pursue
the path toward the unity you have promised. Let us remember it in our
prayer to the Lord, as we plead with him: yes, Lord, remember your
promise. Grant that we may be one flock and one shepherd! Do not allow
your net to be torn; help us to be servants of unity!

At this point, my mind goes back to October 22, 1978, when Pope John
Paul II began his ministry here in St. Peter’s Square. His words on that occa-
sion constantly echo in my ears: “Do not be afraid! Open wide the doors for
Christ!” The pope was addressing the mighty, the powerful of this world, who
feared that Christ might take away something of their power if they were to let
him in, if they were to allow the faith to be free. Yes, he would certainly have
taken something away from them: the dominion of corruption, the manipula-
tion of law, and the freedom to do as they pleased. But he would not have
taken away anything that pertains to human freedom or dignity, or to the
building of a just society. The pope was also speaking to everyone, especially
the young. Are we not perhaps all afraid in some way? If we let Christ enter
fully into our lives, if we open ourselves totally to him, are we not afraid that
he might take something away from us? Are we not perhaps afraid to give up
something significant, something unique, something that makes life so
beautiful? Do we not then risk ending up diminished and deprived of our
freedom? And once again the pope said: No! If we let Christ into our lives, we
lose nothing, nothing, absolutely nothing of what makes life free, beautiful,
and great. No! Only in this friendship are the doors of life opened wide. Only
in this friendship is the great potential of human existence truly revealed. Only
in this friendship do we experience beauty and liberation. And so, today, with
great strength and great conviction, on the basis of long personal experience
of life, T say to you, dear young people: do not be afraid of Christ! He takes
nothing away, and he gives you everything. When we give ourselves to him, we
receive a hundredfold in return. Yes, open, open wide the doors to Christ—
and you will find true life. Amen.
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Holy Father,

The College of Cardinals has gathered to thank the Lord and you for your
twenty-five years of fruitful work as Successor of St. Peter, as it is only right to
remember at this time. In these years, the bark of the church has often had to
sail against the wind and on rough seas. The sea of history is agitated by con-
flicts between the rich and the poor, between peoples and cultures; by the
prospects opened by human ability and the risk that human beings run of
self-destruction because of these same possibilities. At times the sky appears
to be covered by heavy clouds that conceal God from the eyes of men and
women and call the faith into question.

Today more than ever, we are experiencing that the history of the world—
as Augustine saw it—is a struggle between two forms of love: love of self to
the point of contempt for God, and love of God to the point of being pre-
pared to sacrifice oneself for God and for one’s neighbor. And although the
signs of people’s presumption and of distancing themselves from God are
being felt and perceived more than the witness of love, thanks be to God we
can see today that his light has never been extinguished in history; the great
array of saints and blesseds whom you, Holy Father, have raised to the honor
of the altars, is an eloquent sign: in them we recognize with delight God’s
presence in history and his love, mirrored on the faces of the men and women
blessed by God.
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In this span of time, Your Holiness, constantly comforted by the loving pres-
ence of the Mother of Jesus, you have guided us with the joy of faith, the un-
daunted courage of hope, and the enthusiasm of love. You have enabled us to see
God’s light despite all the clouds, and made sure that the weakness of our faith,
which all too easily prompts us to exclaim: “Save us, Lord; we are perishing” (Mt
8:25), does not prevail. Today we wholeheartedly thank you for this service.

As a pilgrim of the gospel, like the apostles you set out and crossed the con-
tinents bearing the proclamation of Christ, the proclamation of the Kingdom
of God, the proclamation of forgiveness, of love, and of peace. Unflaggingly,
you have proclaimed the gospel in season and out of season, and in its light
you have reminded all people of the fundamental human values: respect for
human dignity, the defense of life, the promotion of justice and peace. Above
all, you have gone out to meet the young, communicating to them the fire of
your faith, your love for Christ, and your willingness to dedicate yourself to
him, body and soul.

You have been concerned with the sick and the suffering and have launched
a passionate appeal to the world to share the goods of the earth equitably and
so that the poor may have justice and love.

You have interpreted the commandment of unity that the Lord gave to his
disciples as a commandment addressed to you personally; this has led you to
do your utmost to make believers in Christ one, so that the benevolent power
of God himself may be recognized in the miracle of unity that human beings
are powerless to create. You have gone out to meet people of other religions, to
reawaken in all the desire for peace and the readiness to become instruments
of peace.

Thus, over and above all the barriers and divisions, you have become for all
humanity a great messenger of peace. You have never ceased to appeal to the
consciences of the powerful or to comfort those who are victims of the lack of
peace in this world. In this way, you have obeyed the Lord who bequeathed
this promise to his followers: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you”
(Jn 14:27). Precisely in meeting the needs of others, you have never allowed
anyone to doubt that Christ is the Love of God made flesh, the Only Son and
Savior of all. For you, to proclaim Christ is not to impose something foreign
on anyone but to communicate to all what each one basically longs for: the
eternal love that every human heart is secretly awaiting.

“The Redeemer of man is the center of the universe and of history”: these
opening words of your first encyclical were like a clarion call that invited us to
a religious reawakening, centering all things once again in Christ.

Holy Father, the College of Cardinals, at the end of this congress during
which it has recalled only a few aspects of the twenty-five years of your pon-
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tificate, desires unanimously to reaffirm its filial attachment to your person
and its faithful, total loyalty to your lofty magisterium as pastor of the univer-
sal church.

“The joy of the Lord is your strength,” Ezra the priest said to the people of
Israel at a difficult moment (Neh 8:10). You, Holy Father, have rekindled in us
this joy of the Lord. We are grateful to you for this. May the Lord always fill
you with his joy.
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Address of Cardinal
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Orchestra on the
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His Pontificate

OCTOBER 17, 2003

Most Holy Father,

These days, as we commemorate the twenty-five years during which you have
borne in the church the burden and the grace of the pastoral office of the Suc-
cessor of Peter, are marked first and foremost by sentiments of gratitude and
joy. A highlight of this week of festivities is the concert with which the choir
and orchestra of the Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk are now about to regale us.
They will let us hear one of the great musical masterpieces, Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony, which echoes the inner strife of the great maestro in the midst of
the darkness of life, his passage, as it were, through dark nights in which none
of the promised stars seemed any longer to shine in the heavens. But in the end,
the clouds lift. The great drama of human existence that unfolds in the music
is transformed into a hymn of joy for which Beethoven borrowed the words
of Schiller, whose true greatness blossomed only through his music.
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Since I am German, I am particularly pleased by the fact that the concert is
offered by a German ensemble that is performing for the third time before
you, Holy Father, and celebrating joy for us through this music. The choir and
orchestra come from a part of Germany that, after the war and until the col-
lapse of the [Berlin] Wall, experienced the wounds inflicted by the Commu-
nist dictatorship that are still being felt today. Perhaps the deepest wound is
the fact that God seems to have become distant and in many hearts faith has
been extinguished. But this is also the German region that gave us perhaps the
greatest musical genius of all time, Johann Sebastian Bach. In the same year
and in the same region Georg Friedrich Hindel was also born. To him we are
indebted for another incomparable hymn of joy: the great “Hallelujah Chorus,”
which is the crowning moment of his Messiah. In it he set to music promise
and fulfillment, the prophecy of the Redeemer who was to come and the his-
torical events of the life of Jesus to which it corresponds. The “Hallelujah
Chorus” is the song of praise of the redeemed who, through Christ’s Resurrec-
tion, can still rejoice, even amid the sufferings of this world. This great musi-
cal tradition—as we will experience in these hours—has lived on through all
the vicissitudes of history, and is a ray of light in which the star of faith, the
presence of Jesus Christ, continues to shine.

Compared with the intact presence of the faith that transpires in Hindel’s
Hymn to Joy and which emerges in a very different way, that is, as a tranquil
inner peace and the grace of reconciliation, in Bach’s Christrmas Oratorio or at
the end of his Passions, the illuminating ode by Schiller, so impressively set to
music by Beethoven, is characterized by the humanism of that time, which
places man at the center and—where there is a reference to God—prefers the
language of myth.

Nevertheless, we should not forget that Beethoven is also the composer of
the Missa Solemnis. The good father of which the ode speaks is not so much a
supposition, as Schiller’s text might suggest, but rather an ultimate certainty.
Beethoven also knew that we can entrust ourselves to the Father because in
the Son he made himself close to us. And thus, we can calmly see the divine
spark, of whose joy the ode speaks, as that spark of God which is communi-
cated to us through the music and reassures us: yes, the good Father truly
exists and is not utterly remote, far beyond the firmament, but thanks to the
Son is here in our midst.

I greet with gratitude and joy those distinguished persons who have made
this concert possible, and with you, the conductor of the ensemble, Mr.
Howard Arman, the soloists as well as the choir and orchestra. We thank you
because you have given us this spark of God filled with joy, which God enables
to be kindled in you and in us.



The Assisi Day of Prayer

JANUARY 2002

This man, Francis, who responded totally to the call of the crucified
Christ, continues today to glow with the splendor of the same peace
that convinced the sultan, the peace that truly demolishes any wall.

When it moved off on Thursday, January 24, under a rain-laden sky, it seemed
to me that the train bringing to Assisi the representatives of a great number of
Christian churches and ecclesial communities together with the exponents of
numerous world religions, intent on bearing witness to and praying for peace,
was a symbol of our pilgrimage in history. For, are we not all passengers on
the same train?

And is it not a great ambition and, at the same time, a shining beacon of
hope that the train chose as its destination peace and justice, the reconcilia-
tion of peoples and religions? Everywhere as we passed through the stations a
great crowd gathered to greet the pilgrims of peace. In the streets of Assisi and
in the great marquee, the place of united witness, we were once again im-
mersed in the enthusiasm and thankful joy of a large gathering of young
people in particular. The people’s cheers of welcome were principally for the
elderly man dressed in white who was on the train. Men and women, who too
often in daily life confront each other with hostility and appear to be divided
by insurmountable barriers, joined to greet the pope, and he, with all the force
of his personality, the profundity of his faith, and the passion he derives from
it for peace and reconciliation, extracted what seemed to be the impossible
from the charism of his office: he brought together the representatives of di-
vided Christendom and the exponents of various religions in a pilgrimage of
peace.

The applause, primarily for the pope, was also the spontaneous expression
of assent for all those people who, with him, seek peace and justice, and it was
a sign of the profound desire for peace in the hearts of individuals in the face



44 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

of the devastation all around them wrought by hatred and violence. Even if
the hatred seems invincible at times and appears to grow and grow in a spiral
of violence, here for a moment one perceived the presence of the power of
God, of the power of peace. I am reminded of the words of the Psalm: “With
my God I can scale any wall” (Ps 18:30). God does not pitch us one against the
other; rather, he who is One, who is the Father of all, helped us to scale the
walls separating us, if even for a moment. He made us see that he is peace and
that we cannot be close to God if we are far from peace.

In his address, the pope mentioned another cornerstone of the Bible—that
phrase from the Letter to the Ephesians: “For he is the peace between us and
has made the two peoples into one entity and broken down the barrier which
used to keep them apart ... the hostility” (Eph 2:14). In the New Testament,
peace and justice are the names of Christ (for “Christ, our justice,” see, for ex-
ample, 1 Cor 1:30). As Christians, we must not conceal this conviction of ours:
the confession of Christ our peace on the part of the pope and of the ecu-
menical patriarch resounded clear and solemn. But then again, it is this that
unites us over and beyond the frontiers: the pilgrimage for peace and justice.

The words a Christian should put to anyone setting out for these same des-
tinations are the Lord’s own words in reply to the scribe who had recognized a
synthesis of the Old Testament message in Christ’s twofold commandment to
love God and one’s neighbor. Jesus said: “You are not far from the kingdom of
God” (Mk 12:34).

For a proper understanding of the Assisi event, I think it important that we
do not see it as a representative array of supposedly interchangeable religions.

It was not the affirmation of any equality of the religions, which does not
exist. Assisi was more the expression of a journeying, of a seeking, of the pil-
grimage for peace that is only possible if peace be united with justice. For,
wherever there is no justice, wherever individuals are denied their rights, the
absence of war may be just a veil behind which are hidden injustice and op-
pression.

With their witness for peace, with their commitment to peace in justice, the
representatives of religions, as far as it was possible for them, embarked on a
journey that for everyone must be a journey of purification. That holds for us
Christians, too. We will only truly attain Christ if we have attained his peace
and his justice. Assisi, the city of St. Francis, is probably the best interpreter of
this thinking. Francis was Christian even before his conversion, as were his
fellow townspeople. And the victorious army of Perugia that cast him into
prison, a captive, a beaten man, was also made up of Christians. It was only
then, beaten, a prisoner, suffering, that he began to think of Christianity in a
new way.
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And it was only after this experience that it became possible for him to hear
and understand the voice of the Crucified One who spoke to him in the tiny
St. Damian’s Church, which was in ruins, the very symbol therefore of the
church of the time, profoundly rotten and decadent. Only then did he see how
great was the contrast between the nudity of the Crucified One, his poverty
and humiliation, and the luxury and violence that had once seemed normal to
him. And only then did he truly know Christ and understand, too, that the
Crusades were not the way to defend the rights of Christians in the Holy
Land. He saw, rather, that one had to take the message literally in imitation of
the Crucified One.

This man, Francis, who responded totally to the call of the crucified Christ,
continues today to glow with the splendor of the same peace that convinced
the sultan, the peace that truly demolishes any wall. If we as Christians embark
on the journey to peace following St. Francis’s example, we cannot fear any
loss of our identity. For it will be only then that we find it. And if others join
with us in seeking peace and justice, neither they nor we ourselves can have
any fear that the truth will be crushed under polished, prepackaged phraseol-
ogy. No, if we seriously set out toward peace, then we will be on the right road
because we will be on God’s own road to peace (Rom 15:33), God whose face
was made visible to us as Christians through faith in Christ.
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The Feeling of Things,
the Contemplation of Beauty

Message to the Communion and
Liberation Meeting at Rimini

AUGUST 24-30, 2002

Every year, in the Liturgy of the Hours for the Season of Lent, I am struck
anew by a paradox in Vespers for Monday of the Second Week of the Psalter.
Here, side by side, are two antiphons, one for the Season of Lent, the other for
Holy Week. Both introduce Psalm 44 [45], but they present strikingly contra-
dictory interpretations. The psalm describes the wedding of the king, his
beauty, his virtues, his mission, and then becomes an exaltation of his bride.
In the season of Lent, Psalm 44 is framed by the same antiphon used for the
rest of the year. The third verse of the psalm says: “You are the fairest of the
children of men and grace is poured upon your lips.”

Naturally, the church reads this psalm as a poetic-prophetic representation
of Christ’s spousal relationship with his church. She recognizes Christ as the
fairest of men, the grace poured upon his lips points to the inner beauty of his
words, the glory of his proclamation. So it is not merely the external beauty of
the Redeemer’s appearance that is glorified: rather, the beauty of Truth ap-
pears in him, the beauty of God himself, who draws us to himself and at the
same time captures us with the wound of Love, the holy passion (eros), that
enables us to go forth together, with and in the church, his Bride, to meet the
Love who calls us.

On Monday of Holy Week, however, the church changes the antiphon and
invites us to interpret the Psalm in the light of Isaiah 53:2: “He had neither
beauty, no majesty, nothing to attract our eyes, no grace to make us delight in



48 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

him.” How can we reconcile this? The appearance of the “fairest of the chil-
dren of men” is so wretched that no one desires to look at him. Pilate pre-
sented him to the crowd, saying, “Behold the man!” to rouse sympathy for the
crushed and battered Man, in whom no external beauty remained.

Augustine, who in his youth wrote a book on the Beautiful and the Harmo-
nious [De pulchro et apto] and who appreciated beauty in words, in music, in
the figurative arts, had a keen appreciation of this paradox and realized that in
this regard, the great Greek philosophy of the beautiful was not simply rejected
but rather dramatically called into question, and what the beautiful might be,
what beauty might mean, would have to be debated anew and suffered. Refer-
ring to the paradox contained in these texts, he spoke of the contrasting blasts
of “two trumpets” produced by the same breath, the same Spirit. He knew that
a paradox is contrast and not contradiction. Both quotes come from the same
Spirit who inspires all scripture, but sounds different notes in it. It is in this
way that he sets us before the totality of true Beauty, of Truth itself.

In the first place, the text of Isaiah supplies the question that interested the
fathers of the church, whether or not Christ was beautiful. Implicit here is the
more radical question of whether beauty is true or whether it is not ugliness
that leads us to the deepest truth of reality. Whoever believes in God, in the
God who manifested himself, precisely in the altered appearance of Christ
crucified as Love “to the end” (Jn 13:1), knows that beauty is truth and truth
beauty; but in the suffering Christ he also learns that the beauty of truth also
embraces offense, pain, and even the dark mystery of death, and that this can
only be found in accepting suffering, not in ignoring it.

Certainly, the consciousness that beauty has something to do with pain was
also present in the Greek world. For example, let us take Plato’s Phaedrus.
Plato contemplates the encounter with beauty as the salutary emotional shock
that makes man leave his shell and sparks his “enthusiasm” by attracting him
to what is other than himself. Man, says Plato, has lost the original perfection
that was conceived for him. He is now perennially searching for the healing
primitive form. Nostalgia and longing impel him to pursue the quest; beauty
prevents him from being content with just daily life. It causes him to suffer. In
a Platonic sense, we could say that the arrow of nostalgia pierces man, wounds
him, and in this way gives him wings, lifts him upward toward the transcen-
dent. In his discourse on the Symposium, Aristophanes says that lovers do not
know what they really want from each other. From the search for what is more
than their pleasure, it is obvious that the souls of both are thirsting for some-
thing other than amorous pleasure. But the heart cannot express this “other”
thing; “it has only a vague perception of what it truly wants and wonders
about it as an enigma.”
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In the fourteenth century, in the book The Life in Christ by the Byzantine
theologian Nicholas Cabasilas, we rediscover Plato’s experience in which the
ultimate object of nostalgia, transformed by the new Christian experience,
continues to be nameless. Cabasilas says: “When men have a longing so great
that it surpasses human nature, and eagerly desire and are able to accomplish
things beyond human thought, it is the Bridegroom who has smitten them
with this longing. It is he who has sent a ray of his beauty into their eyes.
The greatness of the wound already shows the arrow which has struck home,
the longing indicates who has inflicted the wound” (cf. The Life in Christ,
Book II, p. 15).

The beautiful wounds, but this is exactly how it summons man to his final
destiny. What Plato said, and more than 1,500 years later, Cabasilas, has noth-
ing to do with superficial aestheticism and irrationalism or with the flight
from clarity and the importance of reason. The beautiful is knowledge cer-
tainly but in a superior form, since it arouses man to the real greatness of the
truth. Here Cabasilas has remained entirely Greek, since he puts knowledge
first when he says, “In fact it is knowing that causes love and gives birth to
it.... Since this knowledge is sometimes very ample and complete and at other
times imperfect, it follows that the love potion has the same effect.”

He is not content to leave this assertion in general terms. In his characteris-
tically rigorous thought, he distinguishes between two kinds of knowledge.
One is knowledge through instruction, which remains, so to speak, “second-
hand” and does not imply any direct contact with reality itself. The second
type of knowledge is knowledge through personal experience, through a
direct relationship with the reality. “Therefore we do not love it to the extent
that it is a worthy object of love, and since we have not perceived the very
form itself we do not experience its proper effect.”

True knowledge is being struck by the arrow of Beauty that wounds man,
moved by reality, “how it is Christ himself who is present and in an ineffable
way disposes and forms the souls of men” (cf. The Life in Christ, Book IL, p. 15).

Being struck and overcome by the beauty of Christ is a more real, more
profound knowledge than mere rational deduction. Of course, we must not
underrate the importance of theological reflection, of exact and precise theo-
logical thought; it remains absolutely necessary. But to move from here to
disdain or to reject the impact produced by the response of the heart in the
encounter with beauty as a true form of knowledge would impoverish us and
dry up our faith and our theology. We must rediscover this form of knowl-
edge; it is a pressing need of our time.

Starting with this concept, Hans Urs von Balthasar built his magnum opus,
Theological Aesthetics. Many of its details have passed into theological work,
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while his fundamental approach, in truth the essential element of the whole
work, has not been so readily accepted. Of course, this is not just, or princi-
pally, a theological problem, but a problem of pastoral life, which has to foster
the person’s encounter with the beauty of faith. All too often arguments fall
on deaf ears because in our world too many contradictory arguments com-
pete with one another, so much so that we are spontaneously reminded of the
medieval theologians’ description of reason, that it “has a wax nose”: in other
words, it can be pointed in any direction, if one is clever enough. Everything
makes sense, is so convincing, whom should we trust?

The encounter with the beautiful can become the wound of the arrow that
strikes the heart and in this way opens our eyes, so that later, from this experi-
ence, we take the criteria for judgment and can correctly evaluate the argu-
ments. For me an unforgettable experience was the Bach concert that Leonard
Bernstein conducted in Munich after the sudden death of Karl Richter. I was
sitting next to the Lutheran Bishop Hanselmann. When the last note of one of
the great Thomas Kantor cantatas triumphantly faded away, we looked at each
other spontaneously and right then we said: “Anyone who has heard this
knows that the faith is true.” The music had such an extraordinary force of
reality that we realized, no longer by deduction but by the impact on our
hearts, that it could not have originated from nothingness, but could only
have come to be through the power of the Truth that became real in the com-
poser’s inspiration. Isn’t the same thing evident when we allow ourselves to be
moved by the icon of the Trinity of Rublév? In the art of the icons, as in the
great Western paintings of the Romanesque and Gothic periods, the experi-
ence described by Cabasilas, starting with interiority, is visibly portrayed and
can be shared.

In a rich way, Pavel Evdokimov has brought to light the interior pathway
that an icon establishes. An icon does not simply reproduce what can be per-
ceived by the senses, but rather it presupposes, as he says, “a fasting of sight.”
Inner perception must free itself from the impression of the merely sensible
and in prayer and ascetical effort acquire a new and deeper capacity to see, to
perform the passage from what is merely external to the profundity of reality,
in such a way that the artist can see what the senses as such do not see, and
what actually appears in what can be perceived: the splendor of the glory of
God, the “glory of God shining on the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6).

To admire the icons and the great masterpieces of Christian art in general
leads us on an inner way, a way of overcoming ourselves; thus in this purifica-
tion of vision that is a purification of the heart, it reveals the beautiful to us,
or at least a ray of it. In this way we are brought into contact with the power of
the truth. T have often affirmed my conviction that the true apology of Chris-
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tian faith, the most convincing demonstration of its truth against every denial,
is to be found in the saints and the beauty that the faith has generated. Today,
for faith to grow, we must lead ourselves and the persons we meet to encoun-
ter the saints and to enter into contact with the Beautiful.

Now, however, we still have to respond to an objection. We have already
rejected the assumption which claims that what has just been said is a flight
into the irrational, into mere aestheticism.

Rather, it is the opposite that is true: this is the very way in which reason is
freed from dullness and made ready to act.

Today another objection has even greater weight: the message of beauty is
thrown into complete doubt by the power of falsehood, seduction, violence,
and evil. Can the beautiful be genuine, or in the end, is it only an illusion?
Isn’t reality perhaps basically evil? The fear that in the end it is not the arrow
of the beautiful that leads us to the truth and that falsehood, all that is ugly
and vulgar, may constitute the true “reality” has at all times caused people
anguish. At present this is expressed in the assertion that after Auschwitz it
was no longer possible to write poetry; after Auschwitz it is no longer possible
to speak of a God who is good. People wondered: where was God when the
gas chambers were operating? This objection, which seemed reasonable
enough before Auschwitz when one became aware of all the atrocities of his-
tory, shows that in any case a purely harmonious concept of beauty is not
enough. It cannot stand up to the confrontation with the gravity of the ques-
tioning about God, truth, and beauty. Apollo, who for Plato’s Socrates was
“the God” and the guarantor of unruffled beauty as “the truly divine,” is abso-
lutely no longer sufficient.

In this way, we return to the “two trumpets” of the Bible with which we
started, to the paradox of being able to say of Christ: “You are the fairest of the
children of men,” and “He had no beauty, no majesty to draw our eyes, no
grace to make us delight in him.” In the Passion of Christ, the Greek aesthetic,
which deserves admiration for its perceived contact with the divine but which
remained inexpressible for it, is not removed but overcome. The experience of
the beautiful has received new depth and new realism. The one who is Beauty
itself let himself be slapped in the face, spat upon, crowned with thorns; the
shroud of Turin can help us imagine this in a realistic way. However, in his
face, which is so disfigured, there appears genuine, extreme beauty: the beauty
of love that goes “to the very end”; for this reason it is revealed as greater than
falsehood and violence. Whoever has perceived this beauty knows that truth,
not falsehood, is the real aspiration of the world. It is not the false that is
“true” but, indeed, the Truth. It is, as it were, a new trick of what is false to
present itself as “truth” and to say to us: over and above me there is basically
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nothing, stop seeking or even loving the truth; in doing so you are on the
wrong track. The icon of the crucified Christ sets us free from this deception
that is so widespread today. However, it imposes a condition: that we let our-
selves be wounded by him, and that we believe in the Love who can risk set-
ting aside his external beauty to proclaim, in this way, the truth of the
beautiful.

Falsehood, however, has another stratagem. A beauty that is deceptive and
false, a dazzling beauty that does not bring human beings out of themselves to
open them to the ecstasy of rising to the heights but indeed locks them en-
tirely into themselves. Such beauty does not reawaken a longing for the Inef-
fable, readiness for sacrifice, the abandonment of self, but instead stirs up the
desire, the will for power, possession, and pleasure. It is that type of experi-
ence of beauty of which Genesis speaks in the account of the Original Sin. Eve
saw that the fruit of the tree was “beautiful” to eat and “delightful to the eyes.”
The beautiful, as she experienced it, aroused in her a desire for possession,
making her, as it were, turn in upon herself. Who would not recognize, for
example in advertising, the images made with supreme skill that are created to
tempt the human being irresistibly, to make him want to grab everything and
seek the passing satisfaction rather than be open to others.

So it is that Christian art today is caught between two fires (as perhaps it
always has been): it must oppose the cult of the ugly, which says that every-
thing beautiful is a deception, and only the representation of what is crude,
low, and vulgar is the truth, the true illumination of knowledge. And it has to
counter the deceptive beauty that makes the human being seem diminished
instead of making him great, and for this reason is false.

Is there anyone who does not know Dostoyevsky’s often quoted sentence:
“The Beautiful will save us”? However, people usually forget that Dostoyevsky
is referring here to the redeeming Beauty of Christ. We must learn to see him.
If we know him, not only in words, if we are struck by the arrow of his para-
doxical beauty, then we will truly know him, and know him not only because
we have heard others speak about him. Then we will have found the beauty of
Truth, of the Truth that redeems. Nothing can bring us into close contact with
the beauty of Christ himself other than the world of beauty created by faith
and light that shines out from the faces of the saints, through whom his own
light becomes visible.
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Guardini on Christ
in Our Century

Romano Guardini’s book The Lord has helped more than one generation of
Christians enter into a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ. When the book
first appeared, it offered a new approach to the spiritual interpretation of
scripture for which young people in particular longed—a longing, I might
add, that is being felt again in our own day.

The First World War was everywhere experienced as the collapse of the
liberal dream of ever-advancing progress engendered by reason alone. This
crisis of liberalism had great consequences for the church and theology. Every
“rational Christianity” that the liberal theologians had managed to develop
was affected by it. Liberal biblical interpretation, or exegesis, had actually pre-
pared the ground for this crisis by its attempt to discover behind the “veneer
of dogma” the true “historical” Jesus. Naturally, by the liberals’ way of think-
ing, the historical Jesus could only be a mere man. The liberals thought that
everything supernatural, everything pertaining to the mystery of God that
surrounded Jesus, was merely the embellishment and exaggeration of believ-
ers. Only with everything supernatural removed could the true figure of Jesus
finally come into view! Already by the turn of the century, however, Albert
Schweitzer had established that such an attempt would result only in contra-
dictions: such a “sanitized” Jesus would be not an actual person but the prod-
uct of a historian.

As a student, Romano Guardini had himself experienced the drama of lib-
eralism and its collapse, and with a few friends he set out to find a new path
for theology. What came to impress him in the course of this search was the
experience of the liturgy as the place of encounter with Jesus. It is above all in
the liturgy that Jesus is among us; here he speaks to us, here he lives.

Guardini recognized that the liturgy is the true, living environment for the
Bible and that the Bible can be properly understood only in this living context
within which it first emerged. The texts of the Bible, this great book of Christ,
are not to be seen as the literary products of some scribes at their desks, but



54 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

rather as the words of Christ himself delivered in the celebration of Holy
Mass. The scriptural texts are thoroughly imbued with the awe of divine wor-
ship resulting from the believer’s interior attentiveness to the living voice of
the present Lord. In the preface to his book, Guardini himself tells us of the
way in which these texts have arisen: “We can only reverently pause before this
or that word or act, ready to learn, adore, obey.”

Guardini did not view his book as theology in the strict sense of the word,
but more as a kind of proclamation or preaching. Nonetheless, he did not fail
to take into account the theological significance of what he had to say.
Throughout The Lord, Guardini struggled to come to the correct understand-
ing of Jesus: all attempts to “cleanse” the figure of Jesus of the supernatural
result in contradictions and meaningless constructions. One simply cannot
strip “the wholly other,” the mysterious, the divine from this individual. With-
out this element, the very Person of Jesus himself dissolves. There simply is no
psychological portrait of Jesus which can render his different features com-
prehensible solely from a human perspective. Repeatedly the analysis of this
man takes us into a realm that is incomprehensible, “an incomprehensibility,
however, full of measureless promise.” The figure and mission of Jesus are
“forever beyond the reach of history’s most powerful ray,” because “their ulti-
mate explanations are to be found only in that impenetrable territory which
he calls ‘my Father’s will.”

Guardini spoke in a similar way in 1936 in a small but invaluable book en-
titled The Picture of Jesus the Christ in the New Testament, the result of charac-
teristically methodical reflections:

Perhaps we will not even succeed in arriving at a “person,” but rather
only at a series of sketches which stretch out beyond our range of vision.
Perhaps we will experience that the Ascension was not simply a unique
occurrence in the life of Jesus, but rather above all, the manner in which
He is given to us: as one vanishing into heaven, into the Unconditional
which is God. However, if that is the case, then these bare sketches are
most precious: They are sign-posts pointing us to the “stepping beyond”
of faith; and insofar as they go beyond our vision, in fact, precisely be-
cause they go beyond our vision, they teach us to worship.

From such a way of thinking, the meditations arose that together make up this
book. For Guardini the first step is always attentive listening to the message of
the scriptural text. In this way the real contribution of exegesis to an under-
standing of Jesus is fully acknowledged. But in this attentiveness to the text,
the listener, according to Guardini’s understanding, does not make himself to
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be master of the Word. Rather, the listener makes himself the believing disci-
ple who allows himself to be led and enlightened by the Word. It is precisely
by repudiating a closed, merely human logic that the greatness and unique-
ness of this person becomes apparent to us. It is precisely in this way that the
prison of our prejudice is broken open; it is in this way that our eyes are slowly
opened and that we come to recognize what is truly human, since we have
been touched by the very humanity of God himself.

One of Guardini’s favorite expressions was “that which is truly real will
arise from the rich, varied expansiveness of our existence, of our being fully
Christian, and will lead us to the One who is truly real.” As we are taught by
Guardini, the essence of Christianity is not an idea, not a system of thought,
not a plan of action. The essence of Christianity is a person: Jesus Christ him-
self. That which is essential is the one who is essential. To become truly real
means to come to know Jesus Christ and to learn from him what it means to
be human.

Our time is in many respects far different from that in which Romano
Guardini lived and worked. But it is as true now as in his day that the peril of
the church, indeed of humanity, consists in bleaching out the image of Jesus
Christ in an attempt to shape a Jesus according to our own standards, so that
we do not follow him in obedient discipleship but rather recreate him in our
own image! Yet still in our own day, salvation consists only in our becoming
“truly real.” And we can do that only when we discover anew the true reality of
Jesus Christ and through him discover the way to an upright and just life.
Guardini’s book The Lord has not grown old, precisely because it still leads us
to that which is essential, to that which is truly real, Jesus Christ himself. That
is why this book still has a great mission today.
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Christ the Liberator

An Easter Homily

The Eastern church’s picture of Easter has taken a different path from that of
the Western world and the images that are familiar to us. She does not
show the Lord having burst from the grave, suspended in a brilliant, divine
glory above the world, as in Grunewald’s impressive and masterful painting.
Since scripture itself does not portray the Resurrection event, Eastern believ-
ers, too, refrained from depicting it. The icon, by contrast, represents as it
were the mysterious inner dimension of the event of Easter, which is indicated
by a few words of scripture and which we profess in the Creed when we say,
“He descended into hell.” In the perspective of the icon, this is an affirmation
concerning Jesus’s victory. The icon shows him having shattered the bolt of
this world, having torn its gates from their hinges. It depicts him as the “stron-
ger man” who has opened and penetrated the domain of the “strong man.” It
portrays him as the Victor, having burst through the supposedly impregnable
fortress of death, such that death is now no longer a place of no return; its
doors lie open. Christ, in the aura of his wounded love, stands in this doorway,
addresses the still somnolent Adam, and takes him by the hand to lead him
forth. The liturgy of Holy Saturday circles around this event.'

In an ancient Easter Vigil homily ascribed to Epiphanius, which is also read
in our liturgy now, we hear what we may imagine to be the words of Jesus
Christ.2 He says to Adam, “T am your God, yet I have become your son. I am in
you, and you are in me. We together are a single, indivisible person.” Thus it is
clear that this Adam does not signify an individual in a dim and distant past:
the Adam addressed by the victorious Christ is we ourselves—“I am in you,
and you are in me.” Having taken human nature, he is now present in human
flesh, and we are present in him, the Son. Epiphanius quotes and expands a
passage from the Letter to the Ephesians: “Awake, O sleeper, and arise from
the dead, and Christ shall give you light. I have not created you to be in prison
forever. I did not make you for the dungeon.” This pronouncement contains
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the whole Christian message of Easter. Again, we see that this prison which
Christ opens is not somewhere or other in the unknown depths of the earth.
It can be anywhere—in the prisons of this world but also in the midst of
luxury and apparent freedom. A theologian of the ancient church once wrote,
“Christ descended into hell when he spoke with Caiaphas.” What a terrible
dictum! But how many Caiaphases are there in the world? How much of
Caiaphas is there in each of us? Truly, the prison that alienates us from our-
selves can be anywhere and everywhere. What, then, makes this prison, this
alienation, which robs man of freedom and against which he rebels in a thou-
sand different ways? What makes man a prisoner, incapable of being himself?
What is the specific characteristic of a prison? On reflection, it is surely the
deprivation of freedom, and at a deeper level, it is that the human being is
denied communication, that is, normal fellowship and relationship with
others, along with normal participation in activity in the world. I am re-
minded of the phrase in which the Bishops’ Conference in Puebla summed up
their strategy of liberation: comuniori y participation (fellowship and partici-
pation). These two give substance to man. Where both are cut off, his own
selthood is denied him. Yet if we see our freedom solely in these two elements,
fellowship and participation, we shall be forgetting a third fundamental ele-
ment, which is actually the first, the basis for all real freedom, without which
man can never genuinely discover his dignity and his freedom. This third ele-
ment is mentioned in the words of Ephesians we have just heard: “Awake ...
and Christ shall give you light” In ancient times the really terrible thing about
prisons was that they cut people off from the light of day and plunged them
into darkness. So, at a deeper level, the real alienation, unfreedom, and im-
prisonment of man consists in his want of truth. If he does not know truth, if
he does not know who he is, why he is there, and what the reality of this world
consists in, he is only stumbling around in the dark. He is a prisoner; he is not
“being’s freedman.” The first and most fundamental of all human rights is the
right to God, the Holy Father said on his visit to Ireland. Without this basic
right, which is also the right to truth, the other human rights are not enough.
Without this fundamental right to truth and to God, man becomes degraded
to the level of a mere creature of needs. And the deep darkness and alienation
of our times are shown in the fact that we have powers and abilities but do not
know what they are for; we have so much knowledge that we are no longer
able to believe and see truth; we are no longer able to embrace the totality.
Our philosophy is that of Pilate: what is truth? This only looks like a question:
in fact, it is a statement, to the effect that there is no truth, and only idiots and
fanatics imagine they have it or argue about it. But if this is how things are, if
man has no truth, only abilities, he is fundamentally alienated, and “participa-
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tion” is only an empty playacting in the dark, deluding man with the notion
of freedom and hurting him deeply. There is nothing fortuitous about the
strident protests against such empty freedom: man, deprived of truth, has
been dishonored.

“T did not make you for the dungeon. Arise, and Christ shall give you
light!” The ancient church used these words of Christ to Adam as a baptismal
hymn, as the believing church’s summons to the candidate. Thus it expresses
the fact that Easter, the victory in which Jesus Christ breaks down the walls of
alienation and leads us out into the open air, is to be heard continually in the
sacrament of baptism. In this sacrament he takes us by the hand; in it, Truth
speaks to us and shows us to the way to freedom. Wherever baptism is cele-
brated, the reality of Easter takes place here and now. So the annual feast of
Easter is an invitation to us to return to our own baptism, to seize the hand of
Truth, which reaches out to lead us to the light. To renew our baptism, and
hence genuinely to celebrate Easter, the feast of liberation, means that we
renew our acceptance of the truth of faith; it means entering into the light of
this truth and, as believers, overcoming the darkness of truth’s absence. In this
way we discover the real core of our freedom.

“Arise, Christ shall give you light!” The church’s real ministry of liberation
is to hold aloft the flame of truth in the world. Liberation is our continual and
fresh acceptance of truth as the path of life set before us.

We must acknowledge, however, that faith is seriously weakened and
threatened within the church. Even we in the church have lost courage. We
feel it to be arrogance or triumphalism to assume that the Christian faith tells
us the truth. We have picked up the idea that all religions are the product of
history, some developing this way and others that, and that every person is as
he is because of the accident of birth. Such a view reduces religion from the
level of truth to the level of habit. It becomes an empty flux of inherited tradi-
tions that no longer have any significance. But this view also eliminates a cru-
cial affirmation from the Christian faith, namely Christ's “I am the
Truth”’—and hence the Way, hence also the Life. There is a great temptation to
say, “But there is so much suffering in the world!—let’s suspend the question
of truth for a while. First let’s get on with the great social tasks of liberation;
then, one day, we will indulge in the luxury of the question of truth.” In fact,
however, if we postpone the question of truth and declare it to be unimpor-
tant, we are emasculating man, depriving him of the very core of his human
dignity. If there is no truth, everything is a matter of indifference. Then social
order swiftly becomes compulsion, and participation becomes violation. The
church’s real contribution to liberation, which she can never postpone and
which is most urgent today, is to proclaim truth in the world, to affirm that
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God is, that God knows us, and that God is as Jesus Christ has revealed him,
and that, in Jesus Christ, he has given us the path of life. Only then can there
be such a thing as conscience, man’s receptivity to truth, which gives each
person direct access to God and makes him greater than every imaginable
world system.

“I did not make you for the dungeon.” In this Easter hour let us ask the
Lord to visit the dungeons of this world, all the prisons that are hushed up by
a propaganda that knows no truth, by a strategy of disinformation, keeping us
in the dark and constituting our dungeon. Let us ask him to enter into the
spiritual prisons of this age, into the darkness of our lack of truth, revealing
himself as the Victor who tears down the gates and says to us, “I, your God,
have become your Son. Come out! I have not created you to be in prison for-
ever. I did not make you for the dungeon.” In his play No Exif, Jean-Paul
Sartre portrays man as a being who is hopelessly trapped. He sums up his
gloomy picture of man in the words, “Hell is other people.” This being so, hell
is everywhere, and there is no exit, the doors are everywhere closed.

Christ, however, says to us, “I, your God, have become your Son. Come
out!” Now the exact opposite is true: heaven is other people. Christ summons
us to find heaven in him, to discover him in others and thus to be heaven to
each other. He calls us to let heaven shine into this world, to build heaven
here. Jesus stretches out his hand to us in his Easter message, in the mystery of
the sacraments, so that Easter may be now, so that the light of heaven may
shine forth in this world and the doors may be opened. Let us take his hand!
Amen.
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At the Root of the Crisis
The Idea of Church

VITTORIO MESSORI INTERVIEWS
JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER (1985)

CHAPTER 3 OF THE RATZINGER REPORT

So, it’s a crisis." But where, in your opinion, is the principal point of rupture,
the crack that, by widening, threatens the stability of the whole edifice of the
Catholic faith?

No doubts exist in Cardinal Ratzinger’s mind: the alarm must focus before
all else on the crisis of the understanding of the church, on ecclesiology:
“Herein lies the cause of a good part of the misunderstandings or real errors
that endanger theology and common Catholic opinion alike.”

He explains: “My impression is that the authentically Catholic meaning of
the reality ‘church’ is tacitly disappearing, without being expressly rejected.
Many no longer believe that what is at issue is a reality willed by the Lord
himself. Even with some theologians, the church appears to be a human con-
struction, an instrument created by us and one that we ourselves can freely
reorganize according to the requirements of the moment. In other words, in
many ways a conception of church is spreading in Catholic thought, and even
in Catholic theology, that cannot even be called Protestant in a ‘classic’ sense.
Many current ecclesiological ideas, rather, refer to the model of certain North
American ‘free churches, in which in the past believers took refuge from the
oppressive model of the ‘state church’ produced by the Reformation. Those
refugees, no longer believing in an institutional church willed by Christ, and
wanting at the same time to escape the state church, created their own church,
an organization structured according to their needs.”
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How is it with Catholics instead?

“For a Catholic,” he explains, “the church is indeed composed of men who
organize her external visage. But behind this, the fundamental structures are
willed by God himself, and therefore they are inviolable. Behind the human
exterior stands the mystery of a more than human reality, in which reformers,
sociologists, organizers have no authority whatsoever. If the church instead is
viewed as a human construction, the product of our own efforts, even the
contents of the faith end up assuming an arbitrary character: the faith, in fact,
no longer has an authentic, guaranteed instrument through which to express
itself. Thus, without a view of the mystery of the church that is also supernatu-
ral and not only sociological, Christology itself loses its reference to the divine
in favor of a purely human structure, and ultimately it amounts to a purely
human project: the gospel becomes the Jesus-project, the social-liberation
project, or other merely historical, immanent projects that can still seem reli-
gious in appearance, but which are atheistic in substance.”

During Vatican II there was a great emphasis—in the interventions of some
bishops, in the statements of their theological advisors, but also in the final
documents—on the concept of the church as “People of God,” a conception
that subsequently seemed to dominate in the postconciliar ecclesiologies.
“That’s true. There was and there still is this emphasis, which in the council
texts, however, is balanced with others that complete it. A balance that has
been lost with many theologians. Yet, contrary to what the latter think, in this
way there is the risk of moving backward rather than forward. Here, indeed,
there is even the danger of abandoning the New Testament in order to return
to the Old. ‘People of God’ in scripture, in fact, is a reference to Israel in its
relationship of prayer and fidelity to the Lord. But to limit the definition of
the church to that expression means not to give expression to the New Testa-
ment understanding of the church in its fullness. Here ‘People of God’ actu-
ally refers always to the Old Testament element of the church, to her
continuity with Israel. But the church receives her New Testament character
more distinctively in the concept of the ‘body of Christ’ One is church and
one is a member thereof, not through a sociological adherence but precisely
through incorporation in this body of the Lord through baptism and the Eu-
charist. Behind the concept of the church as the People of God, which has
been so exclusively thrust into the foreground today, hide influences of eccle-
siologies that de facto revert to the Old Testament; and perhaps also political,
partisan, and collectivist influences. In reality, there is no truly New Testa-
ment, Catholic concept of church without a direct and vital relation not only
with sociology but first of all with Christology. The church does not exhaust
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herself in the ‘collective’ of the believers: being the ‘body of Christ’ she is much
more than the simple sum of her members.”

For the prefect, the gravity of the situation is accentuated by the fact that—
on so vital a point as ecclesiology—it does not seem possible to bring about a
clarification through promulgations. And although these have not been lack-
ing, in his view what would be necessary is a work in depth. “It is necessary to
recreate an authentically Catholic climate, to find again the meaning of the
church as Church of the Lord, as the locus of the real presence of God in the
world. That mystery of which Vatican II speaks when it writes those awe-
somely challenging words, which correspond nonetheless to the whole Catho-
lic tradition: ‘“The church, or, in other words, the Kingdom of Christ now
present in mystery”” (Lumen Gentium, no. 3).

“IT IS NOT OURS; IT IS HIS”

In confirmation of the “qualitative” difference of the church with respect to
any other human organization whatsoever, he recalls that “only the church, in
this world, goes beyond even the radically impassable frontier: the frontier of
death. Living or dead, the members of the church live in association with the
same life that proceeds from the incorporation of all in the body of Christ.”

It is the reality, I observe, that Catholic theology has always called communio
sanctorum, the communion of “saints,” in which all the baptized are “saints.”

“Of course,” he says. “But it must not be forgotten that the Latin expression
does not mean only the union of the members of the church, living or dead.
Communio sanctorum means also to have ‘holy things’ in common, that is to
say, the grace of the sacraments that pours forth from the dead and resur-
rected Christ. It is precisely this mysterious yet real bond, this union in Life,
that is also the reason why the church is not our church, which we could dis-
pose of as we please. She is, rather, his church. All that which is only our
church is not church in the deep sense; it belongs to her human—hence sec-
ondary, transitory—aspect.”

Does the modern forgetfulness or rejection of this Catholic concept of the
church, 1 ask, not also involve consequences in the relation with the ecclesial
hierarchy?

“Certainly. And among the gravest. Here lies the origin of the decline of the
authentic concept of ‘obedience. According to some, it would no longer even
be a Christian virtue but a heritage of an authoritarian, dogmatic past, hence
one to be overcome. If the church, in fact, is our church, if we alone are the
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church, if her structures are not willed by Christ, then it is no longer possible
to conceive of the existence of a hierarchy as a service to the baptized estab-
lished by the Lord himself. It is a rejection of the concept of an authority
willed by God, an authority therefore that has its legitimation in God and
not—as happens in political structures—in the consensus of the majority of
the members of an organization. But the church of Christ is not a party, not
an association, not a club. Her deep and permanent structure is not demio-
cratic but sacramental, consequently hierarchical. For the hierarchy based on
the apostolic succession is the indispensable condition to arrive at the
strength, the reality of the sacrament. Here authority is not based on the ma-
jority of votes; it is based on the authority of Christ himself, which he willed
to pass on to men who were to be his representatives until his definitive
return. Only if this perspective is acquired anew will it be possible to redis-
cover the necessity and fruitfulness of obedience to the legitimate ecclesiasti-
cal hierarchies.”

FOR A REAL REFORM

Yet alongside the traditional expression communio sanctorum (in that com-
prehensive meaning), I remark, there is also another Latin phrase that has
always enjoyed validity among Catholics: Ecclesia semper reformanda, the
church is always needful of reform. The council has clearly expressed itself on
this score:

By the power of the Holy Spirit, the Church is the faithful spouse of the
Lord and will never fail to be a sign of salvation in the world; but she is
by no means unaware that down through the centuries there have been
among her members, both clerical and lay, some who were disloyal to
the Spirit of God. Today as well, the Church is not blind to the discrep-
ancy between the message she proclaims and the human weakness of
those to whom the Gospel has been entrusted. Whatever is history’s
judgment on these shortcomings, we cannot ignore them, and we must
combat them earnestly, lest they hinder the spread of the Gospel.
(Gaudium et spes, no. 43)

Even respecting the mystery, are we not also called to make efforts to change
the church?

“To be sure,” he replies, “in her human structures the church is semper refor-
manda, but one must be clear in this question as to how and up to what point.
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The text cited from Vatican II already gives a quite precise indication, by speak-
ing of the ‘fidelity of the Bride of Christ, which is not called in question by the
infidelities of her members. But in order to make this clearer, I shall refer to the
Latin formula that the Roman liturgy had the celebrant pronounce in every
Mass, at the ‘sign of peace’ preceding Communion. That prayer read: Domine
Jesu Christe ... ne respicias peccata mea, sed fidem Ecclesiae tuae. That is to say:
‘Lord Jesus Christ, look not upon my sins, but upon the faith of your church’
Now in many translations of the Ordinary of the Mass into the languages of
different countries (but also in the renewed Latin text), the formula has been
changed from this ‘T form to a ‘We’ form: ‘Look not upon our sins.” A change of
this kind may appear irrelevant at first, but it is of great significance.”

Why attribute such importance to the change from “I” to “We”?

“Because,” he explains, “the use of the singular is an allusion to the neces-
sity of a personal admission of one’s own fault, to the requisiteness of personal
conversion, which today is very often hidden in the anonymous mass of ‘We,
of the group, of the ‘system, of humanity. Hence, in the end, where all have
sinned, nobody seems to have sinned. In this way the sense of personal re-
sponsibility, of the faults of each one, is dissolved. Naturally the new version
of the text can be understood in a correct manner, because the I and the We
are always intertwined in sin—and, of course, in the Lord’s Prayer itself we
pray, ‘Forgive us our trespasses. But the alteration here does nevertheless rein-
force the contemporary tendency to diminish personal responsibility. What is
important is that in the new emphasis on the We, the I not disappear.”

This point, I remark, is important, and it will be worthwhile to come back to it
later. But for the moment let us go back where we were: to the connection be-
tween the axiom Ecclesia semper reformanda and the invocation to Christ for
personal forgiveness.

“Agreed, let us go back to that prayer which liturgical wisdom inserted at
the most solemn moment of the Mass, to that moment of physical, intimate
union with Christ who has transformed himself into bread and wine. The
church presumed that anyone who celebrated the Eucharist would need to
say: I have sinned, Lord, look not upon my sins. It was the obligatory invoca-
tion of every priest: each bishop, the pope himself, like the least priest, had to
pronounce it in his daily Mass. And also the laity, all the other members of the
church, were called to unite themselves to that recognition of guilt. Therefore,
everybody in the church, with no exception, had to confess himself to be a
sinner, beseech forgiveness, and then set out on the path of his real reform.
But this in no way means that the church as such was also a sinner. The
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church—as we have seen—is a reality that surpasses, mysteriously and infi-
nitely, the sum of her members. In fact, in order to obtain Christ’s forgiveness,
my sin was set over against the faith of his church.”

And today?

“Today this seems to have been forgotten by many theologians, priests, and
laymen. It is not only the change from the I to the We, from personal to collec-
tive responsibility. One even gets the impression that some, although uncon-
sciously, may reverse the prayer by understanding it in this way: ‘Look not
upon the sins of the church but upon my faith.... Should this really happen,
the consequences will be grave: the faults of individuals become the faults of
the church, and faith is reduced to a personal event, to my way of understand-
ing and of accepting God and his demands. I really fear that today this is a
widespread manner of feeling and thinking. It is another sign of how greatly
in many places the common Catholic consciousness has distanced itself from
an authentic conception of the church.”

What is to be done, then?

“We must,” he replies, “go back to saying to the Lord: ‘We sin, but the
church that is yours and the bearer of faith does not sin.’ Faith is the answer of
the church to Christ. It is church in the measure that it is an act of faith. This
faith is not an individual, solitary act, a response of the individual. Faith
means to believe fogether, with all the church.”

Where, then, can those “reforms” that we are always enjoined to introduce to
our community of believers, who live in history, address themselves?

He says, “We must always bear in mind that the church is not ours but his.
Hence the ‘reform, the ‘renewals’—necessary as they may be—cannot exhaust
themselves in a zealous activity on our part to erect new, sophisticated struc-
tures. The most that can come from a work of this kind is a church that is
‘ours, to our measure, which might indeed be interesting but which, by itself,
is nevertheless not the true church, that which sustains us with the faith and
gives us life with the sacrament. I mean to say that what we can do is infinitely
inferior to him who does. Hence, true ‘reform’ does not mean to take great pains
to erect new fagades (contrary to what certain ecclesiologies think). Real ‘reform’
is to strive to let what is ours disappear as much as possible so what belongs to
Christ may become more visible. It is a truth well known to the saints. Saints, in
fact, reformed the church in depth, not by working up plans for new structures,
but by reforming themselves. What the church needs in order to respond to the
needs of man in every age is holiness, not management.”
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Eucharist, Communion,

and Solidarity

Lecture Given at the Eucharistic Congress
of the Archdiocese of Benevento, Italy

JUNE 2, 2002

Dear friends, after preparing for your Eucharistic Congress with prayer,
reflection, and charitable activities under the guidance of your pastor,
Archbishop Serafino Sprovieri, the archdiocese of Benevento decided to un-
dertake a twofold investigation. It began an in-depth exploration of the rela-
tionship between the deepest sacramental mystery of the church—the Holy
Eucharist—and the church’s most practical, down-to-earth commitment: her
charitable work of sharing, reconciling, and unifying. The diocese proposed
this exploration the better to celebrate the sacrament and to live more fruit-
fully Christ’s “new commandment” that we “love one another.”

“AGAPE, PAX,” ORTHODOXY, ORTHOPRAXIS

Often, in the primitive church, the Eucharist was called simply “agape,” that is,
“love,” or even simply “pax,” that is, “peace.” The Christians of that time thus
expressed in a dramatic way the unbreakable link between the mystery of the
hidden presence of God and the praxis of serving the cause of peace, of Chris-
tians being peace. For the early Christians, there was no difference between
what today is often distinguished as orthodoxy and orthopraxis, as right doc-
trine and right action. Indeed, when this distinction is made, there generally
is a suggestion that the word orthodoxy is to be disdained: those who hold fast
to right doctrine are seen as people of narrow sympathy, rigid, potentially
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intolerant. In the final analysis, for those holding this rather critical view of
orthodoxy, everything depends on “right action,” with doctrine regarded as
something always open to further discussion. For those holding this view, the
chief thing is the fruit doctrine produces, while the way that leads to our just
action is a matter of indifference. Such a comparison would have been incom-
prehensible and unacceptable for those in the ancient church, for they rightly
understood the word orthodoxy not to mean “right doctrine” but to mean the
authentic adoration and glorification of God.

They were convinced that everything depended on being in the right rela-
tionship with God, on knowing what pleases him and what one can do to re-
spond to him in the right way. For this reason, Israel loved the law: from it,
they knew God’s will, they knew how to live justly and how to honor God in
the right way: by acting in accord with his will, bringing order into the world,
opening it to the transcendent.

CHRIST TEACHES HOW GOD IS GLORIFIED,
THE WORLD IS MADE JUST

This was the new joy Christians discovered: that now, beginning with Christ,
they understood how God ought to be glorified and how precisely through
this the world would become just. That these two things should go together—
how God is glorified and how justice comes—the angels had proclaimed on
the holy night: “Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth, goodwill
toward men,” they had said (Lk 2:14). God’s glory and peace on earth are in-
separable. Where God is excluded, there is a breakdown of peace in the world;
without God, no orthopraxis can save us. In fact, there does not exist an or-
thopraxis that is simply just, detached from a knowledge of what is good. The
will without knowledge is blind, and so action, orthopraxis, without knowl-
edge is blind and leads to the abyss. Marxism’s great deception was to tell us
that we had reflected on the world long enough, that now it was at last time to
change it. But if we do not know in what direction to change it, if we do not
understand its meaning and its inner purpose, then change alone becomes
destruction—as we have seen and continue to see. But the inverse is also true:
doctrine alone, which does not become life and action, becomes idle chatter
and so is equally empty. The truth is concrete. Knowledge and action are
closely united, as are faith and life. This awareness is precisely what your
theme seeks to state, “Eucharist, Communion, and Solidarity.” I should like to
dwell on the three key words you have chosen for your Eucharistic Congress
so as to clarify them.
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Eucharist

“Eucharist” is today—and it is entirely right that it be so—the most common
name for the sacrament of the body and blood of Christ, which the Lord in-
stituted on the night before his Passion. In the early church there were other
names for this sacrament—agape and pax we have already mentioned. Along
with these there was, for example, also synaxis—assembly, reunion of the
many. Among Protestants this sacrament is called “Supper,” with the intent—
following the lead of Luther, for whom scripture alone was valid—to return
totally to the biblical origins. And in fact, in St. Paul, this sacrament is called
“the Lord’s Supper.” But it is significant that this title very soon disappeared,
and from the second century it was used no longer. Why? Was it perhaps a
moving away from the New Testament, as Luther thought, or something else?
Certainly the Lord instituted his sacrament in the context of a meal, more
precisely that of the Jewish Passover supper, and so at the beginning it was
also linked with a gathering for a meal. But the Lord had not ordered a repeti-
tion of the Passover supper, which constituted the framework. That was not
his sacrament, his new gift. In any event, the Passover supper could only be
celebrated once a year. The celebration of the Eucharist was therefore de-
tached from the gathering for the supper to the degree that the detachment
from the law was beginning to take place, along with the passage to a church
of Jews and Gentiles, but above all, of Gentiles. The link with the supper was
thus revealed as extrinsic—indeed, as the occasion for ambiguities and abuses,
as Paul amply described in his First Letter to the Corinthians.

LITURGY OF WORD, PRAYER OF THANKSGIVING,
WORDS OF INSTITUTION

Thus the church, assuming her own specific configuration, progressively freed
the specific gift of the Lord, which was new and permanent, from the old con-
text and gave it its own form. This took place thanks to the connection with
the liturgy of the Word, which has its model in the synagogue; and thanks
to the fact that the Lord’s words of institution formed the culminating point
of the great prayer of thanksgiving—that thanksgiving, also derived from the
synagogue traditions and so ultimately from the Lord, who clearly had ren-
dered thanks and praise to God in the Jewish tradition. But he had emphati-
cally enriched that prayer of thanksgiving with a unique profundity by means
of the gift of his body and his blood.

Through this action, the early Christians had come to understand that the
essence of the event of the Last Supper was not the eating of the lamb and the
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other traditional dishes, but the great prayer of praise that now contained as its
center the very words of Jesus. With these words he had transformed his death
into the gift of himself, in such a way that we can now render thanks for this
death. Yes, only now is it possible to render thanks to God without reserve,
because the most dreadful thing—the death of the Redeemer and the death of
all of us—was transformed through an act of love into the gift of life.

EUCHARIST, EUCHARISTIC PRAYER

Accordingly, the Eucharist was recognized as the essential reality of the Last
Supper, what we call today the Eucharistic Prayer, which derives directly from
the prayer of Jesus on the eve of his Passion and is the heart of the new spiri-
tual sacrifice, the motive for which many fathers designated the Eucharist
simply as oratio (prayer), as the “sacrifice of the Word,” as a spiritual sacrifice,
but which becomes also material and matter transformed: bread and wine
become the body and blood of Christ, the new food, which nourishes us for
the resurrection, for eternal life. Thus, the whole structure of words and mate-
rial elements becomes an anticipation of the eternal wedding feast. At the end,
we shall return once more to this connection. Here it is important only to un-
derstand better why we as Catholic Christians call this sacrament not “Supper”
but “Eucharist.” The infant church slowly gave to this sacrament its specific
form, and precisely in this way, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, she
clearly identified and correctly represented in signs the true essence of the
sacrament, which the Lord really “instituted” on that night.

Precisely by examining the process by which the eucharistic sacrament pro-
gressively took on its form, one understands in a beautiful way the profound
connection between scripture and tradition. The Bible considered solely in
historical context does not communicate sufficiently to us the vision of what is
essential. That insight only comes through the living practice of the church that
lived scripture, grasped its deepest intention, and made it accessible to us.

“Communio”

The second word in the title of your eucharistic congress—Communion—has
become fashionable these days. It is, in fact, one of the most profound and
characteristic words of the Christian tradition. Precisely for this reason it is
very important to understand it in the whole depth and breadth of its mean-
ing. Perhaps I may make an entirely personal observation here. When with a
few friends—in particular, Henri de Lubac, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Louis
Bouyer, and Jorge Medina—TI had the idea of founding a magazine in which
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we intended to deepen and develop the inheritance of the council, we looked
for an appropriate name, a single word that could fully convey the purpose of
this publication. Already, in the last year of the Second Vatican Council, 1965,
a review was begun, to serve as the permanent voice of the council and its
spirit, called Concilium. Hans Kiing thought he had discovered an equivalence
between the words ekklesia (church) and concilium. The root of both terms
was the Greek word kalein (to call), the first word, ekklesia, meaning to con-
voke, the second word, concilium, to summon together. Therefore both words
essentially signify the same thing. From such an etymological relationship one
could say the terms church and council were almost synonymous and see the
church by her very nature as being the continuing council of God in the
world. Therefore, the church was to be conceived of in this “conciliar” sense
and “actualized” in the form of a council; and, vice versa, the council was seen
as the most intense possible realization of “church,” namely, the church in her
highest form.

In the years following the council, for a time, I followed this concept—the
church as the permanent council of God in the world—which seemed at first
glance rather enlightening. The practical consequences of this conception
should not be overlooked; its attractiveness is immediate. Still, though I came
to the conclusion that the vision of Hans Kiing certainly contained something
true and serious, I also saw that it needed considerable correction. I would like
to try to summarize very briefly the result of my studies at that time. My
philological and theological research into the understanding of the words
church and council in ancient times showed that a council can certainly be an
important, vital manifestation of the church, but that in reality the church is
something more, that her essence goes deeper.

“KOINONIA” LIVES THE WORD OF LIFE

The council is something that the church holds, but the church is not a coun-
cil. The church does not exist primarily to deliberate, but to live the Word that
has been given to us. I decided that the word that best expressed this funda-
mental concept, which conveyed the very essence of the church itself, was
koinonia—communion. Her structure, therefore, is not to be described by the
term concilial, but rather with the word communional. When I proposed these
ideas publicly in 1969 in my book The New People of God, the concept of com-
munion was not yet widespread in public theological and ecclesial discussions.
As a result, my ideas on this matter were also given little consideration. These
ideas, however, were decisive for me in the search for a title for the new jour-
nal, and led to our later calling the journal Communio (Communion).
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The concept itself received wide public recognition only with the Synod
of Bishops in 1985. Until then the phrase “People of God” had prevailed as
the chief new concept of the church, and was widely believed to synthesize the
intentions of Vatican II itself. This belief might well have been true, if the
words had been used in the full profundity of their biblical meaning and in
the broad, accurate context in which the council had used them. When, how-
ever, the main word becomes a slogan, its meaning is inevitably diminished;
indeed, it is trivialized.

SYNOD OF 1985

As a consequence, the Synod of 1985 sought a new beginning by focusing on
the word communion, which refers first of all to the eucharistic center of the
church, and so again returns to the understanding of the church as the most
intimate place of the encounter between Jesus and mankind, in his act of
giving himself to us.

It was unavoidable that this great fundamental word of the New Testament,
isolated and employed as a slogan, would also suffer diminishment—indeed,
might even be trivialized. Those who speak today of an “ecclesiology of com-
munion” generally tend to mean two things: (1) they support a “pluralist” ec-
clesiology, almost a “federative” sense of union, opposing what they see as a
centralist conception of the church; (2) they want to stress, in the exchanges
of giving and receiving among local churches, their culturally pluralistic forms
of worship in the liturgy, in discipline, and in doctrine.

Even where these tendencies are not developed in detail, communion is
nonetheless generally understood in a horizontal sense—communion is seen
as emerging from a network of multiple communities. This conception of the
communal structure of the church is barely distinguishable from the conciliar
vision mentioned above. The horizontal dominates. The emphasis is on the
idea of self-determination within a vast community of churches. Naturally,
there is here much that is true. However, fundamentally the approach is not
correct, and in this way the true depth of what the New Testament and Vati-
can II and also the Synod of 1985 wanted to say would be lost. To clarify the
central meaning of the concept of communio, I would like briefly to turn to
two great texts on communio from the New Testament. The first is found in
I Corinthians 10:16ff., where Paul tells us: “The chalice of blessing, which we
bless, is it not a participation [“communion” in the Italian text] in the blood
of Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the body of
Christ? Because there is but one bread, we who are many are one body, for we
all partake of the one bread.”
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THE VERTICAL DIMENSION IN THE EUCHARIST

The concept of communion is above all anchored in the holy sacrament of
the Eucharist, the reason why, still today in the language of the church, we
rightly designate the reception of this sacrament simply as “to Communi-
cate.” In this way, the very practical social significance of this sacramental
event also immediately becomes evident, and this in a radical way that
cannot be achieved in exclusively horizontal perspectives. Here we are told
that by means of the sacrament we enter in a certain way into a communion
with the blood of Jesus Christ, where blood, according to the Hebrew per-
spective, stands for “life.” Thus, what is being affirmed is a commingling of
Christ’s life with our own.

In the context of the Eucharist, blood clearly stands also for “gift,” for an
existence that pours itself out, gives itself for us and to us. Thus the commu-
nion of blood is also insertion into the dynamic of this life, into this “blood
poured out.” Our existence is “dynamized” in such a way that each of us can
become a being for others, as we see obviously happening in the open Heart
of Christ.

From a certain point of view, the words over the bread are even more stun-
ning. They tell of a “communion” with the body of Christ that Paul compares
to the union of a man and a woman (cf. 1 Cor 6:17ft.; Eph 5:26-32). Paul also
expresses this from another perspective when he says it is one and the same
bread, which all of us now receive. This is true in a startling way: the
“bread”—the new manna, which God gives to us—is for all one and the same
Christ.

THE LORD UNITES US WITH HIMSELF

It is truly the one, identical Lord whom we receive in the Eucharist, or better,
it is the Lord who receives us and assumes us into himself. St. Augustine ex-
pressed this in a short passage that he perceived as a sort of vision: eat the
bread of the strong; you will not transform me into yourself, but I will trans-
form you into me. In other words, when we consume bodily nourishment, it
is assimilated by the body, becoming itself a part of ourselves. But this bread is
of another type. It is greater and higher than we are. It is not we who assimi-
late it, but it assimilates us to itself, so that we become in a certain way “con-
formed to Christ,” as Paul says, members of his body, one in him.

We all “eat” the same person, not only the same thing; we all are in this way
taken out of our closed individual persons and placed inside another, greater
one. We all are assimilated into Christ and so, by means of communion with
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Christ, united among ourselves, rendered the same, sole thing in him, mem-
bers of one another.

To communicate with Christ is essentially also to communicate with one
another. We are no longer each alone, each separate from the other; we are
now each part of the other; each of those who receive communion is “bone of
my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Gn 2:23).

SOCIAL UNIVERSAL UNION

A true spirituality of communion seen in its Christological profundity, there-
fore, necessarily has a social character, as Henri de Lubac brilliantly described
more than a half-century ago in his book Catholicism.

For this reason, in my prayer at communion, I must look totally toward
Christ, allowing myself to be transformed by him, even to be burned by his
enveloping fire. But, precisely for this reason, I must always keep clearly in
mind that in this way he unites me organically with every other person receiv-
ing him—with the one next to me, whom I may not like very much; but also
with those who are far away, in Asia, Africa, America, or any other place.

Becoming one with them, I must learn to open myself toward them and to
involve myself in their situations. This is the proof of the authenticity of my
love for Christ. If I am united with Christ, I am together with my neighbor,
and this unity is not limited to the moment of communion; it only begins
here. It becomes life, becomes flesh and blood, in the everyday experience of
sharing life with my neighbor. Thus, the individual realities of my communi-
cating and being part of the life of the church are inseparably linked to one
another. The church is not born as a simple federation of communities. Her
birth begins with the one bread, with the one Lord and from him from the
beginning and everywhere, the one body, which derives from the one bread.
She becomes one not through a centralized government but through a
common center open to all, because it constantly draws its existence from a
single Lord, who forms her by means of the one bread into one body. Because
of this, her unity has a greater depth than that which any other human union
could ever achieve. Precisely when the Eucharist is understood in the intimacy
of the union of each person with the Lord, it becomes also a social sacrament
to the highest degree.

MARTIN DE PORRES, MOTHER TERESA

The great social saints were, in reality, always the great eucharistic saints. I
would like to mention just two examples chosen entirely at random.
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First of all, the beloved figure of St. Martin de Porres, who was born in
1569 in Lima, Peru, the son of an Afro-American mother and a Spanish no-
bleman. Martin lived from the adoration of the Lord present in the Eucharist,
passing entire nights in prayer before the crucified Lord in the tabernacle,
while during the day he tirelessly cared for the sick and assisted the socially
outcast and despised, with whom he identified as a mulatto. The encounter
with the Lord, who gives himself to us from the cross, makes all of us mem-
bers of the one body by means of the one bread, which when responded to
fully moves us to serve the suffering, to care for the weak and the forgotten.

In our time, we can recall the person of Mother Teresa of Calcutta. Wherever
she opened the houses of her sisters to the service of the dying and outcast, the
first thing she asked for was a place for the tabernacle, because she knew that
only beginning from there would come the strength for such service.

Whoever recognizes the Lord in the tabernacle recognizes him in the suf-
fering and the needy; they are among those to whom the world’s judge will
say: “T was hungry and you gave me food; I was thirsty and you gave me drink;
I was naked and you clothed me; I was sick and you visited me; I was in prison
and you came to me” (Mt 25:35).

Briefly, I would like to recall a second important New Testament text con-
cerning the word communion (koinonia). It is found right at the beginning of
the first Letter of John (1:3-7), where he speaks of the encounter granted him
with the Word made flesh. John says that he is transmitting what he has seen
with his own eyes and what he has touched with his own hands. This encoun-
ter has given him the gift of koinonia—communion—with the Father and his
Son, Jesus Christ. It has become a true “communion” with the living God. As
John expresses it, the communion has opened his eyes and he now lives in the
light, that is, in the truth of God, which is expressed in the unique new com-
mandment that encompasses everything—the commandment to love. And so
the communion with the “Word of life” becomes the just life, becomes love. In
this way it also becomes reciprocal communion: “If we walk in the light, as he
is in the light, we are in communion one with another” (1 Jn 1:7).

The text shows the same logic of communio that we already found in Paul:
communion with Jesus becomes communion with God himself, communion
with the light and with love; it becomes in this way an upright life, and all of
this unites us with one another in the truth. Only when we regard commu-
nion in this depth and breadth do we have something to say to the world.

We arrive finally at the third key word, solidarity. While the first two words
come from the Bible and from Christian tradition, this word comes to us from
outside. The concept of “solidarity”—as Archbishop Paul Cordes has shown—
was developed initially among the early socialists by P. Lerou (died 1871) in




78 THE ESSENTIAL POPE BENEDICT XVI

contraposition to the Christian idea of love, as the new, rational, and effective
response to social problems.

WITHOUT CHRIST, THERE ARE NO SOLUTIONS

Karl Marx held that Christianity had had a millennium and a half to demon-
strate its capacity to deal with poverty, inequality, and injustice, and had only
succeeded in proving its incapacity to do so.

Therefore, Marx claimed, new ways had to be employed. And for decades
many were convinced that the Marxist socialist system, centered around the
concept of “solidarity,” was now the way finally to achieve human equality, to
eliminate poverty, and to bring peace to the world. Today, we can see what
horrors and massacres were left behind by a social theory and policies that
took no account of God.

It is undeniable that the liberal model of the market economy, especially as
moderated and corrected under the influence of Christian social ideas, has in
some parts of the world led to great success. All the sadder are the results, es-
pecially in places like Africa, where clashing power blocs and economic inter-
ests have been at work. Behind the apparent beneficial models of development,
there has all too often been hidden the desire to expand the reach of particular
powers and ideologies in order to dominate the market. In this situation, an-
cient social structures and spiritual and moral forces have been destroyed,
with consequences that echo in our ears like a single great cry of sorrow.

No, without God things cannot go well. Because only in Christ has God
shown us his face, spoken his name, entered into communion with us; with-
out Christ there is no ultimate hope.

CHRISTIANS HAVE EXEMPLIFIED SOLUTIONS
DESPITE TERRIBLE FAILURES

It is clear that Christians in past centuries have been stained with serious sins.
Slavery and the slave trade remain a dark chapter that show how few Chris-
tians were truly Christian and how far many Christians were from the faith
and message of the gospel, from true communion with Jesus Christ.

On the other hand, lives full of faith and love, as seen in the humble will-
ingness of so many priests and sisters to sacrifice themselves, have provided a
positive counterweight and left an inheritance of love, which, even if it cannot
eliminate the horror of exploitation, can help to lessen it. On this witness we
can build; along this path we can proceed farther.

It was in this situation, in recent decades, that the understanding of the
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concept of solidarity—thanks above all to the ethical studies of the Holy
Father—has been slowly transformed and Christianized, so that now we can
justly place it next to the two key Christian words Eucharist and Communion.
Solidarity in this context signifies people who feel responsible for one another,
the healthy for the sick, the rich for the poor, the countries of the North for
those of the South. It means a sense of individual awareness, of reciprocal re-
sponsibility; it means we are conscious that when we give we receive, that we
can always give only what has been given to us, that what we have been given
never belongs to us for ourselves alone.

SPIRITUALITY HAS TO ACCOMPANY SCIENTIFIC AND
TECHNICAL FORMATION

Today we see that it is not enough to transmit technical skills, scientific knowl-
edge and theories, nor the praxis of certain political structures. Those things
not only do not help but even end up causing harm, if the spiritual forces
which give meaning to these technologies and structures are not also reawak-
ened so as to make their responsible use possible. It was easy to destroy with
our rationality the traditional religions, which now survive as subcultures,
remnants of superstition that have been deprived of their better elements and
now are practices that can harm people in mind and body. It would have been
better to expose their healthy nucleus to the light of Christ and so lead them
to the fulfillment of the tacit expectations within them. Through such a pro-
cess of purification and development, continuity and progress would have
been united in a fruitful way.

Where missions were successful, they generally followed this path and so
helped to develop those forces of faith that are so urgently needed today.

In the crisis of the 1960s and 1970s, many missionaries came to the conclu-
sion that missionary work—that is, the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus
Christ—was no longer appropriate today.

They thought the only thing that still made sense was to offer help in social
development. But how can positive social development be carried out if we
become illiterate with regard to God?

GOSPEL AND SOCIAL ADVANCEMENT GO TOGETHER

The fundamental idea tacitly agreed upon, that the peoples or tribes needed
to preserve their own religions and not concern themselves with ours, shows
only that the faith in the hearts of such men had grown cold despite their
great goodwill; it shows that communion with the Lord was no longer seen as
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vital. Otherwise how could they have thought that it was a good thing to ex-
clude others from these things?

Basically it is a matter here—often without realizing it—of thinking poorly
of religion in general and of not esteeming other religions. A person’s religion
is considered an archaic relic to be left alone because ultimately it is thought
to have nothing to do with the true greatness of progress. What religions say
and do appears totally irrelevant; they are not even a part of the world of ra-
tionality; their contents ultimately count for nothing. The “orthopraxis” that
we then look forward to will truly be built on sand.

It is high time to abandon this erroneous way of thinking. We need faith in
Jesus Christ if for no other reason than because it brings together reason and
religion. It offers us in this way the criteria of responsibility and releases the
strength necessary to live according to this responsibility. Sharing on all levels,
spiritual, ethical, and religious, is part of solidarity between peoples and na-
tions.

GLOBALIZATION MEANS SEEKING THE WELFARE OF
ALL THE CONTINENTS

It is clear that we must develop our economy further such that it no longer
operates only in favor of the interests of a certain country or group of coun-
tries, but rather for the welfare of all the continents. This is difficult and is
never fully realized. It requires that we make sacrifices. But if a spirit of soli-
darity truly nourished by faith is born, then this could become possible, even
if only in an imperfect way.

The theme of globalization arises in this context, but here I am unable to
address it. It is clear today that we all depend on each other. But there is a glo-
balization that is conceived of unilaterally in terms of personal interests. There
ought to exist a globalization that requires nations to be responsible for one
another and to bear one another’s burdens. All of this cannot be realized in a
neutral way, with reference only to market mechanisms. For decisions about
market value are determined by many presuppositions. Thus, our religious
and moral horizon is always decisive. If globalization in technology and econ-
omy is not accompanied by a new opening of the conscience to God, before
whom all of us have a responsibility, then there will be a catastrophe. This is
the great responsibility that weighs today on Christians.

Christianity, from the one Lord, the one bread, which seeks to make of us
one body, has from the beginning aimed at the unification of humanity. If we,
precisely at the moment when the exterior unification of humanity, previ-
ously unthinkable, becomes possible, withdraw ourselves as Christians, be-
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lieving we cannot or should not give anything further, we would burden
ourselves with a serious sin. In fact, a unity that is built without God, or
indeed against him, ends up like the experiment of Babylon: in total confu-
sion and total destruction, in hatred and total chaos of all against all.

THE EUCHARIST AS THE SACRAMENT OF TRANSFORMATION

Let us return to the Holy Eucharist. What really happened on the night when
Christ was betrayed? Let us listen to the Roman Canon—the heart of the “Eu-
charist” of the church in Rome: “The day before he suffered, he took bread
into his sacred hands, and looking up to heaven, to you, his almighty Father,
he gave you thanks and praise, broke the bread, gave it to his disciples and
said: “Take this all of you, and eat it. This is my body which will be given up for
you” When supper was ended, he took the cup, again he gave you thanks and
praise, gave the cup to his disciples and said: “Take, all of you, and drink from
it. This is the cup of my blood the blood of the new and everlasting covenant,
it will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven. Do this in
memory of me”” (ICEL translation).

TRANSUBSTANTIATION

What is happening in these words?

In the first place we are confronted by the word transubstantiation. The
bread becomes the body, his body. The bread of the earth becomes the bread
of God, the “manna” of heaven, with which God nourishes men not only in
their earthly life but also in the prospect of the resurrection—which prepares
for the Resurrection, or rather, already makes it begin. The Lord, who would
have been able to transform stones into bread, who was able to raise up from
rocks the sons of Abraham, wishes to transform the bread into a body, his
body. Is this possible? How can it happen?

BODY GIVEN, BLOOD POURED OUT

We cannot avoid the questions that the people posed in the synagogue of
Capernaum. He is there before his disciples, with his body; how can he say
over the bread: this is my body? It is important to pay close attention to what
the Lord really said. He does not say only, “This is my body,” but: “This is my
body, which is given up for you.” It can become gift, because it is given. By
means of the act of giving it becomes “capable of communicating,” has trans-
formed itself into a gift. We may observe the same thing in the words over the
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cup. Christ does not say simply, “This is my blood,” but: “This is my blood,
which is shed for you.” Because it is shed, inasmuch as it is shed, it can be
given.

THE REAL TRANSFORMATION OF VIOLENCE
INTO AN ACT OF LOVE

But now a new question emerges: what do “it is given” and “it is shed” mean?
In truth, Jesus is killed; he is nailed to a cross and dies amid torment. His
blood is poured out, first in the Garden of Olives due to his interior suffering
for his mission, then in the flagellation, the crowning with thorns, the Cruci-
fixion, and after his death in the piercing of his heart. What occurs is above all
an act of violence, of hatred, torture, and destruction.

At this point we run into a second, more profound level of transformation:
he transforms, from within, the act of violent men against him into an act of
giving on behalf of these men—into an act of love. This is dramatically recog-
nizable in the scene of the Garden of Olives. What he teaches in the Sermon
on the Mount, he now does: he does not offer violence against violence, as he
might have done, but puts an end to violence by transforming it into love. The
act of killing, of death, is changed into an act of love; violence is defeated by
love. This is the fundamental transformation upon which all the rest is based.
It is the true transformation that the world needs and which alone can redeem
the world. Since Christ in an act of love has transformed and defeated vio-
lence from within, death itself is transformed: love is stronger than death. It
remains forever.

TRANSFORMATION OF DEATH INTO LIFE

And so in this transformation is contained the broader transformation of
death into resurrection, of the dead body into the risen body. If the first man
was a living being, as St. Paul says, the new Adam, Christ, will become by this
spiritual event the giver of life (1 Cor 15:45). The Risen One is gift, is spirit
who gives his life, “communicates,” indeed, is communication. This means
that there is no farewell here to material existence; rather, in this way material
existence achieves its goal: without the actual event of death (with its interior
transcendence), all this complex transformation of material things would not
be possible. And so in the transformation of the Resurrection, all the fullness
of Christ continues to subsist but transformed in this way; now being a body
and the gift of self are no longer mutually exclusive, but are implicit in each
other.
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Before going on, let us first seek to sum this up once more in order to un-
derstand this whole complex reality. At the moment of the Last Supper, Jesus
has already anticipated the event of Calvary. He accepts the death on the cross
and with his acceptance transforms the act of violence into an act of giving, of
self-giving poured forth, “Even if I am to be poured out as a libation on the
sacrificial offering of your faith,” St. Paul says on the basis of this and in regard
to his own imminent martyrdom in Philippians 2:17. At the Last Supper the
cross is already present, accepted, and transformed by Jesus.

This first and fundamental transformation draws to itself all the others—
the mortal body is transformed into the resurrected body: it is “the spirit
which gives life.”

THE TRANSFORMATION OF BREAD AND WINE

On the basis of this, the third transformation becomes possible: the gifts of
bread and wine, which are the gifts of Creation and at the same time fruits of
human labor and the “transformation” of the Creation, are transformed so
that in them the Lord who gives himself becomes present, in his gift of self-
giving. His gift is himself—since he is the gift. The act of self-giving is not
something from him, but it is himself.

And on this basis the prospect opens onto two further transformations that
are essential to the Eucharist from the instant of its institution: the trans-
formed bread, the transformed wine.

Through them the Lord himself gives himself as spirit that gives life, to
transform us men, so that we become one bread with him and then one body
with him. The transformation of the gifts, which is only the continuation of
the fundamental transformations of the cross and the Resurrection, is not the
final point, but in its turn only a beginning.

TRANSFORMATION OF COMMUNICANTS INTO ONE BODY

The purpose of the Eucharist is the transformation of those who receive it in
authentic communion. And so the end is unity, that peace which we—sepa-
rate individuals who live beside one another or in conflict with one another—
become with Christ and in him, as one organism of self-giving, to live in view
of the Resurrection and the new world.
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF CREATION INTO
A DWELLING PLACE FOR GOD

The fifth and final transformation that characterizes this sacrament thus be-
comes visible: by means of us, the transformed, who have become one body,
one spirit that gives life, the entire creation must be transformed. The entire
creation must become a “new city,” a new paradise, the living dwelling place of
God: “God all in all” (1 Cor 15:28)—thus Paul describes the end of Creation,
which must be conformed to the Eucharist.

Thus the Eucharist is a process of transformations, drawing on God’s
power to transform hatred and violence, his power to transform the world.
We must therefore pray that the Lord will help us to celebrate and to live the
Eucharist in this way. We pray that he transform us, and together with us the
world, into the new Jerusalem.
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The Ecclesiology of the
Constitution on the Church:
Lumen Gentium

At the time of the preparation for the Second Vatican Council and during the
council itself, Cardinal Frings often told me of a small episode that moved
him deeply. Pope John XXIII had not personally decided on themes for the
council, but invited the world’s bishops to make their suggestions, so that the
subjects to be treated by the council might emerge from the lived experience
of the universal church. In the German Bishops’ Conference, topics were pre-
sented for the council, but not only in Germany but throughout the Catholic
Church, it was felt that the theme of the council should be the church. The
First Vatican Council had been unable to complete its ecclesiological synthesis
because it was cut short by the Franco-Prussian War and had to leave the
chapter on the primacy and infallibility of the Roman pontiff to stand by
itself. To offer a comprehensive vision of the church seemed to be the urgent
task of the coming Second Vatican Council. The focus on the church flowed
from the cultural atmosphere of the time. The end of the First World War had
brought a profound theological upheaval. Liberal theology with its individu-
alistic orientation had been completely eclipsed, and a new sensitivity to the
church was arising. Not only did Romano Guardini speak of a reawakening of
the church in souls. The Evangelical bishop Otto Dibelius coined the formula
“the century of the church,” and Karl Barth gave to his dogmatic synthesis of
the reformed (Calvinist) tradition the programmatic title Kirchliche Dogmatik
(Church Dogmatics). He explained that a dogmatic theology presupposes the
church; without the church it does not exist. Among the members of the
German Episcopal Conference there was consequently a broad consensus that
the theme of the council should be the church.
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SPEAKING OF THE CHURCH WITHIN THE DISCOURSE ON GOD

But the senior bishop of Regensburg, Bishop Buchberger, was esteemed and
respected far beyond his diocese for having conceived the ten-volume Lexikon
fiir Theologie und Kirche, now in its third edition. He asked to speak—as the
archbishop of Cologne told me—and said: “Dear brothers, at the council you
should first of all speak about God. This is the most important theme.” The
bishops were deeply impressed; they could not ignore the seriousness of his
suggestion. Of course, they could not make up their minds simply to propose
the theme of God. But an unspoken concern lingered, at least in Cardinal
Frings, who continued to ponder how the bishops might satisfy this impera-
tive.

The episode came to mind when I read the text of the conference given by
Johann Baptist Metz in 1993 at the time he retired from his chair in Miinster.
I would like to quote at least a few significant phrases of his important ad-
dress. Metz says: “The crisis reached by European Christianity is no longer
primarily or at least exclusively an ecclesial crisis.... The crisis is more pro-
found: it is not only rooted in the situation of the church: the crisis has
become a crisis of God. To sum up, one could say ‘religion yes, ‘God no, where
this ‘no, in turn, is not meant in the categorical sense of the great forms of
atheism. There are no longer any great forms of atheism. Today’s atheism can
effectively return to speaking of God—distractedly or calmly—without really
intending him [his person].... Furthermore, the church has her own concept
of immunization against the crisis of God. She no longer speaks today of
God—as, for example, she still did at the Second Vatican Council—but only
(as she did at the council) of God proclaimed through the church. The crisis
of God is codified ecclesiologically” Words like this from the mouth of the
creator of political theology cannot fail to capture our attention. They rightly
remind us that the Second Vatican Council was not only an ecclesiological
council, but that first and foremost, it spoke of God—and this not only within
Christianity but to the world—of the God who is the God of all, who saves all
and is accessible to all. Perhaps the Second Vatican Council, as Metz seems to
say, only accepted half the legacy of the First Vatican Council? Obviously a
treatment of the ecclesiology of the council has to deal with this question.

THE BASIC THESIS

Right now I want to state my basic thesis: the Second Vatican Council clearly
wanted to speak of the church within the discourse on God, to subordinate
the discourse on the church to the discourse on God and to offer an ecclesiol-
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ogy that would be theological in a true sense. Until now, however, the way the
council was received has ignored this qualifying characteristic in favor of indi-
vidual ecclesiological affirmations; it has highlighted single phrases that are
easy to repeat and has thus fallen away from the broad horizons of the council
fathers. Something similar can be said about the first text on which the Second
Vatican Council focused—the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. The fact
that it was placed at the beginning was basically due to pragmatic motives.
But retrospectively, it must be said that it has a deeper meaning within the
structure of the council: adoration comes first. Therefore God comes first.
This introduction corresponds to the norm of the Benedictine Rule: Operi Dei
nihil praeponatur (Let nothing be placed before the work of God, the divine
office). As the second text of the council, the Constitution on the Church
should be considered inwardly connected with the text on the liturgy. The
church is guided by prayer, by the mission of glorifying God. By its nature,
ecclesiology is connected with the liturgy. It is, therefore, logical that the third
constitution should speak of the Word of God, which convokes the church
and renews her in every age. The fourth constitution shows how the glorifica-
tion of God is realized in the active life, since the light received from God is
carried into the world and only in this way becomes fully the glorification of
God. In the history of the postconciliar period, the Constitution on the Lit-
urgy was certainly no longer understood from the viewpoint of the basic pri-
macy of adoration, but rather as a recipe book of what we can do with the
liturgy. In the meantime, the fact that the liturgy is actually “made” for God
and not for ourselves seems to have escaped the minds of those who are busy
pondering how to give the liturgy an ever more attractive and communicable
shape, actively involving an ever greater number of people. However, the more
we make it for ourselves, the less attractive it is, because everyone perceives
clearly that the essential focus on God has increasingly been lost.

PARTIAL INTERPRETATIONS

As regards the ecclesiology of Lumen gentium, certain key words continue to
be kept in mind: the idea of the “People of God,” the collegiality of the bishops
as a reappraisal of the bishops’ ministry in relation to the primacy of the pope,
the reappraisal of the local churches in relation to the universal church, the
ecumenical openness of the concept of church and openness to other reli-
gions, lastly, the question of the specific position of the Catholic Church, ex-
pressed in the formula which holds that the church, defined in the Creed as
one, holy, catholic, and apostolic, subsistit in Ecclesia catholica. For now I will
leave the famous formula untranslated, because—as was foreseen—it has
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received the most contradictory explanations, which range from the idea that
it expresses the uniqueness of the Catholic Church united to the pope to the
idea that it expresses the equivalency of the other Christian churches with the
Catholic Church and that the Catholic Church has given up her claim of being
distinctive. In the early stages of the reception of the council, the concept of
“People of God” predominated together with the theme of collegiality; the
term people was understood in terms of ordinary political usage, later in the
context of liberation theology it was understood in terms of the Marxist use
of the term people as opposed to the dominating classes, and even more widely,
in the sense of the sovereignty of the people, which would now finally be ap-
plied to the church. This, in turn, gave rise to broad discussions about her
structures, in which People of God was interpreted, according to the situation,
either in a more Western way as “democratization,” or in the Eastern Euro-
pean way as “popular democracy” Gradually these “verbal fireworks” (N.
Lohfink) around the concept of the People of God burned out, above all be-
cause the power games became empty and had to make room for ordinary
work in parish councils, but also because sound theological work has incon-
trovertibly shown that the politicization of a concept that comes from a totally
different context cannot be supported. As a result of his careful exegetic analy-
ses, the exegete of Bocum, Werner Berg, to take one example, states: “Despite
the small number of passages that contain the expression ‘People of God,
from this point of view ‘People of God’ is a rare biblical expression, but never-
theless a common idea emerges: the phrase ‘People of God’ expresses ‘kinship’
with God, a relationship with God, the link between God and what is desig-
nated as ‘People of God, hence a ‘vertical orientation.” The expression lends
itself less to describe the hierarchical structure of this community, especially if
the ‘People of God’ is described as a ‘counterpart’ to the ministers.... Nor,
starting with its biblical significance, does the expression lend itself to a cry of
protest against the ministers: ‘We are the People of God.” Josef Meyer zu
Schlotern, the professor of fundamental theology of Paderborn, concludes the
examination of the discussion about the concept of “People of God” by ob-
serving that the Constitution on the Church of the Second Vatican Council
ends the pertinent chapter in such a way as “to outline the Trinitarian struc-
ture as the foundation of the ultimate definition of the church...” Thus the
discussion is led back to the essential point: the church does not exist for her-
self but must be God’s instrument, in order to gather man to himself to pre-
pare for the moment when “God will be all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). It was the
concept of God that lost out in the “fireworks” sparked by the expression, and
in this way the expression People of God lost its meaning. In fact, a church that
exists for herself alone is superfluous. And people notice it immediately. The
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crisis of the church as it is reflected in the concept of “People of God” is a
“crisis of God”; it is the consequence of abandoning the essential. What re-
mains is merely a struggle for power. There is enough of this elsewhere in the
world; there is no need of the church for this.

ECCLESIOLOGY OF COMMUNION

It can certainly be said that, at the time of the extraordinary Synod of 1985,
which was to attempt an evaluation of the twenty years following the council,
there appeared a new effort to sum up conciliar ecclesiology in a basic con-
cept: the ecclesiology of communio. 1 received this new focus of ecclesiology
with joy and did my best to prepare it. Even so, it should be recognized first of
all that the word communio does not have a central position in the council.
But if it is properly understood, it can serve as a synthesis for the essential ele-
ments of conciliar ecclesiology. All of the essential elements of the Christian
concept of communio are combined in the famous text of I John 1:3, which
can be taken as the criterion for the correct Christian understanding of com-
munion: “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that
you also may have fellowship with us; and our fellowship is with the Father
and with his Son Jesus Christ. And we are writing this that our joy may be
complete.” Here the starting point of communio is brought to the fore: the
encounter with the Son of God, Jesus Christ, who comes to men and women
through the church’s proclamation. So there arises communion among
human beings, which in turn is based on communio with the Triune God. We
have access to communion with God through the realization of the commu-
nion of God with man, which is Christ in person; the encounter with Christ
creates communion with him and thus with the Father in the Holy Spirit, and
from this point unites human beings with one another. The purpose of all this
is full joy: the church carries an eschatological dynamic within her. In the
words full joy, we can glimpse a reference to the farewell discourse of Jesus, to
the Easter mystery, and to the return of the Lord in his Easter appearances,
which prepare for his full return in the new world: “You will weep and lament,
but the world will rejoice; you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn
into joy.... I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice.... [A]sk, and you
will receive, that your joy may be full” (Jn 16:20, 22, 24). If the last sentence is
compared with Luke 11:13—the invitation to prayer in Luke—it clearly appears
that “joy” and “Holy Spirit” are one and the same, and that the word joy in
I John 1:3 conceals the Holy Spirit, who is not expressly mentioned here. The
word communio, therefore, based on the biblical context, has a theological,
Christological, salvation historical, and ecclesiological character. It, therefore,
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has within it the sacramental dimension that appears explicitly in Paul: “The
cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ?
The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? Be-
cause there is one Bread, we who are many are one body” (1 Cor 10:16f.). The
ecclesiology of communion is a profoundly eucharistic ecclesiology. It is thus
very close to the eucharistic ecclesiology that Orthodox theologians have de-
veloped convincingly in our century. Ecclesiology becomes more concrete and
at the same time remains totally spiritual, transcendent, and eschatological. In
the Eucharist, Christ, present in the bread and wine and giving himself ever
anew, builds the church as his body, and through his risen body unites us to
the Triune God and to one another. The Eucharist is celebrated in different
places, yet at the same time it is universal, because there is only one Christ and
only one body of Christ. The Eucharist includes the priestly service of the re-
praesentatio Christi and thus the network of service, the synthesis of unity and
multiplicity that is already expressed in the word communio. Thus it can be
said without a doubt that the concept incorporates an ecclesiological synthe-
sis, which unites the discourse on the church with the discourse on God and
life from God and with God, a synthesis that takes up all the essential inten-
tions of the Second Vatican Council’s ecclesiology and connects them in the
right way.

For these reasons I was grateful and pleased when the Synod of 1985 made
the concept of communion once again the focus of reflection. However, the
years that followed show that no word is safe from misunderstandings, not
even the best and most profound.

PARTIAL INTERPRETATIONS

To the extent that communio became an easy slogan, it was devalued and dis-
torted. As with the concept of “People of God,” here, too, a gradual “horizontal-
ism” should be pointed out, with the giving up of the idea of God. The
ecclesiology of communion began to be reduced to the theme of the relation-
ship between the local church and the universal church, which, in turn, degen-
erated gradually into the problem of the division of the areas of competence
between them. Of course, the egalitarian cause, which claimed that there could
only be complete equality in communio, was again disseminated. Thus once
again the disciples’ discussion on who was the greatest became operative, which,
of course, will not be settled in any generation. Mark mentions it with the great-
est insistence. On the way to Jerusalem, Jesus had spoken for the third time to
the disciples about his forthcoming Passion. On arriving in Capernaum he
asked them what they had been discussing on the way. “But they were silent,” for
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they had been discussing which of them was the greatest—a sort of discussion
of primacy (Mk 9:33-37). Isn’t it still the same today? As the Lord walks toward
his Passion and the church, he himself within her, suffering, we reflect on our
favorite theme, the discussion of our rights of precedence. And if he were to
come among us and ask us what we were discussing along the way, how embar-
rassed and silent we would have to bel

This does not mean that the church should not also discuss the proper
order and designation of responsibilities; and naturally, imbalances will always
be found in her that will require correction. Of course, there can be an exces-
sive Roman centralism, which must be identified and purified. But such mat-
ters cannot detract from the church’s true task: the church must speak
primarily not of herself but of God; and so that this may happen with integ-
rity, there are also certain intra-ecclesial criticisms for which the connecting
of her discourse on God and on common service must provide the proper di-
rection. Finally, it is not by accident that what Jesus said about the last becom-
ing first and the first becoming last returns in various contexts of the
evangelical tradition—as a mirror that always reflects everyone.

THE CDF LETTER ON COMMUNION

To confront the reduction of the concept of communio that has taken place
since 1985, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith saw fit to prepare a
Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church entitled “Some Aspects of the
Church Understood as Communion,” which was published on June 28, 1992.
Since it now seems to have become obligatory for theologians who want to
make a name for themselves to offer a negative appraisal of the documents of
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, theologians created a storm of
criticism over it from which it could hardly recover. The sentence that said
that the universal church is a reality that in its essential mystery is logically
and ontologically prior to the particular churches was singled out for criti-
cism. In the text, this was supported concisely by recalling that, according to
the fathers, the church, which is one and unique, precedes Creation and gives
birth to the particular churches (n. 9). Thus the fathers take up a rabbinical
theology that had conceived of the Torah and Israel as pre-existent: Creation
was considered to be so conceived that there would be room in it for God’s
will, but this would require a people who would live in accord with God’s will
and make it the light of the world. Since the fathers were convinced of the ul-
timate identity between the church and Israel, they could not see in the church
something that took place by chance at the last hour, but recognized in the
gathering of the peoples in accord with God’s will the internal purpose of
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creation. The image is broadened and deepened on the basis of Christology:
history—again in relation to the Old Testament—is explained as a love story
between God and man. God finds and prepares a Bride for his Son, the single
Bride who is the unique church. Starting from the word of Genesis, that the
man and his wife will become “one flesh” (Gn 2:24), the image of the bride is
united with the idea of the church as the body of Christ, a metaphor that in
turn comes from the eucharistic liturgy. The one body of Christ is prepared;
Christ and the church will be two “in one flesh,” one body, and thus “God will
be all in all.” This ontological precedence of the universal church, the one
church, the one body, the one Bride, over the concrete empirical realizations
in the particular churches seems to me so obvious that I find it hard to under-
stand the objections to it. Indeed it seems to me that they are only possible if
one does not want to see, or no longer succeeds in seeing, the great church
conceived by God—perhaps out of desperation at her earthly inadequacy; she
now appears as a theological fancy, so all that remains is the empirical image
of the church in the mutual relations and conflicts of the particular churches.
But this means that the church as a theological subject has been obliterated. If
from now on the church can only be recognized in her human organization,
then, in fact, all that is left is desolation. But then one has not only abandoned
the ecclesiology of the fathers, but also that of the New Testament and the
conception of Israel in the Old Testament. In the New Testament, however, it
is not necessary to wait for the Deutero-Pauline Epistles and the Apocalypse
to find the ontological priority—reaffirmed by the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith—of the universal church in relation to the particular
churches. In the heart of the great Pauline letters, in the Letter to the Gala-
tians, the apostle does not speak to us of the heavenly Jerusalem as a great es-
chatological reality, but as of one that precedes us: “But the Jerusalem above is
our mother” (Gal 4:26). In this regard, H. Schlier points out that for Paul, as
for the Jewish tradition from which he draws inspiration, the heavenly Jerusa-
lem is the new aeon. However, for the apostle, this new aeon is already present
“in the Christian Church. This is for him the heavenly Jerusalem in her chil-
dren”

THE LUCAN VISION OF THE CHURCH

Even though the ontological priority of the one church cannot seriously be
denied, the question concerning her temporal priority is certainly more diffi-
cult. The Letter of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is referring
here to the Lucan image of the birth of the church at Pentecost through the
work of the Holy Spirit. There is no intention to discuss the question of the
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historical aspect of this account. What matters is the theological affirmation,
which Luke has at heart. The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
called attention to the fact that the church began in the community of the 120
gathered around Mary, especially in the renewed community of the Twelve,
who are not members of a local church, but the apostles who will take the
gospel to the ends of the earth. As a further clarification, one can add that in
their number, twelve, they are both the old and the new Israel, the one Israel
of God, which now—as at the outset was fundamentally implied in the con-
cept of the “People of God”—is extended to all the nations and founds the
unique “People of God” among all peoples. This reference is reinforced by two
other elements: the church at the time of her birth already speaks all lan-
guages. The fathers of the church have rightly interpreted this account of the
miracle of tongues as an anticipation of the Catholica—the church from
the very first moment is oriented kat’holon: she embraces the whole universe.
The counterpart to this is Luke’s description of the multitude of those who
listened as pilgrims coming from all over the earth on the basis of the table of
twelve peoples, by which he intends to allude to the all-inclusiveness of the
hearers. Luke has enriched this Hellenistic table of peoples with a thirteenth
name: the Romans, an idea through which he doubtless wanted to stress once
more the idea of the Orbis. The precise meaning of the text of the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith is not fully conveyed when a German theo-
logian says of it that the original community of Jerusalem was, in fact, the
universal church and the local church at the same time, and then continues:
“This certainly represents a Lucan elaboration, in fact, in the historical per-
spective presumably several communities existed from the very start, with
communities in Galilee alongside the community of Jerusalem.” Here it is not
a matter of the question, ultimately insoluble for us, of when and exactly
where Christian communities came into being for the first time, but of the
interior beginning of the church, which Luke wants to describe and which he
attributes, over and apart from any empirically verifiable fact, to the power of
the Holy Spirit. However, it does not do justice to the Lucan account to say
that the original community of Jerusalem was simultaneously the universal
church and the local church. The first reality in St. Luke’s account is not an
indigenous community of Jerusalem; rather, the first reality is that in the
Twelve, the old Israel, which is unique, becomes the new one, and this one
Israel of God, through the miracle of tongues, even before it becomes the rep-
resentation of the local church of Jerusalem, is now revealed as a unity that
embraces all time and places. In the pilgrims present who came from all coun-
tries, it immediately encompasses all the peoples of the world. Perhaps it is
not necessary to overemphasize the question of the temporal priority of the
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universal church, which Luke clearly presents in his account. What is impor-
tant is that at the beginning the church is generated in the Twelve by the one
Spirit for all peoples, hence even from the first moment, she is directed to
being in all cultures, and thus to being the one “People of God:” she is not a
local community that grows gradually but the leaven that is always destined to
permeate the whole and, consequently, embodies universality from the first
instant.

Resistance to the affirmations of the pre-eminence of the universal church
in relation to the particular churches is difficult to understand and even im-
possible to understand theologically. It only becomes understandable on the
basis of a suspicion: “The formula becomes totally problematic if the one uni-
versal church is tacitly identified with the Roman Church, de facto with the
pope and the curia. If this occurs, then the Letter of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith cannot be understood as an aid to the clarification of
the ecclesiology of communion, but must be understood as its abandonment
and an endeavor to restore the centralism of Rome.” In this text the identifica-
tion of the universal church with the pope and the curia is first introduced as
a hypothesis, as a risk, but then seems de facto to have been attributed to the
Letter of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which thus appears
as a kind of theological restoration, thereby diverging from the Second Vati-
can Council. This interpretative leap is surprising but obviously represents a
widespread suspicion; it gives voice to an accusation heard everywhere, and
expresses succinctly a growing inability to portray anything concrete under
the name of universal church, under the elements of the one, holy, catholic of
the church. The pope and the curia are the only elements that can be identi-
fied, and if one exalts them inordinately from the theological point of view, it
is understandable that some may feel threatened.

THE COUNCIL ON THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH

Thus we find ourselves concretely, after what is only apparently an excursus,
facing the question of the interpretation of the council. We now ask the fol-
lowing question: what really was the idea of the council on the universal
church? It cannot be rightly said that the Letter of the Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith tacitly identifies the universal church with the Roman
Church, or de facto with the pope and the curia. The temptation to do so
arises if at the start the local church of Jerusalem and the universal church
have already been identified, that is, if the concept of church has been reduced
to that of the communities that are empirically discernible, and if one has lost
sight of its theological depth. It is helpful to return with these questions to the
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text of the council itself. The first sentence of the Constitution on the Church
immediately explains that the council does not consider the church to be a
reality closed in on herself, but sees her in a Christological perspective: “Christ
is the light of the nations; and it is, accordingly, the heartfelt desire of this
sacred council, being gathered together in the Holy Spirit, that ... the light of
Christ, reflected on the face of the church, may enlighten all men.” With this
background we can understand the image used in the theology of the fathers,
who see the church as the moon that does not shine with its own light but re-
flects the light of Christ, the sun. Ecclesiology is shown to be dependent upon
Christology and connected with it. But since no one can speak correctly of
Christ, of the Son, without at the same time speaking of the Father, and since
it is impossible to speak correctly of the Father and the Son without listening
to the Holy Spirit, the Christological vision of the church necessarily expands
to become a Trinitarian ecclesiology (Lumen gentium, nn. 2—4). The discourse
on the church is a discourse on God, and only in this way is it correct. In this
Trinitarian overture, which offers the key to a correct interpretation of the
whole text, we learn what the one holy church is, starting with and in all her
concrete historical phenomena, and what “universal church” should mean.
This is further explained when we are subsequently shown the church’s inner
dynamism toward the Kingdom of God. Precisely because the church is to be
theologically understood, she is always transcending herself; she is the gather-
ing for the Kingdom of God, the breaking-in of the kingdom. Then the differ-
ent images of the church are briefly presented, which all describe the unique
church, whether she is described as the Bride, the house of God, his family, the
temple, the holy city, our mother, the Jerusalem that is above, or God’s flock.
This, ultimately, becomes even more concrete. We are given a very practical
answer to the question, What is this, this one universal church that ontologi-
cally and temporally precedes the local churches? Where is she? Where can we
see her act?

BAPTISM AND EUCHARIST

The Constitution answers, speaking to us of the sacraments. First comes bap-
tism: it is a Trinitarian event, in other words, totally theological, far more than
a socialization bound up with the local church; this, unfortunately, is a
common distortion. Baptism does not derive from the local community;
rather, through baptism the door of the one church is opened to us. It is the
presence of the one church and can only flow from her, from the heavenly Je-
rusalem, from the new mother. In this regard, the well-known ecumenist
Vinzenz Pfnur recently said: “Baptism is being incorporated into the ‘one’
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body of Christ, opened up for us through the cross (Eph 2:16), in which we ...
are all baptized by means of the one Spirit (1 Cor 12:13), that is, it is essen-
tially more than the baptismal announcement in use in many places: ‘We have
received into our community.... We come to belong to this one body through
baptism, which should not be replaced by membership in a local church. The
‘one’ bride and the ‘one’ episcopate also belong to it ... in which one partici-
pates, according to Cyprian, only within the communion of bishops.” In bap-
tism the universal church continuously precedes the local church and builds
her. Because of this, the Letter of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith on communio can say that there are no strangers in the church: everyone
is at home everywhere and is not just a guest. The church is always the one
church, one and the same. Whoever is baptized in Berlin is as much at home
in the church in Rome or New York or Kinshasa or Bangalore or in any other
place, as he is in the church where he was baptized. He does not have to regis-
ter for baptism again; the church is one. Baptism comes from her and gives
birth within her. Whoever speaks of baptism speaks of and, by that very fact,
treats of the Word of God, which for the whole church is one and continu-
ously precedes her in all places, summons her, and builds her up. This Word is
above the church, yet it is in her, entrusted to her as a living subject. To be ef-
fectively present in history, the Word needs this subject, but this subject on
her part does not subsist without the vital life-giving force of the Word, which
first makes her a subject. When we speak of the Word of God, we also mean
the Creed, which is at the heart of the baptismal event; it is also the way in
which the church receives the Word and makes it her own; in a certain way it
is a word and also a response. Here, too, the universal church, the one church,
is present in a concrete way, and can be perceived as such.

The conciliar text passes from baptism to the Eucharist, in which Christ
gives his body and thus makes us his body. This body is one, and so again
for every local church the Eucharist is the place of incorporation into the
one Christ, the becoming-one of all communicants in the universal com-
munio, which unites heaven and earth, the living and the dead, past, present
and future, and opens up into eternity. The Eucharist is not born from the
local church and does not end in her. It continuously shows that Christ
comes to us from outside, through our closed doors; the church comes to
us continuously from outside, from the total, unique body of Christ, and
leads us into it. This extra nos of the sacrament is also revealed in the min-
istry of the bishop and of the priest: the truth that the Eucharist needs the
sacrament of priestly service is founded precisely in the fact that the com-
munity cannot give itself the Eucharist; it must receive it from the Lord
through the mediation of the one church. Apostolic succession, which con-



THE CHURCH 97

stitutes the priestly ministry, implies at the same time the synchronic and
diachronic aspects of the concept of church: belonging to the whole history
of the faith from the apostles and being in communion with all who let
themselves be gathered by the Lord in his body. The Constitution on the
Church has notably treated the episcopal ministry in chapter 3, and ex-
plained its meaning starting with the fundamental concept of the collegium.
This concept, which appears only marginally in tradition, serves to illustrate
the interior unity of the episcopal ministry. The bishop is not a bishop as an
individual, but by belonging to a body, a college, which in turn represents
the historical continuity of the collegium apostolorum. In this sense, the epis-
copal ministry derives from the one church and leads into it. Precisely here
it becomes evident that there is no opposition between the local church and
the universal church. The bishop represents the one church in the local
church, and builds up the one church while he builds up the local church
and awakens her particular gifts for the benefit of the whole body. The min-
istry of the Successor of Peter is a particular form of episcopal ministry
connected in a special way with responsibility for the unity of the whole
church. But Peter’s ministry and responsibility would not even exist had the
universal church not existed first. In fact, he would have been moving in a
void and representing an absurd claim. Without a doubt, the right relation-
ship between episcopate and primacy must be continuously rediscovered,
even at the cost of hard work and suffering. However, this quest is correctly
formulated only when it is seen in relation to the primacy of the church’s
specific mission and, in every age, when it is oriented to and subordinated
to it: that is, to the duty to bring God to men and men to God. The church’s
goal is the gospel, around which everything else must revolve.

“SUBSISTIT IN”: THE CHURCH OF CHRIST “SUBSISTS IN” THE
CATHOLIC CHURCH

At this point I would like to interrupt my analysis of the concept of communio
and at least briefly take a stance regarding the most disputed point of Lumen
gentium: the meaning of the disputed sentence, n. 8, which teaches that the
unique church of Christ, which we confess in the Creed as one, holy, catholic,
and apostolic, “subsists” in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the Suc-
cessor of Peter and by the bishops in communion with him. In 1985 the Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was forced to adopt a position with
regard to this text, because of a book by Leonardo Boff in which he supported
the idea that the one church of Christ as she subsists in the Roman Catholic
Church could also subsist in other Christian churches. It is superfluous to say
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that the statement of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was met
with stinging criticism and then later put aside.

In the attempt to reflect on where we stand today in the reception of the
council’s ecclesiology, the question of the interpretation of the subsistit is in-
evitable, and on this subject the postconciliar magisterium’s single official
pronouncement, that is, the notification I just mentioned, cannot be ignored.
Looking back from the perspective of fifteen years, it emerges more clearly that
it was not so much the question of a single theological author, but rather a
vision of the church that was put forward in a variety of ways and is still current
today. The clarification of 1985 presented the context of Boff’s thesis at great
length. We do not need to examine these details further, because we have some-
thing more fundamental at heart. The thesis, which at the time had Boff as its
proponent, could be described as ecclesiological relativism. It finds its justifica-
tion in the theory that the “historical Jesus” would not have conceived the idea
of a church as such, much less have founded one. The church, as a historical
reality, would have come into existence only after the Resurrection, on account
of the loss of the eschatological anticipation of the immediate coming of the
kingdom, caused in its turn by the inevitable sociological needs of institution-
alization. In the beginning, a universal Catholic Church would certainly not
have existed, but only different local churches with different theologies, differ-
ent ministers, and so on. No institutional church could, therefore, say that she
was that one church of Jesus Christ desired by God himself; all institutional
forms thus stem from sociological needs and as such are human constructions
that can and even must be radically changed again in new situations. In their
theological quality they are only different in a very secondary way, so one might
say that in all of them or at least in many, the “one church of Christ” subsists;
with regard to this hypothesis the question naturally arises: in this vision, what
right does one have to speak at all of the one church of Christ?

Instead, Catholic tradition has chosen another starting point: it puts its
confidence in the Evangelists and believes in them. It is obvious then that
Jesus, who proclaimed the Kingdom of God, would gather disciples around
him for its realization; he not only gave them his Word as a new interpretation
of the Old Testament, but in the sacrament of the Last Supper he gave them
the gift of a new unifying center, through which all who profess to be Chris-
tians can become one with him in a totally new way, so that Paul could desig-
nate this communion as being one body with Christ, as the unity of one body
in the Spirit. It then becomes obvious that the promise of the Holy Spirit was
not a vague announcement but that it brought about the reality of Pentecost,
hence the church was not conceived of and established by men but created by
means of the Holy Spirit, whose creation she is and continues to be.
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As a result, however, the institution and the Spirit have a very different re-
lationship in the church than that which the trends of thought I just men-
tioned would like to suggest to us. The institution is not merely a structure
that can be changed or demolished at will, which would have nothing to do
with the reality of faith as such. This form of bodiliness [body of Christ] be-
longs to the church herself. Christ’s church is not hidden invisibly behind the
manifold human configurations, but really exists, as a true and proper church,
which is manifest in the profession of faith, in the sacraments, and in apos-
tolic succession.

The Second Vatican Council, with the formula of the subsistit—in accord
with Catholic tradition—wanted to teach the exact opposite of “ecclesiologi-
cal relativism”: the church of Jesus Christ truly exists. He himself willed her,
and the Holy Spirit has continuously created her since Pentecost, in spite of
being faced with every human failing, and sustains her in her essential iden-
tity. The institution is not an inevitable but theologically unimportant or even
harmful externalization, but belongs in its essential core to the concrete char-
acter of the Incarnation. The Lord keeps his word: “The gates of hell shall not
prevail against her.”

THE COUNCIL: “SUBSISTIT IN” EXPLAINS THE CHURCH
AS A CONCRETE SUBJECT

At this point it becomes necessary to investigate the word subsistit somewhat
more carefully. With this expression, the council differs from the formula of
Pius XII, who said in his encyclical Mystici Corporis Christi: “The Catholic
Church ‘is’ (est) the one mystical body of Christ.” The difference between sub-
sistit and est conceals within itself the whole ecumenical problem. The word
subsistit derives from ancient philosophy as later developed in Scholastic phi-
losophy. The Greek word hypostasis has a central role in Christology to de-
scribe the union of divine and human nature in the Person of Christ.
Subsistere is a special case of esse. It is being in the form of a subject who has
an autonomous existence. Here it is a question precisely of this. The council
wants to tell us that the church of Jesus Christ as a concrete subject in this
world can be found in the Catholic Church. This can take place only once,
and the idea that the subsistit could be multiplied fails to grasp precisely the
notion that is being intended. With the word subsistit, the council wished to
explain the unicity of the Catholic Church and the fact of her inability to be
multiplied: the church exists as a subject in historical reality.

The difference between subsistit and est, however, contains the tragedy of
ecclesial division. Although the church is only one and “subsists” in a unique
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subject, there are also ecclesial realities beyond this subject—true local
churches and different ecclesial communities. Because sin is a contradiction,
this difference between subsistit and est cannot be fully resolved from the logi-
cal viewpoint. The paradox of the difference between the unique and concrete
character of the church, on the one hand, and on the other, the existence of an
ecclesial reality beyond the one subject reflects the contradictory nature of
human sin and division. This division is totally different from the relativistic
dialectic described above, in which the division of Christians loses its painful
aspect and, in fact, is not a rupture but only the manifestation of multiple
variations on a single theme, in which all the variations are in a certain way
right and wrong. An intrinsic need to seek unity does not then exist, because
in any event the one church really is everywhere and nowhere. Thus Christian-
ity would actually exist only in the dialectic correlation of various antitheses.
Ecumenism consists in the fact that in some way all recognize one another,
because all are supposed to be only fragments of Christian reality. Ecumenism
would therefore be the resignation to a relativistic dialectic, because the Jesus
of history belongs to the past, and the truth in any case remains hidden.

The vision of the council is quite different: the fact that in the Catholic
Church is present the subsistit of the one subject, the church, is not at all the
merit of Catholics but is solely God’s work, which he makes endure despite
the continuous unworthiness of the human subjects. They cannot boast of
anything but can only admire the fidelity of God, with shame for their sins
and at the same time great thanks. But the effect of their own sins can be seen:
the whole world sees the spectacle of the divided and opposing Christian
communities, reciprocally making their own claims to truth and thus clearly
frustrating the prayer of Christ on the eve of his Passion. Whereas division as
a historical reality can be perceived by each person, the subsistence of the one
church in the concrete form of the Catholic Church can be seen as such only
through faith.

Since the Second Vatican Council was conscious of this paradox, it pro-
claimed the duty of ecumenism as a search for true unity, and entrusted it to
the church of the future.

CONCLUSION: THE CALL TO HOLINESS

I come to my conclusion. Anyone who desires to understand the approach of
the council’s ecclesiology cannot ignore chapters 4 to 7 of the constitution,
which speak of the laity, the universal call to holiness, religious, and the escha-
tological orientation of the church. In these chapters the intrinsic purpose
once again comes to the fore—that is, all that is most essential to her exis-
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tence: it is contingent on holiness, conformity to God, that there be room in
the world for God, that he dwell in it, and thus that the world become his
“kingdom.” Holiness is something more than a moral quality. It is the dwell-
ing of God with men, and of men with God, God’s “tent” among us and in
our midst (Jn 1:14). It is the new birth—not of flesh and blood but of God (Jn
1:13). The movement toward holiness is identical with the eschatological
movement and, indeed, from the standpoint of Jesus’s message, is now funda-
mental to the church. The church exists so that she may become God’s dwell-
ing place in the world and thus be “holiness”: it is this for which one should
compete in the church—not for a given rank in rights of precedence or to
occupy the first places. All this is taken up and formed into a synthesis in the
last chapter of the Constitution, which presents Mary, the Mother of the
Lord.

MARIAN VISION

At first sight the insertion of Mariology in ecclesiology that the council de-
cided upon could seem accidental. In fact, it is true from the historical view-
point that a rather small majority of the fathers voted for the inclusion of
Mariology. But from the inner logic of their vote, their decision corresponds
perfectly to the movement of the whole constitution: only if this correlation is
grasped can one correctly grasp the image of the church that the council
wished to portray. In this decision the research of Hugo Rahner, A. Muller,
R. Laurentin, and Karl Delahaye played a great part, and thanks to them,
Mariology and ecclesiology were both renewed and more deeply expounded.
Hugo Rahner, in particular, showed in a magnificent way from the sources
that Mariology in its entirety was first thought of and established by the fa-
thers as ecclesiology: the church is virgin and mother, she was conceived with-
out sin and bears the burden of history; she suffers, and yet she is taken up
into heaven. Very slowly there develops later the notion that the church is an-
ticipated in Mary, she is personified in Mary, and Mary is not an isolated indi-
vidual closed in on herself but carries within her the whole mystery of the
church. The person is not closed individualistically nor is the community un-
derstood as a collectivity in an impersonal way: both inseparably overlap. This
already applies to the woman in the Apocalypse, as she appears in chapter 12:
it is not right to limit this figure exclusively and individualistically to Mary,
because in her we contemplate together the whole People of God, the old
and new Israel, which suffers and is fruitful in suffering; nor is it right to
exclude from this image Mary, the Mother of the Redeemer. Thus the over-
lapping of individual and community, as we find it in this text, anticipates
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the identification of Mary and the church that was gradually developed in the
theology of the fathers and finally taken up by the council. The fact that the
two were later separated, that Mary was seen as an individual filled with privi-
leges and therefore infinitely beyond our reach, where the church [was seen]
in an impersonal and purely institutional manner has caused equal damage to
both Mariology and ecclesiology. Here are active the divisions brought about
by Western thought in particular, which otherwise would have their own good
reasons. But if we want to understand the church and Mary properly, we must
go back to the time before these divisions, in order to understand the supra-
individual nature of the person and the supra-institutional nature of the com-
munity, precisely where person and community are taken back to their
origins, grounded in the power of the Lord, the new Adam. The Marian vision
of the church and the ecclesial, salvation-historical vision of Mary take us
back ultimately to Christ and to the Trinitarian God, because it is here that we
find revealed what holiness means, what is God’s dwelling in man and in the
world, and what we should understand by the “eschatological” tension of the
church. Thus only the chapter on Mary leads conciliar ecclesiology to its ful-
fillment and brings us back to its Christological and Trinitarian starting
point.

To give a taste of the fathers’ theology, I would like as a conclusion to pro-
pose a text of St. Ambrose, chosen by Hugo Rahner:

So stand on the firm ground of your heart! ... What standing means, the
Apostle taught us, Moses wrote it: “The place on which you stand is holy
ground.” No one stands except the one who stands firm in the faith ...
and yet another word is written: “But you, stand firm with me.” You
stand firm with me, if you stand in the Church. The Church is holy
ground on which we must stand.... So stand firm, stand in the Church,
stand there, where I want to appear to you. There I will stay beside you.
Where the Church is, there is the stronghold of your heart. On the
Church are laid the foundations of your soul. Indeed I appeared to you
in the Church as once in the burning bush. You are the bush; I am the
fire. Like the fire in the bush I am in your flesh. I am fire to enlighten
you; to burn away the thorns of your sins, to give you the favor of my
grace.
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The Local Church and the
Universal Church

The editors of America have kindly invited me to respond to an article
(April 23, 2001) by Cardinal Walter Kasper, the president of the Council for
Promoting Christian Unity, in which he reacted to remarks of mine that, in
turn, were a reply to an earlier text by Kasper in which he sharply criticized a
crucial statement from a document by the Congregation for the Doctrine of
the Faith. For a long while I hesitated to accept this invitation because I do not
want to foster the impression that there is a long-standing theological dispute
between Cardinal Kasper and myself, when in fact none exists.

After much reflection, however, I was finally moved to take up America’s
offer after all. My first reason is that the article by Cardinal Kasper is a re-
sponse to texts that are largely unknown to both German and American read-
ers. The article by Walter Kasper that set off the dispute is tucked away in a
Festschrift read only by specialists. My own piece, which covers a much
broader thematic gamut and in which only two of its twenty-three pages deal
with Kasper, has been published in German only in excerpts, and thus far in
English (to my knowledge) not at all. Even though Cardinal Kasper sincerely
strove in his “friendly exchange” to inform readers about what he was re-
sponding to, his necessarily sketchy allusions can hardly provide a clear pic-
ture of those previous texts, although they are the focus of his article.

Of course, I cannot give the reader a really satisfactory notion of them,
either; but it may nonetheless be useful to shed some light on the prehistory
of this disagreement from a different perspective, to get a better understand-
ing of the general shape and significance of the discussion. Above all, however,
I would like to invite people to read the original texts.

The second reason why I finally decided to write is a pleasant one: Kasper’s
response to my statements has led to clarifications whose scope readers will
hardly be able to appreciate clearly unless they are familiar with what went
before. Pointing out the progress made in this debate strikes me as signifi-
cant.
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It all began, as mentioned, not with anything I wrote, but with a “Letter to
the Bishops of the Catholic Church on Some Aspects of the Church as Com-
munio,” which was published, with the pope’s approval, by the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith on June 28, 1992. The term communio, which
played a rather marginal role in the texts of the Second Vatican Council, was
moved to the center of the question of the church by the Extraordinary Synod
of Bishops of 1985—and in so doing the synod was surely following the
council’s intentions. Since this word had been used, and misused, in many dif-
ferent ways, an explanation by the magisterium of the essential elements of
communio-ecclesiology seemed appropriate; and such was the purpose of the
letter from the congregation.

In that letter, then, we also find the principle that the universal church (ec-
clesia universalis) is in its essential mystery a reality that takes precedence, on-
tologically and temporally, over the individual local churches. This principle
was given a sharp critique by Walter Kasper, who at the time was bishop of
Rottenburg, Germany, culminating in the statement, “The formula becomes
thoroughly problematic if the universal church is being covertly identified
with the church of Rome, and de facto with the pope and the curia. If that
happens, the letter from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
cannot be read as an aid in clarifying communio-ecclesiology, but as a dis-
missal of it and as an attempt to restore Roman centralism.”

The attack on the doctrinal letter from the congregation sounds at first,
from a linguistic point of view, hypothetical: were one to identify the universal
church with the pope and the curia, then the restoration of Roman centralism
would be at hand. But in the second half of the statement, the attack clearly
takes on the tone of an affirmation, because the claim that there is a will to
bring on a Roman “restoration” makes sense only if Rome itself is thinking
and acting that way, not if such interpretations are merely proposed, so to
speak, by a third party.

As a matter of fact, in the same article Kasper writes as follows, nonhypo-
thetically: “This determination by the council has undergone, after the council
... a further development by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
that practically amounts, more or less, to a reversal of it.” Thus Kasper’s text
was quite rightly understood everywhere as a warning cry against a new, theo-
logically veiled form of Roman centralism and as an emphatic criticism of the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

A warning like this from the mouth of a bishop with solid theological cre-
dentials carries weight. If theology or any interpretation of the faith by the
magisterium is misused to introduce a strategy for gaining power or to reverse
the council, that is a serious matter. Kasper’s critique, as has no doubt become
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obvious, was not directed against me personally, but against a text from the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which is the office of the Holy See
in charge of doctrine. Some sort of clarification was therefore unavoidable.

As prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, I tried to find
the least polemical way to clear up the problem. An opportunity to do so arose
when I was invited in the spring of 2000 to speak at a symposium, on the
thirty-fifth anniversary of the conclusion of Vatican II, about the ecclesiologi-
cal vision of its “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church” (Lumen Gentium). In
so doing I tried above all to spotlight the link between the church and the
question of God: the church is not there for itself, but to serve God’s presence
in the world.

In this broad context I addressed the relationship between the universal
church and the local churches and, in the process, briefly explained that the
letter from the congregation never dreamt of identifying the reality of the uni-
versal church with the pope and curia, and hence that the fears voiced by
Kasper were groundless. In order to do this, I mainly tried to shed light on the
rich implications of the term universal church, which may at first sound ab-
stract.

The most positive feature of Cardinal Kasper’s response to my talk is that
he tacitly dropped the reproach from his first article and now assigned to our
argument the rank of a “controversy over a scholastic dispute.” The thesis of
the ontological and temporal priority of the universal church to individual
churches was now treated as a question “not of church doctrine but of theo-
logical opinions and of the various related philosophies.” The statement by
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was categorized as my personal
theology and tied in with my “Platonism,” while Kasper traced his own view
back to his more Aristotelian (Thomistic) approach. By reframing the dispute
in this way, the question was basically blunted and shifted to another level.
The charge was no longer that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
was intent on centralism, restoration, and turning the church around. Instead,
Cardinal Kasper now noted two different theological points of view separat-
ing his theology and mine, which can and perhaps should coexist peacefully.

Above and beyond that, Kasper’s “friendly exchange” had two further posi-
tive results. He unambiguously emphasized—and I am very grateful to him
for this—our common ecclesiological foundations, and he modified his own
rejection of the ontological and temporal precedence of the universal church
over the individual churches, when he characterized the “pre-existence”
(properly understood) of the church as indispensable for understanding it.

To be sure, he claims that this pre-existence applies not only to the univer-
sal church but also to the concrete church, which is composed “in and of”
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local churches. As opposed to the notion of the “primacy” of the universal
church, he defends the “thesis of the simultaneity of the universal church and
the particular churches” What he means by this becomes clearer when he
writes: “The local church and the universal church are internal to one another;
they penetrate each other and are perichoretic.”

I can certainly accept this formula; it is valid for the church as it lives in his-
tory. But it misses the actual point at issue as seen in the reference to the “pre-
existence” of the church. In order to clarify what is at stake here, let me quote
a few sentences from my talk on this topic. In it I argued that the fathers of the
church saw the church as a greater Israel, now become universal; and from
that standpoint they also adopted the rabbinical view of the meaning of Cre-
ation, which is based on the Bible itself: “Thus creation is conceived in such a
way that there is a place in it for God’s will. But this will needs a people that
lives for God’s will and makes it the light of the world.”

From the standpoint of Christology, the picture is expanded and deepened.
History is, once again in connection with the Old Testament, interpreted as a
love story between God and humanity. God finds and prepares for himself the
Bride of the Son, the one Bride, which is the one church. On the strength of
the saying in Genesis that a man and his wife become “two in one flesh” (Gn
2:24), the image of the bride fused with the idea of the church as the body of
Christ, which for its part is based on eucharistic piety. The one body of Christ
is made ready; Christ and the church will be “two in one flesh,” one body; and
thus God will be all in all.

The basic idea of sacred history is that of gathering together, of uniting—
uniting human beings in the one body of Christ, the union of human beings
and through human beings of all creation with God. There is only one Bride,
only one body of Christ, not many brides, not many bodies. The Bride is, of
course, as the fathers of the church said, drawing on Psalm 44, dressed “in
many-colored robes”; the body has many organs. But the superordinate prin-
ciple is ultimately unity. That is the point here. Variety becomes richness only
through the process of unification.

I can only repeat what I said in that talk. I cannot understand how my po-
sition can be refuted by means of biblical theology. The inner priority of
unity, of the one Bride to her essential variety, seems to be plainly evident.

At the same time, in my talk I tried to understand where the resistance to
this self-evident biblical view of history comes from; and I came up with two
closely interrelated motives. The first is that mentioning the universal church
and its ontological (or should we say teleological?) precedence over the indi-
vidual churches leads people to think immediately about the pope and the
curia, and the need to avert centralism. Hence, the problem of centralism and
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of the role of the local bishops also lies at the root of Cardinal Kasper’s reac-
tion to my thoughts.

Forgive me if I say quite candidly that this linkage, objectively speaking,
makes no sense. The church of Rome is a local church and not the universal
church—a local church with a peculiar, universal responsibility, but still a
local church. And the assertion of the inner precedence of God’s idea of the
one church, the one Bride, over all its empirical realizations in particular
churches has nothing whatsoever to do with the problem of centralism.

Once this has been made clear, another question arises: why does this same
association keep coming up everywhere, even with so great a theologian as
Walter Kasper? What makes people suspect that the thesis of the internal pri-
ority of the one divine idea of the church over the individual churches might
be a ploy of Roman centralism?

This brings us to the second reason why the plain biblical evidence is not,
in fact, functional today. The term universal church is understood to refer only
to the pope and the curia. It seems, as Kasper says in his response, echoing
Henri de Lubac, to be a pure abstraction. That is why in my talk I made a de-
liberate effort to present the practical reality of the Catholic Church and how
it actually works, in close conjunction with the “Dogmatic Constitution on
the Church.”

To my astonishment, Cardinal Kasper said not a word about this extensive
and central passage of my text. Here I can only make the briefest of allusions
to my remarks. I showed that the council answers the question, where one can
see the universal church as such, by speaking of the sacraments:

There is, first of all, baptism. It is a Trinitarian, that is, a thoroughly theo-
logical event, and means far more than being socialized into the local
church.... Baptism does not arise from the individual community; rather, in
baptism the door to the one church is opened to us; it is the presence of the
one church, and it can come only from her—from the Jerusalem that is above,
our new mother. In baptism the universal church continually precedes and
creates the local church.

On this basis the letter of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
can say that there are no strangers in the church. Everyone in it is at home ev-
erywhere.... Anyone baptized in the church in Berlin is always at home in the
church in Rome or in New York or in Kinshasa or in Bangalore or wherever, as
if he or she had been baptized there. He or she does not need to file a change-
of-address form; it is one and the same church. Baptism comes out of it and
delivers (gives birth to) us into it.

To my pleasure, I was recently on hand when Cardinal Kasper made this
very argument in a discussion about the church and cited an example from
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his own life. Early on, he and his parents had left the parish where he was
baptized—yet in baptism he had not been socialized into this particular
community, but born into the one church. As far as I am concerned, this
statement clears up the controversy—for that is the issue here. I would like
to make just one more point, taken from the longer discussion in my talk,
about the concrete content of the phrase “universal church,” specifically,
about the Word of God. I said: Anyone who speaks of baptism is automati-
cally dealing with the Word of God, which for the entire church is only one,
and which always precedes the church in all places, calls it together, and
builds it up. This one Word is above the church and yet in it, entrusted to
it as to a living subject. In order to be really present in history, the Word of
God needs this subject; but this subject cannot subsist without the vivifying
power of the Word, which makes it a subject to begin with. When we speak
of the Word of God we also mean the Creed, which stands at the center of
the baptismal event. It is a way the church receives and appropriates the
Word, which is in a sense both word and response. Here, too, the universal
church, the one church, is quite concretely and palpably present. If one strips
away all the false associations with church politics from the concept of the
universal church and grasps it in its true theological (and hence quite con-
crete) content, then it becomes clear that the argument about church politics
misses the heart of the matter. It becomes clear that the problem is not Pla-
tonism or Aristotelianism, but the key notion of salvation history in the
Bible. And then one can no longer also say that the “universalistic view” of
the church is “ecumenically off-putting.”

I would really like to go on and address many other points that Kasper
makes—for example, his objections to my analysis of the account of Pentecost
in the Acts of the Apostles. But perhaps I had better leave that to a future per-
sonal conversation.

Let me, if I may, add only one rather humorous little note. In the section
“Historical Perspectives,” which supplies in a few sentences some very good
information about the essential issues, Cardinal Kasper, invoking J. Gnilka,
observes that “in Paul the local community is the focus.” But in Rudolf
Bultmann we can read the exact opposite. According to Bultmann:

The church’s organization grew primarily out of the awareness that the
community as a whole takes precedence over the individual communi-
ties. A symptom of this is that the word ekklesia [church] is used to refer,
in the first instance, by no means to the individual community but to
the “people of God.”... The notion of the priority of the church as a
whole over the individual community is further seen in the equation of
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the ekklesia with the soma Christou [body of Christ], which embraces all
believers.!

This conflict between Gnilka and Bultmann shows, first of all, the relativity
of exegetical judgments. But for that very reason it is especially instructive in
our case, because Bultmann, who vigorously defended the thesis of the prece-
dence of the universal church over the local church, could certainly never be
accused of Platonism or of a bias in favor of bringing back Roman centralism.
Perhaps it was simply because he stood outside these controversies that he was
able to read and expound the texts with a more open mind.
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The Canon of Criticism

PETER SEEWALD INTERVIEWS
JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER (1996)'

Referring to criticism of the church, you once spoke of a classical “canon of
issues”: women’s ordination, contraception, celibacy, the remarriage of di-
vorced persons. This list is from 1984. The “Petition of the People of the
Church” of 1995 in Austria, Germany, and Switzerland shows that this canon
of issues hasn’t changed one iota. The discussion seems to be going wearyingly
in circles. Perhaps a few clarifications would help get beyond this impasse. It
seems to me that many don’t know exactly what they’re talking about when
they speak of the papacy and priesthood, that they actually don’t know the
meaning of these terms.

I would stress again that all of these are certainly genuine issues, but I also
believe that we go astray when we raise them to the standard questions and
make them the only concerns of Christianity. There is a very simple reflection
that argues against this (which, by the way, Johann Baptist Metz has men-
tioned in an article entitled “Petition of the People of the Church”). These
issues are resolved in Lutheran Christianity. On these points it has taken the
other path, and it is quite plain that it hasn’t thereby solved the problem of
being a Christian in today’s world and that the problem of Christianity, the
effort of being a Christian, remains just as dramatic as before. Metz, if I recall
correctly, asks why we ought to make ourselves a clone of Protestant Christian-
ity. It is actually a good thing, he says, that the experiment was made. For it
shows that being Christian today does not stand or fall on these questions.
That the resolution of these matters does not make the gospel more attractive
or being Christian any easier. It does not even achieve the agreement that will
better hold the church together. I believe we should finally be clear on this
point, that the church is not suffering on account of these questions.
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THE DOGMA OF INFALLIBILITY

Let us begin, then, with a point that the Protestants crossed off the list quite
early on, the dogma of infallibility. Now, what does this dogma really mean? Is
it correctly or falsely translated when we assume that everything the Holy
Father says is automatically sacred and correct? I would like to put this ques-
tion at the beginning of the canon of criticism because it seems especially to
agitate people, for whatever reasons.

You have in fact touched upon an error. As a matter of fact, this dogma
does not mean that everything the pope says is infallible. It simply means that
in Christianity, at any rate, as Catholics believe, there is a final decision-
making authority, that ultimately there can be binding decisions about essen-
tial issues and we can be certain that they correctly interpret the heritage of
Christ. In one form or another, this authority is present in every Christian
faith community, but it is not associated with the pope.

For the Orthodox Church, too, it is clear that conciliar decisions are infal-
lible in the sense that I can be confident that here the inheritance of Christ is
correctly interpreted; this is our common faith. It’s not necessary for each
person, as it were, to distill it and extract it from the Bible anew; rather, the
church has been given the possibility of reaching communal certainty. The
difference from Orthodoxy is only that Roman Christianity recognizes an-
other level of assurance in addition to the ecumenical council, namely, the
Successor of Peter, who can likewise provide this assurance. The pope is, of
course, bound to certain conditions in this matter, conditions that guaran-
tee—and in addition put him under the deepest obligation—that he decides
not out of his own subjective consciousness but in the great communion of
the tradition.

It did take a long time, though, to find this solution.

Well, councils were also held before there was any theory of councils. The fa-
thers of the Council of Nicaea, the first council, which was held in 325, didn’t
have any idea what a council was; in fact, it was the emperor who had convoked
it. Nevertheless, they were already clear that not only had they spoken but they
were entitled to say, “It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts
15:28), which the council of the apostles also says. This means: the Holy Spirit
has decided with us and through us. The Council of Nicaea then speaks of three
primatial sees in the church, namely, Rome, Antioch, and Alexandria, thus
naming jurisdictions connected with the Petrine tradition. Rome and Antioch
are the episcopal sees of St. Peter, and Alexandria, as Mark’s see, was, as it were,
tied to the Petrine tradition and subsumed into this triad.
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Very early on, the bishops of Rome knew clearly that they were in this Pet-
rine tradition and that, together with the responsibility, they also had the
promise that helped them to live up to it. This subsequently became very clear
in the Arian crisis, when Rome was the only authority that could face up to
the emperor. The Bishop of Rome, who naturally has to listen to the whole
church and does not creatively produce the faith himself, has a function that is
in continuity with the promise to Peter. To be sure, only in 1870 was it given
its definitive conceptual formulation.

Perhaps we ought also to note that in our day an understanding is emerg-
ing even outside Catholic Christianity that a guarantor of unity is necessary
for the whole. This has emerged in the dialogue with the Anglicans, for ex-
ample. The Anglicans are ready to acknowledge, as it were, providential guid-
ance in tying the tradition of primacy to Rome, without wanting to refer the
promise to Peter directly to the pope. Even in other parts of Protestant Chris-
tianity there is an acknowledgment that Christianity ought to have a spokes-
man who can express it in person. And also the Orthodox Church has voices
that criticize the disintegration of the church into autocephalies (national
churches) and, instead of this, regard recourse to the Petrine principle as
meaningful. That is not an acknowledgment of the Roman dogma, but con-
vergences are becoming increasingly clear.

THE GOSPEL: AFFIRMATION OR CONDEMNATION?

The traditional morality of the church, according to one criticism, is really
based on guilt feelings. It is above all negative in its evaluation of sexuality.
The church, it is said, has also imposed burdens that have nothing to do with
revelation. Now there is the idea that we ought to cease basing Christian theol-
ogy on sin and contrition. It is necessary and possible, they say, to rediscover
the mystery of religious experience beyond religious norms.

The sloganlike opposition between “condemnation” and “affirmation”
[Droh-Botschaft/Froh-Botschaft: threatening news/good news] is one that I
have never thought highly of. For whoever reads the gospel sees that Christ
preached the Good News but that the message of judgment is a part of it.
There are quite dramatic words of judgment in the gospel that can really make
one shudder. We ought not to stifle them. The Lord himself in the gospel ob-
viously sees no contradiction between the message of judgment and the Good
News. On the contrary. That there is a judgment, that there is justice, at least
for the oppressed, for those who are unjustly treated—that is the real hope
and, in that sense, good news. Those who belong to the oppressors and the
workers of injustice are primarily the ones who feel threatened.
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Even Adorno said that there can really be justice only if there is a resurrec-
tion of the dead, so that past wrongs can be settled retroactively, as it were.
There must, in other words, somewhere, somehow, be a settling of injustices,
the victory of justice; that is what we are awaiting, at least. Nor are Christ and
his judgment a victory for evil. No, ke is the victory of the good, and in this
sense, the fact that God is righteous and is the judge is profoundly good news.
Naturally, this Good News puts me under an obligation. But when I conceive
of the Good News only as self-affirmation, in the final analysis it is meaning-
less; there is an anesthetization going on somewhere. For this reason, we must
become familiar again with the dimension of judgment, precisely with a view
to those who suffer and those who have received no justice but who have a
right to it—and then also agree to put ourselves under this standard and not
to belong to the doers of injustice.

Of course, there is an unsettling element in the message of judgment, and
that is a good thing. I mean, when you see how the medieval rulers committed
injustice but then, when judgment was approaching, tried to make amends by
benefactions and good deeds, you see that consciousness of judgment was
also a political and social factor. The awareness that I really mustn’t leave the
world in this state, that I have to put things right somehow, in other words,
that there was an even higher threat hanging over the powerful, was extremely
salutary. That benefits everyone concretely.

However, we have to add that we know that as judge, Christ is not a cold
legalist but that he is familiar with grace and that ultimately we may approach
him without fear. But I think that everyone must find this inner balance, must
feel that he is under judgment and recognize: I can’t simply muddle along as I
please, there is a judgment over me—without, however, surrendering to scru-
ples and anxiety.

This, it seems to me, also suggests an orientation for the church’s preaching
and pastoral ministry. She must also be able to threaten the powerful; she
must also be able to threaten those who neglect, squander, even destroy their
lives, for the sake of the right and the good and their own well-being, their
own happiness. But she must not become a power that instills fear; she must
also know with whom she is speaking. There are sensitive, almost sick souls,
who are quickly plunged into fear. They have to be retrieved from the zone of
fear; the word of grace has to shine powerfully into the soul. I believe that
both aspects must be kept together in a whole, but in such a way that judg-
ment is also Good News, because it assures us that the world makes sense and
good triumphs.
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WE ARE THE PEOPLE OF GOD

The term “People of God” is understood today as the idea of an autonomy vis-
a-vis the official church. The motto is “we are the people,” and what the people
say has to be done. On the other hand, there is also the expression “vox populi,
vox Dei” How do you understand this term?

If we are theologians and believers, we listen first to what the Bible says. In
other words, we ourselves can’t invent the major concepts: “Who is God?”
“What is the church?” “grace,” and so forth. The gift of faith consists precisely
in the fact that there is a prior given. The term “People of God” is a biblical
one. The biblical use is thus also normative for how we might use it. It is first
and essentially an Old Testament term; the term people comes long before the
era of nations and is connected more with the clan, with the family.

Above all, it is a relational term. More recent exegesis has made this very
clear. Israel is not the people of God when it acts simply as a political nation.
It becomes the people of God by turning to God. It is the people of God only
in relation, in turning to God, and in Israel turning to God consists in submis-
sion to the Torah. In this sense, the idea of “People of God” in the Old Testa-
ment includes, first, the election of Israel by God, who chooses it for no merit
of its own—despite the fact that it is not a great or significant people but one
of the smallest of the peoples—who chooses it out of love and thus bestows
his love upon it. Second, it includes the acceptance of this love, and concretely
this means submission to the Torah. Only in this submission, which places
Israel in relation to God, is it the people of God.

In the New Testament, the concept “People of God” (with perhaps one or
two exceptions) refers only to Israel, that is, to the people of the Old Covenant.
It is not a concept that applies directly to the church. However, the church is
understood as the continuation of Israel, although Christians don’t descend
directly from Abraham and thus actually don’t belong to this people. They
enter into it, says the New Testament, by their descent from Christ and thereby
also become children of Abraham. Thus, whoever belongs to Christ belongs to
the “People of God.” One could say that the term Torah is replaced by the
Person of Christ, and, in this sense, the “People of God” category, though not
applied directly to the new people, is tied to communion with Christ and to
living like Christ, or, as St. Paul says, “hav[ing] the mind of Christ” (Phil 2:5).
Paul goes on to describe the “mind of Christ” with the words: “He became
obedient unto death on the cross.” Only when we understand the term “People
of God” in its biblical usage do we use it in a Christian way. Everything else is
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extra-Christian construction that misses the real core and is, in my opinion, a
product of arrogance. Which of us can say that we are the people of God,
while the others perhaps are not?

But regarding the statement “we are the people,” I would add a very practi-
cal consideration. The “we are the people” functions as the premise for the
conclusion “we decide.” For example, if in Germany all the members of a cer-
tain association got together and said, “We are the people, and therefore we
decide that now it is thus and so,” all the people would just laugh. Every nation
has its institutions; everyone knows that it’s not the town council but the par-
liament, in other words, an institution that really represents the whole—that
votes on federal laws. And in this way not just anyone is the comprehensive
“we” of the church with the corresponding authority to make decisions, but
only everyone together is this “we,” and the individual group is this “we” only
insofar as it lives in the whole. It would, in fact, be completely absurd, even in
the purely popular understanding of democracy, if groups pretended to vote
about the whole themselves. A parish council or a diocesan forum should take
in hand i#s affairs. But it cannot claim to decide the affairs of the universal
church as such.

In the church, there is another element in addition to the example given us
by the law of the state (which also has significance for the church), namely, the
fact that the church lives not only synchronically but diachronically, as well.
This means that it is always all—even the dead—who live and are the whole
church, that it is always all who must be considered in any majority in the
church. In the state, for example, one day we have the Reagan administration,
and the next day the Clinton administration, and whoever comes next always
throws out what his predecessor did and said; we always begin again from
scratch. That’s not the way it is in the church. The church lives her life precisely
from the identity of all the generations, from their identity that overarches
time, and her real majority is made up of the saints. Every generation tries to
join the ranks of the saints, and each makes its contribution. But it can do that
only by accepting this great continuity and entering into it in a living way.

But, of course, there is also a continuity of the state that is independent of indi-
vidual presidents.

Correct. What I said just now was a bit exaggerated. It’s also the case in
the state that not every government starts all over again from the beginning.
Each of them is in the great tradition of the state and, being bound to the
constitution, can’t reconstruct the state from zero, as it were. So what holds
for a state holds also for the church, only in an even stricter and more far-
reaching way.
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Now, there are “we are the people” movements that no longer group themselves
around the traditional laws, rules, parliaments, but simply go off on their own.

In the state, you mean? Yes, yes. In that sense, the phenomenon is also
nothing peculiar to the church. But these popular democratic movements
show us that this really doesn’t work in the state. The Soviet Union began like
that. The “base” was supposed to decide things via the councils; all were sup-
posed to take an active part in governing. This allegedly direct democracy,
dubbed “people’s democracy,” which was contrasted with representative (par-
liamentary) democracy, became, in reality, simply a lie. It would be no differ-
ent in a church made up of such councils.

The slogan “we are the people” is also attractive because in our most recent
past it proved to be successful in the protest movements in the former East Ger-
many.

That’s quite true. But in that case the people obviously stood behind it. By
now, the consensus has fallen apart again. It was sufficient for a great protest,
but it’s not enough for the positive task of governing a commonwealth.

SACRED RULE AND BROTHERHOOD

Why must the church continue to operate even today with authoritarian
methods and be organized according to “totalitarian” structures? Many people
have the idea that democratic models could be possible in the church, too. It’s
argued that you can’t sue for democracy and human rights in society and then
leave them at the door of your own house. You can’t go around demanding a
sense of fellowship and then operate yourself predominantly with accusations
of guilt, laws, and a pointing finger.

First, to the word hierarchy. The correct translation of this term is probably
not “sacred rule” but “sacred origin.” The word arché can mean both things,
origin and rule. But the likelier meaning is “sacred origin.” In other words, it
communicates itself in virtue of an origin, and the power of this origin, which
is sacred, is, as it were, the ever-new beginning of every generation in the
church. It doesn’t live by the mere continuum of generations but by the pres-
ence of the ever-new source itself, which communicates itself unceasingly
through the sacraments. That, I think, is an important, different way of look-
ing at things: the category that corresponds to the priesthood is not that of
rule. On the contrary, the priesthood has to be a conduit and a making pres-
ent of a beginning and has to make itself available for this task. When priest-
hood, episcopacy, and papacy are understood essentially in terms of rule, then
things are truly wrong and distorted.
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We know from the Gospels that the disciples argued about their rank, that
the temptation to turn discipleship into lordship was there from the first and
also always is there. Therefore, there is no denying that this temptation exists
in every generation, including today’s. At the same time, however, there is the
gesture of the Lord, who washes the feet of his disciples and thereby makes
them fit to sit at table with him, with God himself. When he makes this ges-
ture, it is as if he were saying: “This is what I mean by priesthood. If you don’t
like that, then you are no priests.” Or, as he says to the mother of the Zebedees:
the prior condition is drinking the cup, that is, suffering with Christ. Whether
they then sit at the right or at the left or anywhere else, that has to remain
open. So that this is another way of saying that to be a disciple means to drink
the chalice, to enter into a communion of destiny with the Lord, to wash an-
other’s feet, to lead the way in suffering, to share another’s suffering. This,
then, is the first point, namely, that the origin of hierarchy, in any event its
true meaning, is not to construct a structure of domination but to keep some-
thing present that doesn’t come from the individual. No one can forgive sins
on his own initiative; no one can communicate the Holy Spirit on his own
initiative; no one can transform bread into the presence of Christ or keep him
present on his own initiative. In this sense one has to perform a service in
which the church doesn’t become a self-governing business but draws her life
again and anew from her origin.

A second general preliminary remark. The word brotherhood is, to be sure, a
fine word, but we ought not forget its ambiguity. The first pair of brothers in the
history of the world were, according to the Bible, Cain and Abel, and the one
murdered the other. And that is an idea that also occurs elsewhere in the history
of religions. The mythology surrounding the origin of Rome has the same
thing: Romulus and Remus. It also begins with two brothers, and one murders
the other. So, siblings are not automatically the quintessence of love and equal-
ity. Just as fatherhood can turn into tyranny, we also have sufficient examples of
negative brotherhood in history. Even brotherhood must be redeemed, as it
were, and pass through the cross in order to find its proper form.

Now to the practical questions. Perhaps there really is too much decision-
making and administration in the church at the present time. In reality, office by
nature ought to be a service to ensure that the sacraments are celebrated, that
Christ can come in, and that the Word of God is proclaimed. Everything else is
only ordered to that. It ought not be a standing governing function but should
have a bond of obedience to the origin and a bond to the life lived in this origin.
The office holder ought to accept responsibility for the fact that he does not
proclaim and produce things himself but is a conduit for the Other and there-
fore ought to step back himself—we have already touched on that. In this sense,
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he should be in the very first place one who obeys, who does not say, “I would
like to say this now,” but asks what Christ says and what our faith is and submits
to that. And in the second place, he ought to be one who serves, who is available
to the people and who, following Christ, keeps himself ready to wash their feet.
This is marvelously illustrated in St. Augustine. We have already spoken of the
fact that he was constantly busy with trivial affairs, with foot-washing, and that
he was ready to spend his great life on the little things, if you will, but in the
knowledge that he wasn’t squandering it by doing so. That would, then, be the
true image of the priesthood. When it is lived correctly, it cannot mean finally
getting one’s hands on the levers of power but rather renouncing one’s own life
project in order to give oneself over to service.

Part of that, of course—and here I am citing Augustine again—is to repri-
mand and rebuke and thereby to cause problems for oneself. Augustine illus-
trates this in a homily in the following terms: You want to live badly; you want
to perish. I, however, am not allowed to want this; I have to rebuke you, even
though it displeases you. He then uses the example of the father with sleeping
sickness whose son keeps waking him up because that is the only chance of his
being cured. But the father says: Let me sleep, 'm dead tired. And the son says:
No, 'm not allowed to let you sleep. And that, he says, is precisely the function
of a bishop. I am not permitted to let you sleep. I know that you would like to
sleep, but that is precisely what I may not allow. And in this sense the church
must also raise her index finger and become irksome. But in all this it must
remain perceptible that the church is not interested in harassing people but
that she herself is animated by the restless desire for the good. I must not
allow you to sleep, because sleep would be deadly. And in the exercise of this
authority she must also take Christ’s suffering upon herself. What—Ilet’s put it
in a purely human way—gives Christ credibility is, in fact, that he suffered.
And that is also the credibility of the church. For this reason, she also becomes
most credible where she has martyrs and confessors. And where things go
comfortably, she loses credibility.

CELIBACY

Curiously, nothing enrages people more than the question of celibacy. Even
though it concerns directly only a tiny fraction of the people in the church. Why
is there celibacy?

It arises from a saying of Christ. There are, Christ says, those who give up
marriage for the sake of the kingdom of heaven and bear testimony to the king-
dom of heaven with their whole existence. Very early on, the church came to the
conviction that to be a priest means to give this testimony to the kingdom of
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heaven. In this regard, the practice could go back analogously to an Old Testa-
ment parallel of another nature. Israel marches into the land. Each of the eleven
tribes gets its land, its territory. Only the tribe of Levi, the priestly tribe, gets an
inheritance; its inheritance is God alone. This means in practical terms that its
members live on the cult offerings and not, like the other tribes, from the culti-
vation of land. The essential point is that they have no property. In Psalm 16 we
read: “You are my assigned portion; I have drawn you as my lot; God is my
land.” This figure—that is, the fact that in the Old Testament the priestly tribe is
landless and, as it were, lives on God, and thereby also really bears witness to
him—was later translated, on the basis of Jesus’s words, to this: The land where
the priest lives is God.

We have such difficulty understanding this renunciation today because the
relationship to marriage and children has clearly shifted. To have to die with-
out children was once synonymous with a useless life: the echoes of my own
life die away, and I am completely dead. If I have children, then I continue to
live in them; it’s a sort of immortality through posterity. For this reason the
ultimate condition of life is to have posterity and thereby to remain in the
land of the living.

The renunciation of marriage and family is thus to be understood in terms
of this vision: I renounce what, humanly speaking, is not only the most normal
but also the most important thing. I forgo bringing forth further life on the
tree of life, and I live in the faith that my land is really God—and so I make
it easier for others, also, to believe that there is a kingdom of heaven. I bear
witness to Jesus Christ, to the gospel, not only with words, but also with this
specific mode of existence, and I place my life in this form at his disposal.

In this sense, celibacy has a Christological and an apostolic meaning at the
same time. The point is not simply to save time—so I then have a little bit
more time at my disposal because I am not a father of a family. That would be
too primitive and pragmatic a way to see things. The point is really an exis-
tence that stakes everything on God and leaves out precisely the one thing that
normally fulfills a human existence with a promising future.

On the other hand, it’s certainly not a dogma. Couldn’t the question perhaps
be negotiated one day in the direction of a free choice between a celibate and a
noncelibate form of life?

No, it’s certainly not a dogma. It is an accustomed way of life that evolved
very early in the church on good biblical grounds. Recent studies show that celi-
bacy goes back much farther than the usually acknowledged canonical sources
would indicate, back to the second century. In the East, too, it was much more
widespread than we have realized up until now. In the East it isn’t until the sev-
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enth century that there is a parting of the ways. Today, as before, monasticism in
the East is still the foundation that sustains the priesthood and the hierarchy. In
that sense, celibacy also has a major significance in the East.

It is not a dogma. It is a form of life that has grown up in the church and
that naturally always brings with it the danger of a fall. When one aims so
high, there are failures. I think that what provokes people today against celi-
bacy is that they see how many priests really aren’t inwardly in agreement with
it and either live it hypocritically, badly, not at all, or only live it in a tortured
way. So people say ...

... it ruins them...

The poorer an age is in faith, the more frequent the falls. This robs celibacy
of its credibility and obscures the real point of it. People need to get straight in
their minds that times of crises for celibacy are always times of crisis for mar-
riage, as well. For, as a matter of fact, today we are experiencing not only vio-
lations of celibacy; marriage itself is becoming increasingly fragile as the basis
of our society. In the legislation of Western nations we see that it is increas-
ingly placed on the same level as other forms and is thereby largely “dissolved”
as a legal form. Nor is the hard work needed really to live marriage negligible.
Put in practical terms, after the abolition of celibacy we would only have a dif-
ferent kind of problem, with divorced priests. That is not unknown in the
Protestant churches. In this sense, we see, of course, that the lofty forms of
human existence involve great risks.

The conclusion that I would draw from this, however, is not that we should
now say, “We can’t do it anymore,” but that we must learn again to believe.
And that we must also be even more careful in the selection of candidates for
the priesthood. The point is that someone ought really to accept it freely and
not say, well now, I would like to become a priest, so I'll put up with this. Or:
Well then, I'm not interested in girls anyway, so I'll go along with celibacy.
That is not a basis to start from. The candidate for the priesthood has to rec-
ognize the faith as a force in his life, and he must know that he can live celi-
bacy only in faith. Then celibacy can also become again a testimony that says
something to people and that also gives them the courage to marry. The two
institutions are interconnected. If fidelity in the one is no longer possible, the
other no longer exists: one fidelity sustains the other.

Is that a conjecture when you say that there is a connection between the crisis
of celibacy and the crisis of marriage?

That seems quite apparent to me. In both cases the question of a definitive
life decision is at the center of one’s own personality: Am I already able, let’s
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say at age twenty-five, to arrange my whole life? Is that something appropriate
for man at all? Is it possible to see it through and in doing so to grow and
mature in a living way—or must I not rather keep myself constantly open for
new possibilities? Basically, then, the question is posed thus: Does the possi-
bility of a definitive choice belong in the central sphere of man’s existence as
an essential component? In deciding his form of life, can he commit himself
to a definitive bond? I would say two things. He can do so only if he is really
anchored in his faith. Second, only then does he also reach the full form of
human love and human maturity. Anything less than monogamous marriage
is too little for man.

But if the figures about the breakdowns of celibacy are correct, then celibacy
collapsed de facto a long time ago. To say it again: is this question perhaps one
day negotiable in the sense of a free choice?

The point is that, in any case, it has to be free. It’s even necessary to confirm
by an oath before ordination one’s free consent and desire. In this sense, I
always have a bad feeling when it’s said afterward that it was a compulsory
celibacy and that it was imposed on us. That goes against one’s word given at
the beginning. It’s very important that in the education of priests we see to it
that this oath is taken seriously. This is the first point. The second is that
where there is living faith, and in the measure in which a church lives faith,
the strength to do this is also given.

I think that giving up this condition basically improves nothing; rather, it
glosses over a crisis of faith. Naturally, it is a tragedy for a church when many
lead a more or less double life. Unfortunately, this is not the first time that has
happened. In the late Middle Ages we had a similar situation, which was also
one of the factors that caused the Reformation. That is a tragic event indeed
that calls for reflection, also for the sake of the people, who also really suffer
deeply. But I think that, according to the findings of the last synod of bishops,
it is the conviction of the great majority of bishops that the real question is
the crisis of faith and that we won’t get better and more priests by this “un-
coupling” but will only gloss over a crisis of faith and falsely obtain solutions
in a superficial way.

Back to my question: do you think that perhaps one day priests will be able to
decide freely between celibate and noncelibate life?

I understood your question. I simply had to make it clear that in any event,
at least according to what every priest says before his ordination, celibacy is
not a matter of compulsion. Someone is accepted as a priest only when he
does it of his own accord. And that is now the question, of course: how deeply
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do priesthood and celibacy belong together? And is not the wish to have only
one [without the other] a lower view of the priesthood? Nor do I think that in
this matter it’s enough simply to point to the Orthodox churches and Protes-
tant Christianity. Protestant Christianity has per se a completely different un-
derstanding of office: it is a function, it is a ministry coming out of the
community, but it is not a sacrament in the same sense; it is not priesthood in
this proper sense. In the Orthodox churches we have, on the one hand, the full
form of the priesthood, the priest monks, who alone can become bishops.
Alongside them are the “people’s priests,” who, if they want to marry, must
marry before ordination but who exercise little pastoral care and are really
only liturgical ministers. This is also a somewhat different conception of
priesthood. We, on the other hand, are of the opinion that everyone who is a
priest at all must be so in the way that the bishop is and that there cannot be
such a division.

One ought not to declare that any custom of the church’s life, no matter
how deeply anchored and well founded, is wholly absolute. To be sure, the
church will have to ask herself the question again and again; she has now done
so in two synods. But I think that given the whole history of Western Chris-
tianity and the inner vision that lies at the basis of the whole, the church
should not believe that she will easily gain much by resorting to this uncou-
pling; rather in any case she will lose if she does so.

Can one say, then, that you do not believe that one day the Catholic Church
will have married priests?

At least not in the foreseeable future. To be quite honest, I must say that we
do have married priests, who came to us as converts from the Anglican
Church or from various Protestant communities. In exceptional cases, then, it
is possible, but they are just that: exceptional situations. And I think that these
will also remain exceptional cases in the future.

Mustn’t celibacy be dropped for the simple reason that otherwise the church
won’t get any more priests?

I don’t think that the argument is really sound. The question of priestly
vocations has many aspects. It has, first of all, to do with the number of chil-
dren. If today the average number of children is 1.5, the question of possible
priests takes on a very different form from what it was in ages when families
were considerably larger. And there are also very different expectations in
families. Today we are experiencing that the main obstacles to the priesthood
often come from parents. They have very different expectations for their chil-
dren. That is the first point. The second point is that the number of active
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Christians is much smaller, which means, of course, that the selection pool
has become much smaller. Looked at relative to the number of children and
the number of those who are believing churchgoers, the number of priestly
vocations has probably not decreased at all. In this sense, one has to take the
proportion into account. The first question, then, is: are there believers? And
only then comes the second question. Are priests coming from them?

CONTRACEPTION

Your Eminence, many Christians do not understand the church’s position on
contraception. Do you understand that they don’t understand it?

Yes, I can understand that quite well; the question is really complicated. In
today’s troubled world, where the number of children cannot be very high
given living conditions and so many other factors, it’s very easy to understand.
In this matter, we ought to look less at the casuistry of individual cases and
more at the major objectives that the church has in mind.

I think that it’s a question of three basic options. The first and most funda-
mental is to insist on the value of the child in society. In this area, in fact, there
has been a remarkable change. Whereas in the simple societies of the past up
to the nineteenth century, the blessing of children was regarded as the bless-
ing, today children are conceived of almost as a threat. People think that they
rob us of a place for the future, they threaten our own space, and so forth. In
this matter a primary objective is to recover the original, true view that the
child, the new human being, is a blessing. That by giving life we also receive it
ourselves and that going out of ourselves and accepting the blessing of cre-
ation is good for man.

The second is that today we find ourselves before a separation of sexuality
from procreation such as was not known earlier, and this makes it all the more
necessary not to lose sight of the inner connection between the two.

Meanwhile, even representatives of the sixties generation who tried it are
making some astonishing statements. Or perhaps that’s just what we should
expect. Rainer Langhans, for example, who once explored “orgasmic sexuality”
in his communes, now proclaims that “the pill severed sexuality from the soul
and led people into a blind alley.” Langhans complains that now there “is no
longer any giving, no longer any devoted dedication.” “The highest” aspect of
sexuality, he now professes, is “parenthood,” which he calls “collaboration in
God’s plan.”

It really is true that increasingly we have the development of two completely
separated realities. In Huxley’s famous futuristic novel Brave New World, we
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see a vision of a coming world in which sexuality is something completely de-
tached from procreation. He had good reason to expect this, and its human
tragedy is fully explored. In this world, children are planned and produced in a
laboratory in a regulated fashion. Now, that is clearly an intentional caricature,
but like all caricatures, it does bring something to the fore: that the child is going
to be something that tends to be planned and made, that he lies completely
under the control of reason, as it were. And that signals the self-destruction of
man. Children become products in which we want to express ourselves and are
robbed in advance of their own life’s projects. And sexuality once again be-
comes something replaceable. And, of course, in all this the relationship of
man and woman is also lost. The developments are plain to see.

In the question of contraception, precisely such basic options are at stake.
The church wants to keep man human. For the third option in this context is
that we cannot resolve great moral problems simply with techniques, with
chemistry, but must solve them morally, with a lifestyle. It is, I think—inde-
pendently now of contraception—one of our great perils that we want to
master even the human condition with technology, that we have forgotten
there are primordial human problems that are not susceptible of technologi-
cal solutions but that demand a certain lifestyle and certain life decisions. I
would say that in the question of contraception, we ought to look more at
these basic options, in which the church is leading a struggle for man. The
point of the church’s objections is to underscore this battle. The way these
objections are formulated is perhaps not always completely felicitous, but
what is at stake are such major cardinal points of human existence.

The question remains whether you can reproach someone, say a couple who al-
ready has several children, for not having a positive attitude toward children.
No, of course not, and that shouldn’t happen, either.

But must these people nevertheless have the idea that they are living in some
sort of sin if they ...

I would say that those are questions that ought to be discussed with one’s
spiritual director, with one’s priest, because they can’t be projected into the
abstract.

ABORTION

The church, says the pope, will continue her vehement opposition to all mea-
sures that “in any way promote abortion, sterilization, and contraception.”
Such measures wound, he says, the dignity of man as an image of God and
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thereby undermine the basis of society. The fundamental issue is the protection
of life. On the other hand, why is the death penalty, as the Catechism says, “not
excluded as a right of the state”?

In the death penalty, when it is legitimately applied, someone is punished
who has been proved guilty of the most serious crimes and who also repre-
sents a threat to the peace of society. In other words, a guilty person is pun-
ished. In the case of abortion, on the other hand, the death penalty is inflicted
on someone who is absolutely innocent. And those are two completely differ-
ent things that you cannot compare with one another.

It is true that the unborn child is regarded by not a few people as an unjust
aggressor who narrows the scope of my life, who forces his way into my life,
and whom I must kill as an unjust attacker. But that is nothing less than the
vision we spoke of earlier, in which the child is no longer considered a distinct
creature of God, created in the image of God, with his own right to life but, at
least as long as he is yet unborn, suddenly appears as a foe or as an inconve-
nience I can do with as I please. I think that the point is to clarify the aware-
ness that a conceived child is a human being, an individual.

The child, though needing the protection of the mother’s bodily commu-
nion, is still a distinct person in his own right, and he must be treated as a
human being because he is a human being. I think that if we give up the prin-
ciple that every man as man is under God’s protection, that as a man he is
beyond the reach of our arbitrary will, we really do forsake the foundation of
human rights.

But can one then say that someone who finds herself in a great moral dilemma
and decides to terminate pregnancy is a conspirator against life?

How guilt is assigned to individual persons is always a question that cannot
be decided abstractly. But let’s say that the act itself—whoever has brought
about the situation; it can also be due to pressure from men—remains by its
nature an attempt to resolve a conflict situation by killing a human being. We
also know from psychology how deeply something like this can stick in the
mother’s psyche, because she knows, at some level, that there was a human
being in her, that it would have been her child, and that it might have turned
out to be someone she would have been proud of. Needless to say, society
must also help to ensure the availability of other possibilities for dealing with
difficult situations and to end pressure on expectant mothers and to reawaken
a new love for children.

Excommunication in the case of married people who divorce and live in a new
civil marriage not recognized by the church is something that today probably
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only especially loyal Catholics can agree with. It seems unjust, humiliating,
and, in the end, unChristian, as well. You yourself observed in 1972: “Marriage
is a sacrament. ... [T]his does not rule out that the church’s communion also
embraces those people who recognize this doctrine and this principle of life but
are in an exceptionally difficult situation in which they especially need full
communion with the body of the Lord.”

First of all, I must make a purely canonical clarification, namely, that these
married people are not excommunicated in the formal sense. Excommunica-
tion is a whole cluster of ecclesiastical penalties; it is a restriction of church
membership. This ecclesiastical penalty is not imposed on them, even though
what you might call the core that immediately catches the eye, the fact of not
being able to receive Communion, does affect them. But, as I said, they are not
excommunicated in the juridical sense. They are, indeed, members of the
church who, because of a specific situation in their lives, cannot go to Com-
munion. It is beyond doubt that this is a great burden especially in our world,
in which the percentage of broken marriages is increasing.

I think that this burden can be carried if it becomes clear that there are also
other people who may not receive Communion. The real reason why the
problem has become so dramatic is that Communion has become a sort of
social rite and that one is really stigmatized if one doesn’t participate in it. If it
becomes plain again that many people should be saying to themselves, I've got
a few things to answer for, I can’t go up to Communion as I am now; and if, as
St. Paul puts it, the discernment of the body of Christ is once more practiced
in this way, the situation will immediately take on a different look. That is one
condition. The second is that they have to feel that, in spite of everything, they
are accepted by the church, that the church suffers with them.

But that sounds like a pious wish.

Of course, that would have to find some expression in the life of a commu-
nity. And conversely, by taking this renunciation upon oneself, one does
something for the church and for humanity, in that one bears a kind of wit-
ness to the uniqueness of marriage. I think that this, in turn, also has a very
important aspect, namely, the recognition that suffering and renunciation can
be something positive and that we have to find a new appreciation for these
things. And finally that we also recover the awareness that one can meaning-
fully and fruitfully participate in the celebration of the Mass, of the Eucharist,
without going to Communion each time. So it remains a difficult matter, but I
think that when a few connected factors get straightened out again, this will
also become easier to bear.
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Still, the priest does say the words, “Happy are those who are called to the
Lord’s Supper.” Consequently, the others ought to feel that they are unhappy.

Unfortunately, this has been somewhat obscured by the translation. The
words do not refer directly to the Eucharist. They are, in fact, taken from the
Book of Revelation and refer to the invitation to the eternal marriage feast
that is represented in the Eucharist. Therefore, someone who cannot receive
Communion at the moment is not necessarily excluded from the eternal
wedding feast. There has to be, as it were, a constant examination of con-
science. I have to think about being fit for this eternal meal and communicate
now so that that actually happens. Even someone who cannot receive Com-
munion now is, like all the others, exhorted by this call to think, while he is
on the way, that he will one day be admitted to the eternal marriage banquet.
And perhaps, because he has suffered, that he can be even more accept-
able.

Is discussion of this question still open, or is it already decided and settled once
and for all?

The principles have been decided, but factual questions, individual ques-
tions, are of course always possible. For example, perhaps in the future there
could also be an extrajudicial determination that the first marriage did not
exist. This could perhaps be ascertained locally by experienced pastors. Such
juridical developments, which can make things less complicated, are conceiv-
able. But the principle that marriage is indissoluble and that someone who
has left the valid marriage of his life, the sacrament, and entered into another
marriage cannot communicate does, in fact, hold definitively.

Everything revolves again and again on this point: what must the church sal-
vage from her tradition and what must she, if the need arises, discard? How is
this question decided? Is there a list with two columns? On the right: always
valid; on the left: capable of renewal?

No, it’s obviously not that simple. But there are various degrees of impor-
tance in the tradition. It was once customary in theology to speak of degrees
of certitude, and that was not so wrong. Many say that we have to go back to
that. The term hierarchy of truths does seem to point in this direction, namely,
that not everything has the same weight, that there are, so to speak, essentials,
for example, the great conciliar decisions or what is stated in the Creed. These
things are the Way and as such are vital to the church’s existence; they belong
to her inner identity. And then there are ramifications that are connected with
these essentials and certainly belong to the whole tree but that are not all of
the same importance. The identity of the church has clear distinguishing
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marks, so that it is not rigid but the identity of something living, which re-
mains true to itself in the midst of development.

WOMEN’S ORDINATION

On another issue, women’s ordination, an absolute “no” has been “promul-
gated by the Magisterium in an infallible way.” This was reconfirmed by the
pope in the fall of 1995. “We do not have the right to change this,” reads the
statement. So here, too, it is the historical argument that counts. But if one
takes that seriously, there ought never to have been a St. Paul, for everything
new also does away with holy and venerable things. Paul did new things. The
questions are: When can you put an end to a particular [disciplinary] regula-
tion? How can new things come into being? And: Can’t the foreshortenings of
history also be an idolatry that is incompatible with the freedom of a Chris-
tian?

Here, I think, it is necessary to state a few things more precisely. The first
point is that St. Paul did new things in the name of Christ but not in his own
name. And he emphasized explicitly that anyone who acknowledges Old Tes-
tament revelation as valid but then alters a few things without authorization is
acting unjustly. There could be new things because God had done new things
in Christ. And as a servant of this newness, he knew that he hadn’t invented it
but that it came out of the newness of Jesus Christ himself. Which then, in
turn, has its conditions, and in that matter he was very strict. If you think, for
example, of the account of the Last Supper, he says expressly: “I received
myself what I have handed on to you,” thus clearly declaring that he is bound
to what the Lord did on the last night and what has come down to him by way
of tradition. Or think of the message of Easter, where he says once more: This
I received, and I also encountered him myself. And so we teach, and so we all
teach; and whoever doesn’t do that estranges himself from Christ. Paul distin-
guished very clearly between the new things that come from Christ and the
bond to Christ, which alone authorizes him to do these new things. That is
the first point.

The second is that in all areas that aren’t really defined by the Lord and the
apostolic tradition there are in fact constant changes—even today. The ques-
tion is just this: Does it come from the Lord or not? And how does one recog-
nize this? The answer, confirmed by the pope, that we, the Congregation for
the Doctrine of the Faith, gave to the issue of women’s ordination does not say
that the pope has performed an infallible act of teaching. The pope established
rather that the church, the bishops of all places and times, have always taught
and acted in this way. The Second Vatican Council says: what bishops teach
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and do in unison over a very long time is infallible; it is the expression of a
bond that they themselves did not create. The responsum appeals to this pas-
sage of the council (Lumen Gentium, 25). It is not, as I said, an infallible act of
the pope, but the binding authority rests upon the continuity of the tradition.
And, as a matter of fact, this continuity with the origin is already significant.
For it was never self-evident. The ancient religions, without exception, had
priestesses, and it was so in the Gnostic movements, as well. An Italian scholar
recently discovered that in southern Italy, around the fifth or sixth century,
various groups instituted priestesses, and the bishops and the pope immedi-
ately took steps against this. Tradition emerged not from the surrounding
world but from within Christianity.

But I would now add a further piece of information that I find very inter-
esting. I am referring to the diagnosis that one of the most important Catholic
feminists, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, has given in this matter. She is a
German, an important exegete, who studied exegesis in Miinster, where she
married an Italian-American from Fiorenza, and who now teaches in Amer-
ica. At first she took a vehement part in the struggle for women’s ordination,
but now she says that that was a wrong goal. The experience with female
priests in the Anglican Church has, she says, led to the realization that “ordi-
nation is not a solution; it isn’t what we wanted.” She also explains why. She
says, “Ordination is subordination, and that’s exactly what we don’t want.”
And on this point, her diagnosis is completely correct.

To enter into an ordo always also means to enter into a relationship of sub-
ordination. But in our liberation movement, says Schiissler Fiorenza, we don’t
want to enter into an ordo, into a subordo, a “subordination,” but rather to
overcome the very phenomenon itself. Our struggle, she says, therefore mustn’t
aim at women’s ordination; that is precisely the wrong thing to do. Rather, it
must aim at the cessation of ordination altogether and at making the church a
society of equals in which there is only a “shifting leadership.” Given the moti-
vations behind the struggle for women’s ordination, which does, in fact, aim at
power-sharing and liberation from subordination, she has seen that correctly.
But then one must really say there is a whole question behind this: What is the
priesthood actually? Does the sacrament exist, or should there be only a shift-
ing leadership in which no one is allowed permanent access to “power”? I think
that in this sense perhaps the discussion will also change in the near future.

All these questions that we have just touched upon have for years been con-
stantly reorchestrated, sometimes with more, sometimes with less response
from the people. How do you judge undertakings like the “Petition of the
People of the Church” in Germany?
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I already said a few things about that when we were talking about the situ-
ation of the church in Italy and in other countries. I find that Metz’s remarks
in many respects are right on the mark. If I recall correctly, he points out that
this movement merely tries to cure the symptoms, whereas it excludes the
question that is really at the core of the crisis in the church, which he terms—
and the expression is perhaps not entirely felicitous—a “God-crisis.” As far as
the content is concerned, he has indicated exactly the decisive point. And
when we spoke earlier of the modern consensus that is opposed to faith, I de-
scribed it in these terms: God no longer counts, even if he should exist. If we
live in this way, then the church becomes a club, which now has to search for
substitute goals and meanings. And then all the things that can’t be explained
without God are vexatious. In other words, the precise point that is centrally
at issue is bracketed out. Metz then—1I'm still following my memory—points
out that the “Petition of the People of the Church” is on the whole met in the
Protestant churches. It is quite obvious that this does not protect them from
the crisis. So the question is raised—he says something more or less like
this—why do we want to make ourselves a clone of Protestant Christianity? I
can only agree with all that.

It seems that something like a Western-liberal civilizational Christianity has
formed, a sort of secularized faith that regards many things as one and the
same. This culture, which often no longer really has much to do with the es-
sence of Christianity—or of Catholicism—clearly seems to be becoming more
attractive. One has the impression that the official church has hardly anything,
at least theologically, to say against this philosophy, which is represented espe-
cially by Eugen Drewermann.

The Drewermann craze [ Welle] is already beginning to abate. What he pro-
poses is indeed just a variant of that general culture of secularized faith of
which you spoke. I would say that people don’t want to do without religion,
but they want it only to give, not to make its own demands on man. People
want to take the mysterious element in religion but spare themselves the effort
of faith. The diverse forms of this new religion, of its religiosity and its phi-
losophy, all largely converge today under the heading “New Age.” A sort of
mystical union with the divine ground of the world is the goal to which vari-
ous techniques are supposed to lead. So there is the idea that it is possible to
experience religion in its highest form and at the same time to remain com-
pletely within the scientific picture of the world. In contrast to this, the Chris-
tian faith seems complicated. It is doubtless in a difficult situation. But, thank
God, great Christian thinkers and exemplary figures of Christian life have not
been lacking even in this very century. They show the relevance of Christian
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faith and make evident that this faith helps one attain the fulfillment of hu-
manity. For this reason there are most definitely new movements toward a
decisive Christian life precisely in the younger generation, even if this can’t
become a mass movement.

The “canon of criticism” just treated is apparently not so easy to be rid of. If
that is so, how must one deal with it? Is it possible to wait out all these ques-
tions? Will we ever be rid of them?

In any case, they will lose their urgency as soon as the church is no longer
looked upon as a final end, an end in itself, and as a place for gaining power.
As soon as celibacy is once again lived convincingly out of a strong faith. As
soon as we see, as the goal of Christianity, eternal life instead of ensconcing
ourselves in a group in which one can exercise power, I am convinced that a
spiritual turning point will come sometime and that then these questions will
lose their urgency as suddenly as they arose. After all, in the end, they are not
man’s real questions, either.
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The Basis of
Christian Brotherhood:
Faith

FROM THE MEANING OF CHRISTIAN BROTHERHOOD

Christian brotherhood, unlike the purely secular brotherhood of
Marxism, is, above all, brotherhood based on the common paternity of
God. Unlike the impersonal Stoic idea of God the father and the vague
paternal idea of the Enlightenment, the fatherhood of God is a
fatherhood mediated by the Son and including brotherly union in

the Son.

If, therefore, Christian brotherhood is to be vitally realized, both a vital
knowledge of the fatherhood of God and a vital joining with Jesus
Christ in a unity of grace are necessary.

The fatherhood of God gives Christian brotherhood its firm foundation. It is
important here to understand fully the new knowledge that the Christian
faith has given us of God’s paternity. Mythical religion, Plato and the Stoics,
and eighteenth-century deism all speak of God as a father. And yet it is some-
thing quite different when the Christian says “Our Father.” Early mythical
thought conceived of the sky as the world-creating force which, together with
Mother Earth, produced all the life of the world. In this naturalistic sense,
then, the sky can be called the “father” of men.! Greek philosophy spiritual-
ized this idea without completely removing its basic assumption. In the eter-
nal, transcendent idea of the good, Plato sees the father and the lord, but its
quality as “person” remains in doubt, and there is no question of a personal
relationship with the creatures of the world.? With the Stoics the return to
naturalism is quite clear. Their doctrine of the fatherhood of God depends on
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a reinterpretation in terms of natural philosophy of the old myth of the hieros
gamos (sacred marriage) of Zeus and Hera. Thus it remains ultimately a
proposition of natural philosophy when man appears in Epictetus as idios
huios tou theou (God’s own son).? It certainly does not mean that he is seen in
relation to a personal, caring and loving, angry and forgiving, paternal God.
He is merely the culminating point of the cosmos, the one most filled by its
sublime powers. The uncosmic, strictly personalist idea of Father, which gives
to the paternity of God the seriousness of a true claim on us and to the frater-
nity of his children life and significance, is revealed only in the words of the
Bible and is thus apparent only to the eyes of faith. Insight into the brother-
hood of men is given ultimately only to him who has seen, in faith, the full
paternity of God.

At the same time, the concreteness of God, his personal relation to man,
also undergoes an increasing spiritualization in the language of scripture—an
increasing spiritualization that does not, however, lead to increasing rarifica-
tion (as is always the danger) but, on the contrary, serves to intensify the con-
creteness and the living reality of his fatherhood. This God never becomes a
God of the philosophers; he remains the living God, the God of Abraham, of
Isaac, and of Jacob; more, he becomes the God of Jesus Christ and thus the
God who has taken on our flesh and blood and our whole human nature. In
Jesus Christ, God has not only spoken to men but has also finally and radically
made it possible for them to speak to him; for in him God became man and, as
man, finally stepped out of his totally different being and entered into the dia-
logic situation of all men. Jesus the man stands as such within the community
of discourse that unites all men as beings of the same order. The man Jesus can
be addressed by every man, but in him it is God who is addressed. Thus the
question of how changeable man can address a totally different, unchangeable
God is resolved. In Christ, God has taken a piece of this world’s time and of
changeable creatureliness, drawn it to himself, and finally thrown open the
door between himself and his creatures. In Christ, God has become God more
concretely, more personally, and more “addressably,” “a partner of men.” We
are better placed to understand the importance of this for the Christian con-
ception of fatherhood and brotherhood if we consider more closely the biblical
growth of the idea. We have already seen that the Old Testament distinguishes
two kinds of divine paternity and, correspondingly, two kinds of human child-
hood: the sonship of all peoples because of Creation, and the sonship of Israel
because of its election. The Old Testament expresses Israel’s priority by (among
other things) calling Israel the “firstborn son of God” (Ex 4:22).

At the time of the kings, an important development takes place in Israel’s
understanding of itself. The king now became virtually the personification of
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all Israel; he represented, as it were, its “total person.” (Since the research work
by Pedersen, this expression of Max Scheler’s can be used to describe Israelite
thinking on this question.)* Thus the name “the son of God” is transferred to
the king (2 Sm 7:14; Ps 2:7; 89:27). He is the son of God in the sense described,
inasmuch as he represents Israel, which has a special elective sonship in rela-
tion to God. When the idea of a king passed into the eschatological hope of
salvation and the idea of the Messiah was formulated concretely, the title of
sonship went with it and became an honorific designation for the king of the
last times, the Messiah, as the fulfilled image of the true Israel. Exegesis of the
last few decades has confirmed the view that nearly all the synoptic texts that
call Jesus huios tou theou (Son of God) are not to be understood in the sense
of a metaphysical statement about the eternal inner-trinitarian divine sonship
of Jesus, but reproduce the messianic title of honor, designating him as the
epitome of the true Israel.’ This accords with the fact that Jesus saw himself
expressly as the founder of a new Israel already founded in his person—a con-
ception that John expresses by having Jesus describe himself in two places in
suggestive imagery as the new Jacob-Israel (Jn 1:51 [cf. Gn 28:12] and 4:6,
11-12).

If we compare these exegetical findings with our dogmatic acknowledg-
ment of the divine sonship of Jesus, we can say that Christ is the fulfillment of
what Israel only foreshadowed. He is truly the “Son.” Thus he is ultimately the
true and real Israel because he possesses the highest distinction of Israel, the
sonship of God, in an infinitely more real way than was the case with the old
People of God. At the same time, the fact that he has himself become a man,
“Israel,” shows that he does not regard his divine sonship as reserved only for
himself: the meaning of the Incarnation is rather to make what is his available
to all. Man can be “in Christ,” enter into him, and become one with him; and
whoever is in Jesus Christ shares his sonship and is able to say with him,
“Abba,” “my father.”® The new Israel, which is composed of all the faithful, is
no longer a son merely because of the choosing and summoning call of God,
the ultimate concrete form of which is the Torah; she is a “son in the son”
(Eckhart); she is a son through being planted in the innate Son of the Father
(Jn 1:18), with whom we are one single body, one single “seed of Abraham.”
“You are all one in Christ Jesus,” Paul emphasizes in Galatians 3:28, after (in
3:16) he had emphasized that the promise given to Abraham referred not to
many but only to one man, Christ Jesus, with whom, however, we are united
in the unity of a single man. Thus the ideas of fatherhood, sonship, and brother-
hood acquire a completely new ring, the ring of reality. Behind the word
Father there stands the fact of our true childhood in Christ Jesus (Gal 4:6;
Rom 8:15f.). What is new about the New Testament statements concerning
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the Father is not a new psychological atmosphere, nor a new subjective inten-
sity, nor a new idea, but the new fact created by Christ. The mood of trusting
love and pure devotion may be found in late Jewish prayers or in the texts of
the Hermes mystery cult.” But in these it is ultimately only a question of atmo-
sphere. What is expressed by them is valuable and profound and can be largely
taken over by the Christian. But it acquires in Christianity a new meaning by
being founded firmly on fact