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Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

Choosing the Prophetic Path 
  

On this New Year’s Day, we invite you to 
explore the theme for this year’s Daily 
Meditations: The Prophetic Path. We begin 
with Father Richard’s understanding of the 
theme and what it means to him: 
 
Our Daily Meditation theme this year is 
called The Prophetic Path, and I don’t think 
it’s an accidental phrase. I offer it in contrast 
to what most of us were trained to think of 
as Christianity in general—not as a 
prophetic path, but as a contest, which 
immediately frames reality in terms of win-
lose, winners and losers. The prophetic path 
says there’s a way of moving toward 
winning that includes losing. It doesn’t 
exclude it. Can we see the genius of that? 
It’s what you’ve often heard me call 
perfection as the inclusion of imperfection. 
Sin is part of the journey towards salvation. 
Once you hear it, I hope you can say, “Of 
course, that’s obvious!” 

Most of us prefer the language of courtroom 
and judgment and contest, where there are a 
few winners and lots of losers. This has not 
served history well. The prophetic path talks 
about a journey of two steps forward that 
necessarily continues to include one step 
backward. That falling, that failing, that 

suffering—use whatever word—becomes 
the energy for the next two steps forward. 
This is wisdom literature as opposed to 
contest literature. We’re going to use the 
meditations this year to try to illustrate that 
the Christian way is a prophetic path. [1] 

Father Richard has long described the 
prophets as those who offer a “third way” 
beyond competitive, us-and-them thinking: 

There is a third way beyond fight or flight, 
conservative or liberal, and it probably is a 
way of “kneeling.” Most people would just 
call it “wisdom,” which is always 
distinguished from mere intelligence. It 
demands a transformation of consciousness 
and a move beyond the dualistic win/lose 
mind.  

We come to this “third way” of the 
prophetic path only over time. In the words 
of W. H. Auden, “For the garden is the only 
place there is, but you will not find it / Until 
you have looked for it everywhere and 
found nowhere that is not a desert.” [2] The 
gospel accepts this essentially tragic nature 
of human existence; it is willing to bear the 
contradictions that are imprinted on all of 
reality. It will always be a road less traveled. 
Let’s call it “unstable stability”! But for 
some reason, it is only the real stability, 
because it is a truthful map of reality, and it 
is always the truth that sets us free. It is 
contact with Reality that finally heals us. 
And contemplation, quite simply, is meeting 
reality in its most simple, immediate, and 
contradictory form. It is the resolving of 
those immense contradictions that 
characterizes the mystics, the saints, the 
prophets, and all those who pray. The result 
is always a “third something.” [3] 
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Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

A Journey to the Heart of God 
  

For Father Richard, the power of the 
prophetic path lies in the tradition and 
example of the Hebrew prophets. In this 
excerpt from a series recorded in 1980, 
Richard describes how a prophetic 
imagination keeps the church and our faith 
alive: 
 
In many ways, I think part of the 
explanation for perhaps the powerlessness of 
much of modern Christianity has been that it 
has lost touch with the Hebrew Scriptures. 
In particular, we have lost touch with the 
prophets. When we lose the sense of the 
prophets and their vision, we enter into a 
very overly spiritualized interpretation of 
Christianity. The prophets kept the word of 
God earthy. They kept it whole. They kept it 
real. They would not let us divide earth from 
heaven. They put heaven and earth together 
and they said, “It’s all one.” 

The prophets speak out of a deep experience 
of God. It seems, somehow, that they’ve 
entered into the heart of God. They’re bold 
enough and brazen enough to almost dare to 
say, “I’ve seen God. I know what God 
thinks. I’m going to tell you what God 
thinks.” It takes a strange kind of self-
confidence, and even inspiration, to be able 
to speak with the self-assurance of the 
Jewish prophets. I think what they give us 
are, among other things, new images. They 
give us new images by which we can 

capture and grasp reality. It seems that a 
failure of the modern church, maybe of the 
church in every age, has been a failure of 
imagination. The prophets explode our 
imaginations if we can learn how to listen to 
them and learn to understand the images and 
metaphors with which they speak. 

Imagination is largely a matter of being able 
to re-image life in new ways. It is not to be 
caught or trapped in old images of 
hopelessness. When we’re trapped in old 
images, we keep living out of them, fighting 
against them, resisting them, and even 
saying they don’t work. But it seems we are 
incapable oftentimes of creating or even 
accepting new images and living out of 
those new images. 

The prophets give us a sense of the possible. 
They give us a sense of the impossible, too. 
That’s why, frankly, they are so hard to 
listen to—because they explode our minds 
and push back the limits of our imagination. 
They increase our capacity to feel. They 
intensify our capacity for suffering. That’s 
why people don’t want to listen to them, 
because prophets increase our ability to feel 
what God is feeling. To feel God’s pain, 
God’s desire, God’s longing, and even 
God’s anger, if you’ll allow. 

The prophetic path is a journey into the 
heart of God. 
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Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

The Gift of Prophecy in the 
Church 

  

You must want love more than anything 
else; but still hope for the spiritual gifts as 
well, especially prophecy. —1 Corinthians 
14:1, Jerusalem Bible 
 
Richard considers the gift of prophecy in the 
church, and why so many of us fail to 
recognize this gift today: 
 
It is interesting to me that Paul lists 
prophecy as the second most important of 
the gifts of the Spirit. Yet I think it’s safe to 
say that most of us grew up thinking that 
prophecy was something that existed in the 
past, but it had no contemporary 
significance or meaning. We really didn’t 
expect to meet any prophets; if we did, I’m 
sure we’d think they were eccentric or 
fanatic or strange. But Paul writes, “To 
some [Christ’s] gift was that they should be 
apostles; to some, prophets; to some, 
evangelists; to some, pastors and teachers; 
so that the saints together make a unity in 
the work of service, building up the Body of 
Christ” (Ephesians 4:11–12, Jerusalem 
Bible). In Corinthians, he specifically names 
it right after love, ahead of other gifts (see 1 
Corinthians 14:1). 

So here we have this phenomenon of 
something that’s supposedly central and yet 
most of us know nothing about it. Has 
something gone wrong or is Paul wrong? I 

picture a big jigsaw puzzle, but there’s a 
piece missing, and I think it’s the 
importance of the meaning of prophecy. 

First of all, let’s assume it doesn’t mean 
anything we think a prophet represents: 
someone who foretells the future, or issues 
dire warnings. Let’s get rid of that. Also, 
traveling around the world, I’ve found many 
churches named Christ the King, but I’ve 
never found a church named Christ the 
Prophet. And hardly ever, except in the last 
few years, have I seen Christ the Prophet 
pictured in art. I think this reveals there’s 
just a great big non-understanding, non-
appreciation, even non-expectation of Jesus 
in that role. We don’t expect it, and if we 
don’t expect it, if we don’t want it, if we 
aren’t looking for it, we sure aren’t going to 
get it. 

When I think of seminaries for those of us 
who are supposed to be teachers and 
apostles in the church, we literally trained 
people to grow in the other gifts of the 
Spirit. We educated them, we affirmed 
them, certified them, ordained them. But in 
fact, if anyone would dare to think of 
himself or herself as a prophet, they 
probably wouldn’t even be welcome in the 
church. They’d probably be assumed to be 
dangerous or critical or negative or 
mistaken. 

All I can presume is that there’s some kind 
of ideological bias here. Why is it that we 
can’t see this gift, or look for it, or expect it? 
I think those who establish religion, and 
those who build churches, have an inherent 
bias against the charism or gift of the 
prophet. The prophet is always a challenge 
to “business as usual.” 
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Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

Prophets Belong in Community 
  

CAC teacher Dr. Barbara Holmes describes 
our natural resistance to prophets in our 
midst: 
 
Prophets are difficult to have around. No 
one wants to claim the title or do the work 
because of it. In this postmodern age, 
everybody is uncomfortable with prophets. 
They yell when you don’t want them to. 
They ask for trouble when you could avoid 
it. They don’t have a politically correct bone 
in their bodies…. 

Prophets are leaders, but not leaders of their 
own choosing. Inevitably, they have some 
sort of divine encounter. A burning bush, a 
ram in the bush, a call in the night, visions, 
dreams. They’re quirky and more than a 
little weird. Take Jeremiah as an example, 
crying all the time. And Isaiah fasting and 
lying in the dirt, and John the Baptist eating 
locusts, and Huldah prophesying doom. 
Finally, one of the most important 
characteristics of prophets is that they are 
dangerous to the system…. 

In bringing messages from God—and God 
doesn’t mince words—God speaks directly 
through them. They have a relationship and 
intimacy with the Divine. They 
communicate with God through prayer, 
direct speech; God walks and talks with 
them. Maybe not literally but in other ways. 
They have gifts, and they offer signs and 

wonders associated with the verification of 
the presence of God. They have communal 
connections. They act on behalf of 
community, not for their own gain, and are 
dependent on the community for help when 
they need it. 

Holmes emphasizes the communal nature of 
the prophetic role: 

This is a neglected but important aspect of 
the prophetic call. In Numbers 11:24–29, 
Moses is exhausted with the people. 
Basically, God says “Okay, okay, assemble 
the elders. Look to the community. You 
were never supposed to do this alone. I told 
you to do it; I didn’t tell you to do it alone.” 
How many of us are carrying burdens that 
are not ours, and we’re feeling pretty 
righteous about it? The work of living and 
dying and raising children, leading 
congregations, was never meant to be 
solitary work. So after the elders assemble, 
Joshua tells Moses that the elders are 
prophesying, and he says, “Moses, make this 
stop!” And Moses’ reply in Numbers 11:29 
is, “Are you jealous for my sake? Would 
that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and 
that God would put God’s Spirit on them!” 

Let’s just sit with that for a minute. Have 
you ever felt as if God’s Spirit was on you? 
Although many of the prophets in the Bible 
are presented as single carriers of God’s 
word, often there was a community of other 
prophets that they came from or were 
associated with. And so, who is your 
community? … If you’re called to the 
prophetic task, and I think in some aspects 
all of us are—where is your prophetic 
community that will feed you and support 
you and guide you and help you? 
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Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

God’s Dynamic Intimacy 
  

In this sermon, noted pastor, theologian, 
and mystic Howard Thurman (1900–1981) 
describes the faith of the Hebrew prophets: 
 
The prophets of Israel were intimately tied 
up with the movements of the periods in 
which they lived. They were involved in the 
social process, which is very important to 
remember. They interpreted Israel and its 
relationship to God … as a primary and 
personal covenantal relationship. And it is 
very important to hold that in mind that, for 
reasons that we cannot quite understand 
even to this day, in some strange and 
fascinating and yet miraculous manner this 
group of people regarded themselves as 
being [in] some initially unique relationship 
with the Creator of their own lives and their 
little world and their little state…. 

Now fundamental to this concept … is a 
philosophy which to read it says that God is 
inside the historic process: that [God] is not 
outside of it manipulating it or unmindful of 
it. 

Prophets view God as actively involved in 
our lives, and Thurman challenges us to 
respond to this dynamic intimacy: 

How do you interpret the events of your 
life? How do you measure them? Do you 
live your life on the basis that all that there 
is to you and what you do is wrapped up in 

the movement, the isolated, circumscribed 
movement, pulse beat of your little life? 
Now, if you do, then you know, you see, 
that the very nature of life is of such that it is 
fixed … it is finished, it is complete, and 
you know you can’t do anything about 
anything anyway so you don’t try…. 

Now there is another point of view, and this 
is the point of view of the prophet. And that 
is that human life, as well as the lives of 
nations, takes place within a context that is 
dynamic. That always when I am in the 
presence of any event, I am caught in an 
encounter with a series of potentials that 
spread out in the widest possible directions 
and with the most amazing variety of 
variation. So that if I am alert in the 
presence of the event, I seek to deal with the 
event in terms not merely of what it says, 
what it looks like, but in terms of what 
seems to me to be the dynamics of the event, 
the potentials of the event. 

Do you deal with events of your life in that 
way? Do you believe that life is really 
dynamic? That it isn’t quite finished yet? 
That not only are you involved always in a 
circling series of potentials, but that you are 
potential. You, potential. And no time band, 
no time interval is able quite to contain you 
and the dynamics of your life and your 
situation. Do you believe that? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://email.cac.org/t/d-l-zjujtld-tlkrdikyp-r/


  

Friday, 6 January 2023 
  

Richard Rohr's Daily Meditation 
From the Center for Action and Contemplation 

  

 

  

Week One: The Prophetic Path 
  

A Liberating Path 
  

Rabbi Nahum Ward-Lev is an author and 
teacher who has thought deeply about the 
liberating and healing path of the prophets. 
He writes: 
 
In the prophetic worldview, God supports 
falling forward, mistake-ridden risk-taking, 
and boundary crossing for the sake of 
growth in consciousness and relationship. 
The prophets perceive God as energizing 
this journey, animating all life forms to 
bring forth new ways, to explore new 
relationships. The prophets also teach that 
God offers forgiveness to the people when 
their adventure goes off track, when they 
behave in ways that betray their friendship 
with their fellow humans and with God. The 
God of the prophets continually calls a 
wayward people to return to right 
relationship that they might be healed of the 
consequences of their mistakes: “Assuredly, 
thus says the Living Presence: If you return, 
then I will bring you back, and you shall 
stand before me, and if you take out the 
precious from the vile, you shall be as my 
mouth” (Jeremiah 15:19). 

The prophetic stream supports learning, the 
evolution of life toward greater 
consciousness, and every movement toward 
justice and communal well-being. At the 
same time, the prophetic stream offers 
healing waters when we become aware of 
our mistakes, cleansing waters that enable us 

to learn from our mistakes and to move 
forward…. All we need to perceive is the 
direction of the journey—toward mutual 
relationship—and the next step in that 
direction…. 

The prophets, both ancient and modern, 
have helped me to learn to walk toward 
liberation. Even with their help my stride is 
challenged and unsure. Their example, 
though, has given me, and can give all of us, 
the courage to take risks and honor mistakes 
as we struggle to learn our way forward. 
With this learning we can take the next step 
on the liberating path. 

For theologian and Franciscan Sister Ilia 
Delio, contemplation uniquely allows us to 
embark on such a transforming journey. 

To paraphrase Steve Jobs [1955–2011], it is 
the crazy ones who think they can change 
the world, the round pegs in the square 
holes, who actually do so because they see 
things differently. If you see what does not 
yet exist, and you act according to what you 
see, you will likely be seen as a little crazy, 
out of center, a misfit or rebel. But if you 
stay true to what you see because the power 
of God is the light of your vision, then you 
will change the world because you yourself 
will be changed. You will usher in a new 
reality by your own transformed being-in-
love. This, I believe, is the heart of Christian 
discipleship. 

In sum, contemplative vision is the heart of 
the Christian life by which we are brought 
into a new reality, connected through the 
heart to the whole of life, attuned to the 
deeper intelligence of nature, and called 
forth irresistibly by the Spirit to creatively 
express our gifts in the evolution of self and 
world. 
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Three predictions 
about what will 
make church news 
in 2023 

 
A program for a Mass opening the synod 
process in the Diocese of Camden, New Jersey, 
is seen at St. Agnes Church of Our Lady of 
Hope Parish Oct. 17, 2021, in Blackwood, New 
Jersey. (CNS/Catholic Star Herald/Dave 
Hernandez) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
2 January 2023 
 
Looking ahead and venturing predictions is 
always a risky business, even in a church 
like ours in which traditional ways of doing 
things tend to be the norm. Still, in 2023 I 
will predict we will see the synodal process 
continue to garner attention, albeit fitfully 
and with a step backwards for every two 
steps forward, a spasm of anti-Francis 
sentiment coinciding with the 10th 
anniversary of his election in March, and the 
beginning of the most substantial remaking 
of the U.S. hierarchy since the 1980s. 

The synodal process will operate in 2023 at 
two levels. On the one hand, all attention 
will be focused on preparation for the Synod 
of Bishops in Rome in October. Preparatory 
documents will be drafted and refined; there 
will be meetings at the local, national and 
continental levels; and delegates will be 
selected. All of this seems to have already 
taken on a clear direction, even here in the 
United States where there has been 
resistance to the synodal process: People 
like being consulted and the hierarchy has 
committed itself to listening to what the 
people in the pews have to say. The October 
meeting will be akin to a gathering of 
pastors, all of whom stand outside their 
church on Sunday, sharing what they heard 
from the people as they left Mass. 

When I was in Rome last summer, Vatican 
officials told me that even those who had 
been skeptical of the process had reported 
being glad they engaged it once they did so. 
We must continue to hope conservatives will 
engage this process and not merely bad-
mouth it, as their voices need to be heard as 
well. The issues being raised are many and 
varied. Some are neuralgic, like those 
involving gender, and others may not be 
particularly sensitive but will prove difficult 
to advance anyway, such as improving the 
quality of preaching. In any event, that 
process of preparation leading to the 
October meeting in Rome is moving along 
and that movement will continue in 2023. 

 



 
Pope Francis leads a meeting with the presidents 
and coordinators of the regional assemblies of 
the Synod of Bishops at the Vatican Nov. 28, 
2022. Archbishop Timothy P. Broglio, president 
of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
attended the meeting. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
The more overlooked part of the synodal 
process has to do with the meantime and the 
opposite direction. Having been consulted, 
are the people of God supposed to wait 
around watching the wallpaper age until the 
conclusion of the October meeting? How 
can the church, at all levels, keep the energy 
and the conversations and the dialogue 
going in the meantime? And to what end? 
Are there conversations between bishops 
about what works to keep the dialogue 
going? How are they working on the vital 
task of managing expectations? Has the 
theological community been engaged to help 
give the dialogue something to chew on? 
These and other issues will manifest 
themselves more and more in 2023, 
especially if they are not addressed at all. 

March 13 will mark the 10th anniversary of 
the election of Pope Francis. For many of us, 
this will be a moment to celebrate the most 
exciting pontificate in our lifetime! For 
others, the anniversary will be an 
opportunity to reflect on the next papacy, 
that is, to imagine the demise of Francis. 

The opposition to Pope Francis comes in 
two major varieties. The full-blown nutty is 

found at relatively obscure groups like 
LifeSiteNews or Church Militant. The 
former hosts a show with Bishop Joseph 
Strickland of Tyler, Texas, who has come to 
personify the kind of distorting obsession 
with a few key issues of pelvic theology that 
has morphed into a quasi-schismatic brand 
of Catholicism. The latter has recently 
become a venue for the witch hunters at the 
Lepanto Institute to mount 
their campaign against the Catholic 
Campaign for Human Development, the 
anti-poverty arm of the U.S. bishops' 
conference. They misunderstand our 
Catholic teaching on cooperation with evil 
profoundly, and in so doing, try to besmirch 
the reputation of CCHD's work. It is a badge 
of honor to be attacked by these groups, and 
the bishops need to stand firmly behind 
CCHD in the face of these attacks. 

More troubling, however, are mainstream 
outlets like the National Catholic Register, 
part of the EWTN media conglomerate, that 
peddle attacks on the pope. Their Vatican 
correspondent, Edward 
Pentin, published what can only be called a 
"hit job" on the organizers of the synodal 
process in November. Pentin warns that the 
working text for the continental stage 
"controversially includes explicit calls for 
the transformation of Church structures and 
content that dissents from the Church's 
magisterium." The text collated reports, and 
the reports mentioned these calls. How is 
that controversial if one is acting as a 
rapporteur? 

This kind of insinuation that the synodal 
process is rigged is insidious. Also, sadly, 
childish. Pentin resembles Kari Lake, the 
failed gubernatorial candidate in Arizona 
who insists the only legitimate result of last 
November's election would have been a win 
for her. Or, those pro-choice advocates who 
question the legitimacy of the Supreme 
Court because it overturned Roe. v. Wade. 

https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/us-bishop-biden-pelosi-serve-godless-agendas-of-same-sex-marriage-abortion/
https://www.churchmilitant.com/news/article/no-cash-for-evil
https://www.ncregister.com/news/who-is-managing-the-synod-on-synodality
https://www.azcentral.com/story/opinion/op-ed/laurieroberts/2022/12/24/kari-lake-lost-now-its-time-for-her-to-offer-arizona-a-gift/69755549007
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2022/06/24/supreme-court-abortion-legitimacy-radicalism


The legitimacy of a synodal process or an 
election or a court hearing is not dependent 
on getting the result one wants. Since the 
beginning of his pontificate, much of the 
criticism of Pope Francis has sounded like 
the complaints of children who have had 
their toys taken away from them. 

Pentin is not alone at EWTN in constantly 
criticizing Pope Francis. Raymond Arroyo 
uses his Thursday night news magazine 
"The World Over" to host a series of papal 
critics, like Cardinal Gerhard Müller, 
and Auxiliary Bishop Athanasius Schneider. 
There are hundreds of bishops here in the 
U.S. who have never been interviewed by 
Arroyo. Is it necessary to get an auxiliary 
bishop of Kazakhstan? 

At The Pillar, editor J.D. 
Flynn commented on the laicization of Fr. 
Frank Pavone, writing: "But for many 
Catholics, Pavone's persecution narrative 
rings true — trust in U.S. bishops is low 
among many practicing Catholics, and trust 
in Pope Francis is even lower." Trust in the 
pope is lower? According to the Pew survey 
in 2021: "Overall, 83% of U.S. Catholics 
say they have a favorable view of Pope 
Francis, compared with just 14% who 
express an unfavorable view of him." Maybe 
in Flynn's circle, the pope is viewed 
unfavorably, but the rest of us love our Holy 
Father. 

 
Pope Francis gives a thumbs up as he rides in a 
wheelchair during his general audience in the 
Paul VI hall Dec. 7, 2022 at the Vatican. 
(CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
The 10th anniversary of Francis' election, 
and the fact that he is so widely admired, 
will drive papal critics to ever greater, and 
more shrill, attacks. 

On June 21, 2023, Archbishop Dennis 
Schnurr of Cincinnati will turn 75 years old, 
and must submit his resignation to Pope 
Francis. On Oct. 21, 2023, 
Detroit Archbishop Allen Vigneron will turn 
75 and send in his resignation. The 
retirement of these two archbishops starts a 
waterfall of resignations that will permit 
Pope Francis to remake the leadership of the 
U.S. church. In 2024, the archbishops of 
Mobile, Alabama; Chicago; Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin; Hartford, Connecticut; 
Galveston-Houston, Texas; Omaha, 
Nebraska; Kansas City, Kansas; and New 
Orleans, Louisiana will all hit the mandatory 
retirement age. Some may receive 
coadjutors before their retirement date. 
Already, Bishop Mike Warfel of Great 
Falls-Billings, Montana, who hits 75 next 
September, received a coadjutor, as did 
Bishop Thomas Tobin of Providence, Rhode 
Island, who hits 75 in April. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f2RLM0OMDRg&t=366s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yGsUBRDBK3I
https://www.pillarcatholic.com/christmas-but-the-news-dont-stop/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/10/07/two-thirds-of-u-s-catholics-unaware-of-popes-new-restrictions-on-traditional-latin-mass
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/10/07/two-thirds-of-u-s-catholics-unaware-of-popes-new-restrictions-on-traditional-latin-mass
https://catholicaoc.org/about/archbishop-schnurr
https://catholicaoc.org/about/archbishop-schnurr
https://www.aod.org/archbishop-allen-vigneron
http://www.canonlaw.info/ten_bishops.htm
http://www.canonlaw.info/ten_bishops.htm


Not since Pope John Paul II began remaking 
the U.S. hierarchy appointing John 
O'Connor as archbishop of New York and 
Bernard Law as archbishop of Boston in 
January 1984 has the possibility of such a 
sea change at one time become apparent. 
The principal consideration in filling these 
vacant metropolitan sees will be local: Does 
the diocese need someone adept at meeting 
certain special needs or circumstances that 
have arisen? Which languages must an 
incumbent have? How vital is fundraising? 
But, it is hoped that in choosing these new 
archbishops, some consideration will be 
given to the need to elect leadership at the 
U.S. bishops' conference. 

Those are some of the stories I will be 
looking at in the coming year, although we 
can all be sure that some new, presently 
unimaginable stories will emerge as well. 
One thing is certain: The life of the Catholic 
Church in the United States is never, ever 
dull. 

Dignitaries, lay 
Catholics line up in 
Rome to pay 
respects to late Pope 
Benedict XVI 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 

People wait in line to enter St. Peter's Basilica to 
view the body of Pope Benedict XVI at the 
Vatican Jan. 2, 2023. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 
Vatican City — 2 January 2023 
 
Thousands of people from around the world 
began to pay their final respects to the late 
Pope Benedict XVI on Jan. 2, as his body 
was transferred into St. Peter's Basilica from 
the Vatican monastery where he resided for 
nearly ten years after his surprise resignation 
from the papacy in 2013. 
The retired pope, who died on Dec. 31, 
arrived in the basilica at 7:15 a.m. Central 
European Time, where Italian Cardinal 
Mauro Gambetti, archpriest of St. Peter's 
Basilica and vicar general for Vatican State, 
presided over a brief blessing of the body, 
before the church doors opened at 9:00 a.m.  

Residents of Rome — including Italian 
President Sergio Mattarella and Prime 
Minister Giorgia Meloni — were among the 
first to pay their respects, soon joined by 
pilgrims and tourists alike. 

"I was really young when he was pope," 25-
year-old Chelsea Hernandez, who was 
visiting from Tijuana, Mexico, told NCR. "I 
know more about Francis, to be honest. But 
once you're in there, you're just grateful to 
be able to experience this." 

"Growing up you hear so much about role 
models and saints," she added. "It's amazing 
to be able to see so many people gather and 
celebrate Pope Benedict and celebrate the 
church."  
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Fr. Ben Valentine of Dubuque, Iowa, said he 
just happened to be in Rome on an already 
scheduled pilgrimage when he heard the 
news of the retired pope's death.  

Valentine, who was ordained to the 
priesthood earlier this year, said it was in the 
seminary that he began to learn more about 
Pope Benedict XVI, and in particular, his 
theological works.  

"For me, I just see him as someone with so 
much depth to his theology," he said. "He 
unfolds the riches of the church in a way 
that's so attractive, so beautiful." 

Valentine recalled a quote from Benedict's 
inauguration as pope in 2005 – after the 
former German Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 
was elected pope by the cardinals following 
the death of Pope John Paul II – where the-
then new pontiff told those gathered in St. 
Peter's Square: "Do not be afraid of Christ! 
He takes nothing away, and he gives you 
everything." 

Now, nearly 20 years later and standing in 
that same square awaiting the opportunity to 
pay tribute to the man who inspired him 
with those words, Valentine said, "I've 
repeated that line so many times, that's my 
experience in life."  
  

 
The body of Pope Benedict XVI lies in            
St. Peter's Basilica during a Rite of Reception in 

the early morning at the Vatican Jan. 2, 2023. 
(CNS photo/Vatican Media) 
 
Italian police estimate that some 30,000 
people will make their way through St. 
Peter's Basilica each day for the opportunity 
to visit, which will last through Wednesday, 
Jan. 4. The following day, Pope Francis will 
preside over the funeral Mass, which will 
take place in St. Peter's Square, marking the 
first time in modern history where a current 
pope has presided over the funeral of his 
predecessor.  

The Vatican released the first images of the 
late pope's body on Jan. 1, in repose in the 
Mater Ecclesiae Monastery chapel. There, as 
he is in the basilica, Benedict was dressed 
with a miter, red vestments and black shoes, 
but without the pallium worn by active 
metropolitan archbishops.  

Archbishop Anthony Fisher of Sydney, 
Australia noted on his Facebook page that 
Benedict was wearing the same chasuble 
that he wore when he celebrated the final 
Mass at World Youth Day in Sydney in 
2008, and that the Vatican confirmed that 
Benedict would be buried in it.  

"Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI remarked to 
me on many occasions how much he loved 
his visit to Sydney to celebrate World Youth 
Day in 2008," wrote Fisher, who was 
responsible for organizing that visit. "What a 
wonderful tribute."  

As the first visitors arrived in St. Peter's on 
Monday, Jan. 2 — from places as far apart 
as Finland, India and Australia — most had 
only a few seconds in front of the body as it 
rested in front of the basilica's main altar, as 
organ music and a choir sang in the 
background.  

Outside, the unusually warm and sunny 
weather enjoyed over the holiday weekend 
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in Rome had turned into a slight chill with 
overcast skies, though the line moved 
briskly, with most pilgrims waiting around 
an hour from the time they entered security 
to enter the church. 

As he waited his turn to enter the basilica, 
Jacob Francois, a 25-year-old seminarian at 
Mundelein seminary in Illinois, told NCR 
that he believed Benedict served as "the 
perfect successor to John Paul II's papacy" 
and lived up to his pledge "to be a humble 
worker in the vineyard of the Lord."  

"He really followed through with that," said 
Francois, specifically citing Benedict's 
shock abdication. "It's a beautiful testament 
to the Petrine office as a whole that he 
wanted due diligence, that he wanted it to be 
taken care of."  

Francois was joined by two other 
seminarians who said that not only did they 
plan to bid a final farewell to the late pope 
on Monday, but that they planned to also 
attend the funeral on Thursday.  

"We are very excited to pray at the tomb of 
someone who we believe is a great saint and 
a possible doctor of the church," said the 
seminarian.  
  

 
The body of the late Pope Benedict XVI is 
transferred to St. Peter's Basilica in the early 
morning at the Vatican Jan. 2, 2023. (CNS 
photo/Vatican Media) 
 

Daughters of St. Paul Sr. Rose Pacatte said 
that she found the whole experience of 
paying tribute to the late pope and watching 
others do so as "extraordinary." 

As a U.S. sister (and also an NCR 
contributor, who is currently living in 
Rome), she recalled that when Benedict was 
first elected pope she was disappointed at 
the cardinals' choice of the former prefect of 
the Vatican's doctrinal congregation. 

"As the years went by, I saw him in a bit of 
a different light," she told NCR, especially 
citing the influence of his writings and his 
messages on communications. 

"I am cognizant of his missteps, and his 
approach to doctrine and Catholic life," she 
noted, "but I am still extremely inspired and 
impressed by his courage to resign when he 
did because he knew it was time that 
someone else could do the pastoral work 
better than him. He had given everything 
and it was time to hand it over. That’s 
extraordinary." 

Max Thompson, a 22-year-old tourist from 
Washington, D.C., said he wasn't too 
surprised by the pomp and circumstance, 
since he grew up in the U.S. capital and that 
it reminded him of when a president dies, or, 
more recently, the death of Queen Elizabeth 
II.    

"I'm not religious," he said, adding that he 
had already planned to visit the basilica to 
take in the art and architecture. "But now I'm 
here to observe history." 

 



For synod listening 
sessions, US bishops 
turned to  
community 
organizers 
NEWS 

 
A synod training session is held by 
Communities Organized for Relational Power in 
Action (COPA) — part of the West/Southwest 
Industrial Areas Foundation network — at a 
parish in the Diocese of Monterey, California, 
last January. COPA community organizers 
trained around 500 Catholics to conduct synodal 
listening sessions in the region. (Courtesy of 
Tim McManus) 
 

 
BY KATIE COLLINS SCOTT 
3 January 2023 
 
When Pope Francis launched his newly 
invigorated process for the Synod of 
Bishops in 2021, he challenged Catholics 
worldwide to "become experts in the art of 
encounter," saying it was "time to look 
others in the eye and listen to what they 
have to say, to build rapport, to be sensitive 
to the questions of our sisters and brothers." 

For decades, members of the Industrial 
Areas Foundation (IAF), a network of local 
faith and community-based organizations, 
have in many ways been experts in such an 
art, most often to empower marginalized 
communities. 

Bishop Mark Seitz of El Paso, Texas, is a 
longtime supporter of his area's 
West/Southwest IAF affiliate, El Paso 
Interreligious Sponsoring Organization 
(EPISO)/Border Interfaith. 

"They've developed a process of attentive 
listening over the years, talking to people 
about their lives and identifying the needs of 
a particular group," said Seitz. "When we 
were trying to create a process for the synod, 
it occurred to me it was exactly the approach 
they'd long taken." 

Seitz, along with a number of other 
American church leaders, reached out to 
IAF affiliates for their assistance during the 
first phase of the synod process, which 
involved listening sessions in dioceses 
across the country with some 700,000 
Catholics before release of a national 
report in August. 

EPISO/Border Interfaith was "integral to the 
process here," Seitz told NCR. "They did a 
wonderful job." 

'We essentially have been training people 
to listen very hard and carefully.' 

—Surya Kalra 

Among those also asking an IAF affiliate for 
help was Bishop Daniel Flores of 
Brownsville, Texas, who is overseeing the 
entire U.S. church's participation in the 
global synod. 

With the end of the first phase of the three-
year synod process — which will now 
involve meetings at the continental level 
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before culminating with two gatherings in 
Rome in October 2023 and October 2024 — 
some IAF affiliates are reengaging parish 
leaders who worked on the synod. They are 
helping the leaders take action on a range of 
issues that emerged through listening 
sessions — from anxiety and depression in 
young people to a lack of affordable health 
care. 

"Along with the big questions raised during 
the synodal process, we also heard about 
many local issues," said Surya Kalra, lead 
organizer with EPISO/Border Interfaith. "So 
we are working with parish leaders to 
continue discerning them and go deeper in 
addressing them." 

This fall in Rome, days before the 
pope extended the global synod by a year, 
he met with a delegation of 20 
West/Southwest IAF organizers and leaders 
for 90 minutes, offering encouragement for 
their continued work in the synodal process 
as well as for their longtime organizing 
efforts within their broader communities. 

 
Surya Kalra, lead organizer with EPISO/Border 
Interfaith of El Paso, Texas, is greeted by Pope 
Francis in his residence, the Domus Sanctae 
Marthae, in Rome this fall. Robert Hoo, lead 
organizer with One LA-IAF in California, looks 
on. Kalra and Hoo were part of an interfaith 
delegation of 20 community organizers and 
leaders who met with the pope and received 
encouragement for their work in the synod and 
for their longtime organizing efforts. (Courtesy 
of West/Southwest Industrial Areas Foundation) 

"For the pope to spend that type of time with 
organizers from the United States, it's 
rededicated us to organizing and staying in 
the fray," said Joe Rubio, national IAF co-
director for the West/Southwest. "We are in 
a time of extreme polarization, and this 
process of listening and discerning, of really 
being able to enter each other's lives and feel 
obligated to one another — I think it can 
create a difference in a moment like this." 

In the trenches 

The Industrial Areas Foundation, founded in 
1940, has 65 affiliates in the United States 
and several other countries, with U.S. 
projects organized into two regions: Metro 
IAF and West/Southwest IAF. 

The organizing structure starts at the local 
level. A range of members — parishes, 
synagogues, schools, labor unions, 
nonprofits and civic organizations — form 
regional affiliates like EPISO/Border 
Interfaith in El Paso and Valley Interfaith in 
Brownsville. Most organizations assisting 
with the synod were among the 31 affiliates 
under the umbrella of West/Southwest IAF. 

The organizations are nonpartisan and "are 
particularly about helping those on the 
margins enter public life," said Rubio. "They 
organize so that low-, middle- and other 
income communities can build relationships 
in interdenominational ways, in 
nondenominational ways, so they can have a 
voice in local and political matters." 

IAF and the West/Southwest network have 
long, deep connections with Catholics and 
Catholic social teaching, Rubio said, and 
have had "an impact on a slew of social 
justice issues: things like standing with 
immigrants, water and sewer along the 
border, housing, job training, workforce 
projects, living wage efforts and health 
care." 
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Members of the West/Southwest Industrial 
Areas Foundation network, including Colorado-
based organizer Jorge Montiel, left, share a 
laugh with the pope during a 90-minute meeting 
with the pontiff in Rome. "For the pope to spend 
that type of time with organizers from the 
United States, it's rededicated us to organizing 
and staying in the fray," said Joe Rubio, national 
IAF co-director for the West/Southwest. 
(Courtesy West/Southwest Industrial Areas 
Foundation) 
 
Jorge Montiel, lead organizer for Coloradans 
for the Common Good and Mountain Voices 
Project, left his corporate job to pursue 
organizing as a vocation. 

"I lost my dad because he did not have 
appropriate health insurance," said Montiel. 
"IAF taught me what I could do to help 
others like my dad and what I was called to 
do as a Catholic." 

A key part of the IAF methodology is 
"house meetings," or small group 
discussions in informal settings. They are 
held in various spaces, including at churches 
with pastors and parishioners, and from 
these gatherings issues surface to be 
addressed in the community. Organizers 
then empower parish leaders to take action. 

"They engage in the political process, talk to 
their local leaders, and raise awareness with 
appropriate leadership, whether at the city or 
county or state level, to have an issue 
addressed," Flores explained. 

For example in 2019, as the Trump 
administration cracked down on 
undocumented migrants, Valley Interfaith 
learned through house meetings that many 
parishioners in the Dallas area were without 
legal documents and afraid to leave their 
homes. So the IAF affiliate worked with 
local officials and police chiefs to develop 
a parish identification card program. 

West/Southwest IAF affiliates also secured 
running water for 1 million people in Texas' 
colonias, or unincorporated communities 
along the U.S.-Mexico border. And in 
California, Communities Organized for 
Relational Power in Action (COPA) helped 
establish Esperanza Care, which 
provides basic health care to vulnerable 
immigrants. 

Assisting with the synod 

Flores pointed to the many commonalities 
between the synodal process and the 
methods long used by IAF affiliates. "First, 
they encourage people to gather, listening to 
people, hearing what's on their minds, what 
their worries are and what preoccupies them, 
then making things better as a local 
community," said the bishop. "That very 
basic element is close to the synodal style." 

Seitz said he wasn't sure at first if 
EPISO/Border Interfaith would assist with 
the synod in the El Paso region, since it was 
not an IAF "program or process per se." 

But the organizers agreed and "were very 
generous and helpful," the bishop said. 

While many of the organizers were Catholic, 
some were not. Seitz felt that aligned with 
the pope's vision for the synodal process. 
"We understand that we are being asked to 
reach beyond the walls of the church, 
beyond religious affiliation," he said. "We 
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can learn a lot from people not in the 
church." 

In addition to offering assistance in the El 
Paso and Brownsville dioceses, 
West/Southwest IAF affiliates helped in 
Texas' San Antonio and Galveston-Houston 
archdioceses and in California within the 
Monterey and San Bernadino dioceses. They 
also provided support to individual parishes 
in San Jose, California; Phoenix; Oklahoma 
City; and Grand Rapids, Michigan, and to a 
Catholic nonprofit in Northern California. 

"We essentially have been training people to 
listen very hard and carefully," said Kalra, 
with EPISO/Border Interfaith. 

Organizers "taught people how to listen to 
others' pain and joy without getting 
defensive, without wanting to solve the 
issue," added Elizabeth Valdez, 
Texas IAF director. "Just letting them be 
able to share and then asking them what they 
want to do about it." 

Valdez said there have been hundreds of 
house meetings for the synod, and in El 
Paso, close to 300 people were trained by 
EPISO/Border Interfaith. In Monterey, 
COPA conducted six trainings for some 500 
parish leaders, who then led synodal 
listening sessions. 

 
Bishop Daniel Garcia of Monterey, California, 
speaks during a February synod training for 

parish leaders organized by Communities 
Organized for Relational Power in Action. 
Garcia was among several U.S. bishops who 
asked IAF-affiliated organizations to help train 
parish leaders during the first phase of the 
worldwide synod. (Courtesy Tim McManus) 
 
Tim McManus, lead organizer with COPA, 
said his organization helped parish leaders 
learn to facilitate synodal conversations and 
"how to get people to turn up, not just the 
regulars." COPA organizers also followed 
up to see how the sessions went. 

Valley Interfaith did not "manage the synod" 
in his diocese, Flores said, and there's a 
"certain skillset in an ecclesial setting that 
may take different forms than Valley 
Interfaith's approach." 

But Valley Interfaith's assistance was 
important, he said, especially in the colonias 
and areas that lack a permanent pastor. 

Flores noted the "heavy doctrinal issues" 
that have come up in the synodal process — 
such as concerns raised by LGBTQ 
communities — "will have to be dealt with 
at the level of the universal church and by 
the pope himself." But he said there are 
many local issues that emerged that can be 
addressed now. 

These include practical matters like requests 
for more bathrooms at a parish or the need 
for stronger catechesis programs. Several 
West/Southwest organizations will continue 
working with parish leaders to address many 
of the issues raised. 

"Even if it's not all seen as part of the 
official synod, I think it's work that's very 
much in line with what the synod is trying to 
do," said Kalra. 

Flores said the synodal style "of listening 
and attentiveness has been reinvigorated" 
this past year "and that will go on and have a 



lasting effect." Organizers within the IAF 
network, meanwhile, said they plan to 
maintain support for this synodal style. 

Valdez pointed out that the first phase was 
"really the beginning of a transformation." 

'We can't just do things from the top down. 
The Holy Spirit wants to make the whole 
people of God a priestly people, and that 

means that everyone is involved.' 

—Bishop Mark Seitz 

In a recent podcast, Seitz said the synod is 
not just another "project" that must be 
completed and we "get back to our life." 

The bishop said he believes the pope has 
been inspired by the Holy Spirit "to change 
the way that we work in the church." 

"We can't just do things from the top down," 
said Seitz. "The Holy Spirit wants to make 
the whole people of God a priestly people, 
and that means that everyone is involved." 

'Amor concreto' 

Pre-synod, the Industrial Areas Foundation 
began working with the U.S. bishops' 
conference on an initiative that's helped 
parishes identify, train and mentor 
immigrant leaders. Called "Recognizing the 
Stranger" it's been supported by the Catholic 
Campaign for Human Development. 

According to Rubio, this initiative, coupled 
with involvement in the synod, "helped pave 
the way" for the meeting with Francis. 

During the visit in the pope's residence this 
October, the interfaith West/Southwest IAF 
delegation shared their role in the synod as 
well as the network's ongoing, at times 
challenging, efforts to bring about positive 
local change in their communities. 

"He told us, 'When I read the protocol by 
which we are going to be judged — you saw 
me hungry and you fed me, you saw me 
naked and clothed me — I see that in all you 
do,' " recalled Montiel, the lead organizer in 
Colorado. 

"The pope also said, 'Yes, you're going to be 
told not to meddle in political issues, going 
to be told this is just communist stuff. But 
keep going,'" he said. "That was a great 
confirmation, a validation that we are on the 
right path." 

Participants described the visit as relaxed 
and story-filled and said it left them eager to 
continue serving the synodal process in any 
way they can going forward. 

 
The interfaith delegation from the 
West/Southwest Industrial Areas Foundation 
network poses with Pope Francis during their 
October visit in Rome. The pope said, "'Yes, 
you're going to be told not to meddle in political 
issues, going to be told this is just communist 
stuff. But keep going,'" recalled Colorado 
organizer Jorge Montiel. "That was a great 
confirmation, a validation that we are on the 
right path." (Courtesy of West/Southwest 
Industrial Areas Foundation) 
 
"We told him we'll report back in a year 
about our work in the synod," said Robert 
Hoo, lead organizer with One LA-IAF in 
California. 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/inseitz-into-the-faith-for-october-26-2022-with/id1593468150?i=1000583992722
https://www.usccb.org/about/catholic-campaign-for-human-development/collection/2019/upload/19-016-cchd-newsletter-19-1-digital.pdf
https://www.usccb.org/about/catholic-campaign-for-human-development/collection/2019/upload/19-016-cchd-newsletter-19-1-digital.pdf


Hoo felt the pope deeply understood the 
work they've long engaged in and how it 
leaves an imprint on organizers. 

"We listen and build relationships with those 
who are different and who maybe come 
from a different religious background, racial 
and ethnic background, and political 
perspective, and then build a common 
agenda and must be patient about it," said 
Hoo. 

"It shouldn't be countercultural but it is," he 
said. "And the pope resonated with that. He 
said, 'I'm hearing your stories, and you are 
with people, you are listening to people, and 
you are transformed by it.' " 

Rabbi John Linder from Phoenix gave the 
pope a leather-bound and gold-leaf Hebrew 
Bible during the visit. 

"The most important commandment is to 
love your neighbor as yourself," the rabbi 
said, "but what does that look like?" 

"Pope Francis said it's about 'amor 
concreto,' or 'concrete love,' " recalled 
Linder. "And that means being with people, 
paying attention to their needs — for 
example figuring out that a community 
needs water or needs electricity. 

"Amor concreto," Linder said. "That will 
stay with me forever." 

Benedict, a pope 
who shaped his 
times but didn't 
tower over them, 
dies at 95 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Benedict XVI arrives to celebrate a Mass 
opening the Year of Faith in St. Peter's Square at 
the Vatican, Oct. 11, 2012. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 

 
BY JOSHUA J. MCELWEE 
Vatican City — 31 December 2022 

Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, known most 
recently as the pontiff who renounced the 
papacy, but who was situated squarely at the 
centers of power during five decades of 
epochal change and unprecedented scandal 
in the global Catholic Church, died on Dec. 
31 in the apartment he kept inside a Vatican 
monastery. 

A man whose very name conjured images of 
a return to the theological repression of the 
16th century for many, he first appeared on 
the church's international stage as Joseph 
Ratzinger, a young German priest-
theologian advocating for progressive 
reforms at the 1962-65 Second Vatican 
Council. 

He was a bishop and cardinal who exalted 
the position of Catholic clergy, considering 
them privileged and apart from lay faithful. 
But he would eventually, following decades 
of delay, act against sexually abusive priests, 
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after spending hours each week reading 
through the briefs of the global scandal 
when he was head of the Vatican's doctrinal 
office. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI retires to the apartment at 
his summer residence in Castel Gandolfo, Italy, 
Feb. 28, 2013, after appearing at the balcony of 
the residence. It was his final public appearance 
on the balcony before his papacy drew to a 
close. (CNS/Catholic Press Photo /L'Osservatore 
Romano) 

For seven years and 10 months, he led the 
church as the 264th successor of St. Peter, 
writing documents noted for their spiritual 
depth and attempting reform of the Vatican 
bureaucracy. 

But he also oversaw a period of general 
malaise in the church. It had been buffeted 
by stories of scandal that spread across 
continents and by a general perception that it 
had disengaged from the modern world, 
causing some to even wonder if the 
millennia-old institution might be past its 
expiration date. 

Then he did something no pope had done of 
his own free will in more than 700 
years: resign. In one humble, surprising act, 
he made way for a predecessor almost 
immediately seen as more capable of the 

office and more able to plot a course for 
Catholicism's future. 

In the end, perhaps Benedict did not so 
much tower over his times as he attempted 
to steadily shape them, fashioning 
theological arguments and critiques in hopes 
they would find root eventually, if not win 
immediate acclamation. 

News of the former pope's death came on 
the morning of Dec. 31, after Pope Francis, 
during his Dec. 28 weekly general audience 
asked for prayers for Benedict, saying he is 
"very sick." 

The ex-pontiff was known to be in frail 
health for several years. His only visit 
outside Italy during his post-papacy was to 
visit his now-deceased brother Georg in 
Bavaria in June 2020. He looked frail and 
was in a wheelchair when he greeted Francis 
at the Mater Ecclesiae monastery after a 
consistory for the creation of 20 new 
cardinals in St. Peter's Basilica Aug. 27. 

The Vatican said that his time of death on 
Dec. 31 was 9:34 a.m., Central European 
Time. Beginning on Jan. 2, 2023, his body 
will be placed in St. Peter's Basilica for 
mourners to visit. The funeral will be held 
on Jan. 5. 

 
Pope Francis greets retired Pope Benedict XVI 
at the Mater Ecclesiae monastery after a 
consistory for the creation of 20 new cardinals in 
St. Peter's Basilica Aug. 27, 2022, at the 
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Vatican. Looking on is Archbishop Georg 
Gänswein, the retired pope's private secretary. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Benedict, who led the church from 
2005 after the dynamic and commanding 
Pope John Paul II and before the widely 
endearing Pope Francis, may not ultimately 
be most remembered for his public persona 
or for any single decision he made as pope. 

Yet, he will surely be recalled for his long, 
persistent struggle — first as the cardinal 
who headed the Vatican's Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith for more than two 
decades, and then as pope — to implement a 
narrow interpretation of the wide reforms 
introduced at Vatican II. 

Cardinal Donald Wuerl, whom Benedict 
moved to Washington, D.C., in his first 
major U.S. bishop appointment in 2006, said 
the deceased pope highlighted the need for 
theological cohesion by connecting the 
council's changes with the church's past 
traditions. 

"He was the pope of continuity," Wuerl, 
who resigned as archbishop of Washington 
in 2018, said in an NCR interview. "His 
great contribution, I think, was advancing 
the direction called for by the Second 
Vatican Council but doing so by 
reconnecting the advances of today with the 
council and the great tradition of the 
church." 

German Cardinal Walter Kasper, a 
renowned theologian who headed the 
Vatican's Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity under Benedict, said the 
former pope "left a great heritage to the 
church as a pope-theologian." 

"He has deepened the doctrine of the 
council," Kasper told NCR. "In his writing, 

in his homilies, he has deepened our faith, 
our spirituality." 

 
Pope Benedict XVI's personal assistant, Paolo 
Gabriele, seated in front left, arrives with the 
pope in St. Peter's Square at the Vatican May 23, 
2012. (CNS/Paul Haring) 

U.S. theologian Bradford Hinze said 
Benedict will "be both criticized and hailed 
as a staunch defender of a classical Roman 
and European-centered understanding of the 
Catholic Church, a position associated with 
the minority of bishops at the council, 
though not Ratzinger's own position at the 
time." 

"He will also be remembered, along with 
Pope John Paul II, for implementing a 
restrictive view of collegiality and 
synodality, and of the role of the faithful in 
the church's mission," said Hinze, the Karl 
Rahner Professor of Theology at Fordham 
University and a past president of the 
Catholic Theological Society of America. 

"The death of Pope Benedict may symbolize 
an end of an era of centralization and 
clericalism, and mark the new beginning of 
a polycentric global church and with it a 
richer understanding of its catholicity 
promised by Vatican II," he said. 

John Thavis, a U.S. journalist who spent 
nearly three decades in Rome covering the 
Vatican for Catholic News Service, said that 
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Benedict may be remembered most as 
someone who strained under the weight of 
the papacy and could not control the Vatican 
bureaucracy. 

"I think the wider world will remember 
Benedict as a pope who struggled under the 
burden of Roman Curia mismanagement and 
corruption, unable to control the power 
struggles that weakened the Vatican's 
prestige and his own pontificate," said 
Thavis, who worked for CNS from 1983 to 
2012, the last 16 years of those as Vatican 
bureau chief. 

"Above all, [Benedict] will be remembered 
as the pope who resigned," he said. "It was 
the most courageous decision of his papacy. 
In one act, this most traditional of popes 
reminded Catholics that the papacy is not a 
sacred status, but an office that can, and 
sometimes should, be set aside." 

For many, Benedict may remain something 
of a conundrum. 

An enthusiastic theological adviser to a 
German cardinal at all four sessions of the 
Second Vatican Council, Benedict would 
later spend three decades delimiting its 
reforms. A theologian familiar with the need 
for academic freedom, he would enforce 
new bounds of debate and silence academics 
around the world. 

And a pope seen by many as the expression 
of the centralized, high-office papacy, he 
would, in a historic first-in-a-millennia act, 
renounce the chair of St. Peter. 

The implications and historic import of that 
final decision continue to resound. 

With Benedict's death, the world will 
witness in coming days something never 
before documented: a pope's funeral, held 
with high pomp amid the backdrop of the 

Baroque facade of St. Peter's Basilica, 
celebrated and led by his successor, who is 
nearly 10 years into his own papacy.  

Fighting a 'dictatorship of relativism' 

Elected as pope on April 19, 2005, 
following the April 2 death of John Paul II, 
who reigned for nearly 27 years, the German 
Cardinal Ratzinger immediately struck a 
much different chord than had Polish 
Cardinal Karol Wojtyla. 

Publicly shy and reserved where Wojtyla 
had been gregarious, outgoing and even 
commanding, Ratzinger was also 78 at the 
time of his election and did not bring the 
sense of energy that John Paul, age 58 upon 
his own election in 1978, had brought to 
his.  

 
Pope Benedict XVI meets with donors of the 
Papal Foundation at the Vatican April 21, 2012. 
Pictured are Cardinal Donald Wuerl of 
Washington, left, and Bishop Michael Bransfield 
of Wheeling-Charleston, West Virginia, right. 
(CNS/L'Osservatore Romano) 

Ratzinger began his papacy with a 
straightforward, two-pronged goal. 
Explaining his choice of papal name to 
journalists in April 2005, he said he wanted 
to honor Pope Benedict XV, who pleaded 
with European leaders for peace during the 
gruesome First World War, and fifth-century 
St. Benedict of Nursia, whose life "evokes 
the Christian roots of Europe." 



In the footsteps of his 20th-century 
predecessor, he said, "I place my ministry in 
the service of reconciliation and harmony 
between peoples." 

He asked the ancient saint, founder of 
Benedictine monasticism, to "help us all to 
hold firm to the centrality of Christ in our 
Christian life." 

Yet, the difficulties that would face him in 
achieving both goals were obvious even 
before the beginning of his pontificate. 
Benedict often took a scholarly tone that 
seemed disengaged, and sometimes 
presented the situations of the world in stark 
and unforgiving ways. 

He sharply outlined the challenge he saw the 
church facing in a homily for the Mass Pro 
Eligendo Romano Pontifice — "for the 
election of the Roman pontiff" — following 
John Paul II's death. 

"Every day new sects spring up, and what 
St. Paul says about human deception and the 
trickery that strives to entice people into 
error comes true," he said. 

Then, using a blunt term that offered insight 
into his wider mindset, he added: "We are 
building a dictatorship of relativism that 
does not recognize anything as definitive 
and whose ultimate goal consists solely of 
one's own ego and desires." 

One of the pope's former students in 
Germany referred to Benedict's use of that 
phrase — "dictatorship of relativism" — as 
key to understanding how he saw the role of 
the church after the council. 

'We are building a dictatorship of relativism 
that does not recognize anything as 

definitive and whose ultimate goal consists 
solely of one's own ego and desires.' 

—Pope Benedict XVI 

 
Pope Benedict XVI greets the crowd as the 
arrives to make remarks at the end of a Mass for 
the Knights of Malta in St. Peter's Basilica at the 
Vatican Feb. 9, 2013. (CNS/Paul Haring) 

Francis Schüssler Fiorenza, a U.S. 
theologian who attended the University of 
Münster while Ratzinger was a professor 
there 1963-66, said his former teacher had 
initially supported the council's call for more 
decentralization of church structures in the 
notion of the collegiality of bishops. 

"But when he went to Rome, he favored 
much more the importance of the central 
leadership," said Fiorenza, who recalled 
Ratzinger as normally biking to the 
university from his residence and as "by far 
the best and most popular lecturer" at the 
school. 

"I think the issue of pluralism or relativism 
— as he might see it — came more and 
more to the forefront of his concerns," said 
Fiorenza, a professor at Harvard Divinity 
School. "This shift to the issue of relativism 
or pluralism reinforced his shift to the 
importance of the central organization of the 
church." 

Benedict's ability to serve peace was also 
tested early in his papacy, when he delivered 
a lecture during a visit to Germany that 
controversially touched on Islam's role in 
Europe. He quoted and commented on 14th-
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century remarks by a Byzantine emperor 
who said that Islam brought "only evil and 
inhuman" things to the continent. 

The pope apologized for the Sept. 12, 2006, 
speech and made a point of visiting mostly 
Muslim Turkey just two months later, but 
street protests were reported at the time 
there and in India, Pakistan and Palestine. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI greets the crowd after being 
elected April 19, 2005. (CNS/Nancy Wiechec) 

By the end of his papacy, some were even 
questioning the firmness of the Christian 
roots of the Vatican itself. 

In January 2012, a television series called 
"The Untouchables" aired in Italy that 
alleged massive levels of corruption and 
deceit inside the church's central command, 
revealing documents that purportedly 
pointed to blackmailing of closeted 
homosexual Vatican clergy. 

Eventually, the scandal would unfold with a 
Vatican trial, where Benedict's personal 
butler, Paolo Gabriele, admitted leaking 
information to an Italian journalist in hopes 
of helping the pope root out the 
troublemakers. 

Gabriele was found guilty in October 2012, 
but Benedict pardoned him that December. 

In March 2012, Benedict had appointed 
three cardinals to put together a report on the 
leaks and their aftermath. He received the 
cardinals' report that December, only to 
surprise the world with the announcement of 
his resignation the following February. 

Speaking in Latin during a meeting with 
cardinals at the Vatican Feb. 11, 2013, 
Benedict said he had a "lack of strength of 
mind and body" due to his advanced age and 
would abdicate the papal throne as of 8 p.m. 
in Rome that Feb. 28. 

Among those shocked were the cardinals in 
the meeting with the pope, many of whom 
could not speak Latin and had not 
understood the gravity of his announcement. 

Destined for church leadership 

Born Joseph Aloisius Ratzinger on April 16, 
1927 — Holy Saturday that year — 
Benedict was the second son and third child 
of Joseph Ratzinger Sr., a police officer, and 
Maria Peintner. They lived mostly in the 
small town of Marktl in the southeastern 
German state of Bavaria near Austria. 

Seemingly destined for high church office 
from a young age, German language 
accounts speak of Ratzinger meeting 
Cardinal Michael von Faulhaber, then 
archbishop of Munich and Freising, during a 
school event at age 5 and coming home to 
tell his parents that he wanted to be a 
cardinal one day. 

The future pope would later be ordained a 
priest by von Faulhaber in 1951 and would 
be appointed to serve as the archbishop of 
the same diocese in 1977. 



 
Then-Archbishop Joseph Ratzinger is pictured in 
this file photo May 28, 1977, the day of his 
ordination as archbishop of Munich and 
Freising. (CNS/KNA) 
 
Growing up under Germany's Nazi regime, 
he enrolled in the Hitler Youth in 1941 when 
membership was mandatory, and in 1943 
was drafted into military service. He later 
deserted. 

After the war in Europe ended, Ratzinger 
entered the seminary at age 18 in 1945 
alongside brother Georg, who most notably 
served for nearly four decades as the 
musical director of the famous cathedral 
choir in Regensburg. 

He earned his doctorate with a thesis on 
fourth-century St. Augustine and later 
earned a European teaching credential 
known as a habilitation with a thesis on St. 
Bonaventure, one of the first successors of 
13th-century St. Francis of Assisi in 
leadership of the saint's burgeoning order. 

In the 1960s and '70s, Ratzinger taught at 
the University of Bonn, the University of 
Münster, the University of Tubingen and the 
University of Regensburg before his 1977 
appointment as archbishop. 

During the Second Vatican Council, he 
served as a theological consultant, or peritus, 

to Cardinal Josef Frings of Cologne, 
Germany. 

After Ratzinger led the archdiocese of 
Munich and Freising for about four years, 
John Paul II appointed him as head of the 
Vatican's Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith, where the German would serve as 
a key adviser to the Polish pope until John 
Paul's death. 

 
Men look at a giant blow-up of a front page of 
the German Bild newspaper from April 5, 2005, 
in Berlin Sept. 19, 2005. The paper features a 
front-page story about the election of German 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger to be Pope Benedict 
XVI and reads "We Are Pope." (CNS/ 
Reuters/Thomas Peter) 

Once elected pontiff, Benedict focused his 
academic acumen in writing three 
encyclicals, considered the highest form of 
teaching for a pope, and three apostolic 
exhortations. 

The encyclicals — Deus Caritas Est ("God 
is Love") in 2005, Spe Salvi ("In Hope We 
Are Saved") in 2007, and Caritas in 
Veritate ("Charity in Truth") in 2009 — 
focused mainly on basic Christian virtues, 
with the last finding Benedict also widely 
commenting on the church's long history of 
social teaching. 
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In fact, many of the points made in that last 
document would find an echo in Francis' 
later teachings. Benedict sounded an alarm 
for "unregulated exploitation" of the 
environment, and roundly rejected laissez-
faire capitalism, calling it "thoroughly 
destructive." 

One U.S. canon lawyer who worked at the 
Vatican for two decades during Ratzinger's 
leadership highlighted the link between 
Benedict's writings and those of his 
successor. 

"There is no doubt that Pope Benedict was a 
scholar; one who gave up a scholarly 
retirement to accept the call of the church," 
said Immaculate Heart of Mary Sr. Sharon 
Holland, who worked as a staff member at 
the Vatican's religious congregation from 
1988 to 2009. "His documents are not easy 
reading and, as a result, probably were not 
widely read." 

"But, as Pope Francis quotes him in 
documents such as Laudato Si', there is 
greater awareness and welcome of his 
teachings," said Holland, who later served as 
the president of the U.S. Leadership 
Conference of Women Religious from 2014 
to 2015. 

 
St. John Paul II and Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger 
ride in the popemobile during a visit to Germany 
in 1980. (CNS/KNA) 

Cardinal Wuerl expressed similar 
sentiments. While Francis is "getting 
people's attention" in talking about social 
issues, he said, "Benedict was already 
addressing them." 

Benedict likewise drew praise from several 
quarters for his actions to confront sexual 
abuse by clergy in the church. In 2001, 
while head of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, he convinced John 
Paul II to make his office the church's global 
control center to investigate accused clergy 
and draft policies against abuse. 

Under his watch as doctrinal prefect and as 
pope, hundreds of abusive priests were 
removed from the priesthood. 

He is also credited with pursuing the 
investigation of Mexican Fr. Marcial Maciel 
Degollado, a serial child abuser and rapist 
who founded the powerful and well-
connected Legionaries of Christ order. As 
head of the doctrinal congregation, 
Ratzinger investigated Maciel, and as pope 
removed him from ministry in 2006. 

Benedict put the order itself into a kind of 
receivership, appointing a papal delegate to 
examine its constitution and way of 
functioning. 

In July 2010, the Vatican also announced 
substantial revisions to canon law aimed at 
fighting sexual abuse. Benedict extended the 
church's statute of limitations for sexual 
abuse cases, made it easier to remove priests 
from the priesthood, and made possession of 
child pornography a "grave crime" under 
church law. 

Earlier that year, he had also instructed 
bishops around the world to follow the 
norms of civil law, not just church law, 
when reporting crimes against children. 
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Thavis, the former Catholic News Service 
correspondent, said Benedict "took 
important steps in the Vatican's response to 
clerical sexual abuse." 

"On this score, I think history will be kinder 
to this pope than contemporary critics," he 
said. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI signs a copy of his 
encyclical, "Caritas in Veritate" ("Charity in 
Truth"), at the Vatican July 6, 2009. (CNS/ 
Catholic Press Photo/L'Osservatore Romano) 

The bounds of theological debate 

Under Ratzinger's leadership from 1981 to 
2005, the Vatican's doctrinal congregation 
took a decidedly proactive stance in defining 
church teaching and in criticizing or warning 
theologians when they took positions seen as 
too progressive or outside the bounds. 

Under the German prefect, the congregation 
took particular interest in stemming 
advancement of liberation theology, a field 
of theological inquiry that examines Christ's 
concern for liberation of the world's people 
from both sin and unjust economic or social 
conditions. 

The congregation issued two so-called 
"instructions" on liberation theology, 
in 1984 and 1986, condemning certain 
elements of study, particularly use of 
methods of Marxist analysis to examine how 

the global market system treats the world's 
poorest. 

The congregation under Ratzinger also 
issued a Profession of Faith and Oath of 
Fidelity in 1988. Required of all diocesan 
vicars, seminary rectors, pastors and 
theologians around the world, it committed 
those taking it to "hold fast to the deposit of 
faith in its entirety" and shun "any teachings 
contrary to it." 

Many theologians have criticized Ratzinger 
for his tenure at the doctrinal congregation, 
saying he played an overly restrictive role in 
determining the bounds of theological 
discussion and unfairly prosecuted 
theologians he found outside those bounds. 

Under Ratzinger, questioning of the church's 
teaching on sexual conduct, birth control, 
same-sex relationships, women's ordination 
and episcopal authority was out of bounds. 

Fordham's Hinze pointed to Ratzinger's 
actions on liberation theology, the oath of 
fidelity and his encouragement of national 
bishops' conferences to monitor theologians. 
Many academics saw such measures "as 
restrictive and damaging to the contribution 
of theologians to the life of the church," 
Hinze said. 

"The investigations and disciplining of a 
significant number of theologians during 
this period merit comparison with the 
actions undertaken at the height of the 
theological controversy described as 
Modernism," said Hinze, referencing Pope 
Pius X's early-20th-century crusade that saw 
sweeping condemnations of theologians and 
introduction of an anti-Modernist oath for 
bishops, priests, and theologians. 

During Ratzinger's tenure, the congregation 
contacted many global theologians to make 
inquiries about the legitimacy of their work. 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19840806_theology-liberation_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19860322_freedom-liberation_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19880701_professio-fidei_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19880701_professio-fidei_en.html


While most of those proceedings were 
undertaken in secrecy, several resulted in 
Vatican publication of notifications or 
condemnations against individual 
theologians. 

Some of the most well-known include: 

• The 1997 excommunication, later rescinded, 
of Sri Lankan Oblate Fr. Tissa Balasuriya; 

• The 1998 investigation of Australian church 
historian and Sacred Heart Fr. Paul Collins, 
leading to his resignation from the 
priesthood in 2001; 

• The 1998 notification against already-
deceased Jesuit Fr. Anthony de Mello of 
India; 

• The 2001 notification against Belgian Jesuit 
Fr. Jacques Dupuis; 

• The 2004 notification against U.S. Jesuit Fr. 
Roger Haight. 

U.S. and Asian moral theologians 
attempting to adapt theology to their cultural 
contexts appeared most targeted. 

From 2001 to 2005, Ratzinger also quietly 
raised objections to the Jesuit order 
regarding its U.S. publication America 
magazine. At the end of his time as head of 
the doctrinal office, he called for 
the resignation of America's editor, Jesuit 
Fr. Thomas Reese, which took place within 
a month of Ratzinger's election as pope. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI lectures on faith and reason 
at the University of Regensburg in Germany 
Sept. 12, 2006. A quotation from a Byzantine 
emperor that the pope used in this talk provoked 
outrage in the Muslim world, but the incident 
later led to increased dialogue with Muslims. 
(CNS/ L'Osservatore Romano/Catholic Press 
Photo) 

Wuerl, who earned a doctorate in theology 
before becoming a bishop and has served as 
a member of the doctrinal congregation 
since 2012, said that while Ratzinger headed 
the congregation, he "encouraged 
theological discussion" and "exercised the 
responsibilities of that office of the doctrine 
of the faith with great prudence." 

"I believe that he was convinced that 
because he was a theologian … that the 
church needs to benefit from theological 
discussion, theological deepening of our 
understanding of the faith," Wuerl said. 

"But he was very conscious that the health 
of theological debate in the Catholic Church 
and its progress depends on the ability of the 
church, through the doctrine of the faith 
congregation, to make sure that people don't 
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step outside the boundaries of the continuity 
of the faith," he said. 

"You can't have a good football game if 
there is no one to say you stepped out of the 
bounds," he said. "You simply can't. There's 
no way you can play that game, or any 
game, without a referee. That's why we have 
them." 

Wuerl added, "I thought Cardinal Ratzinger 
exercised [that role] very judiciously, giving 
the greatest freedom but at the same time 
calling for responsible recognition that there 
are limits to what constitutes continuity." 

Christopher Bellitto, who has written 
extensively on the history of the papacy, 
said an "unfortunate" part of Benedict's 
legacy will be "the notion that this was a 
man who was not comfortable with open 
discussion of questions that he thought were 
closed but others considered open." 

Bellitto, a professor of history at Kean 
University in New Jersey, said that all the 
church's major councils — from Nicea, to 
Trent, to Vatican II — "were messy and it's 
out of the mess that you get good theology." 

"When you repress elements, when you 
don't allow a full discussion, what you end 
up with is strict but bad theology," he said. 

"That may have simply been his persona, his 
personality," Bellitto said of Ratzinger. 
"There are some people who want things 
black and white because they can't deal with 
the gray. That's fine, but it doesn't mean the 
gray goes away." 

Bellitto also mentioned a common saying 
that it normally takes the global church 50-
100 years to fully understand and accept 
changes made at councils, or to synthesize 
them with earlier teachings. 

"Ratzinger couldn't be the engine for the 
synthesis, because he was too personally 
invested … as a father of the council," 
Bellitto said. 

'A papal act of courage and humility' 

After announcing his resignation in 
February 2013, Benedict said he intended to 
live the rest of his life quietly in prayer, not 
wanting to cause confusion or step on the 
toes of whoever his successor would be. 

In the first years following that decision, 
Benedict indeed led a very quiet life, far 
from the public eye, appearing only from 
time to time at major Vatican events when 
invited by Francis. 

By the third anniversary of his resignation, 
however, Benedict was taking on a bit more 
of an active role in his post-papacy. 

First came a March 2016 interview with a 
Belgian theologian that focused on the 
question of God's mercy, just as Francis was 
in the midst of celebrating an Extraordinary 
Jubilee Year, also focused on mercy. 

In November 2016 came a book-length 
interview with German journalist Peter 
Seewald, where Benedict defended his own 
eight-year papacy against criticism. 

"I do not see myself as a failure," he said in 
the book, titled Last Testament: In His Own 
Words. "For eight years I carried out my 
work." 

'Above all, [Benedict] will be remembered 
as the pope who resigned.' 

—John Thavis 

Perhaps Benedict's most striking 
intervention from retirement came in 
January 2020, when he was initially listed as 
the co-author of a book with Cardinal 
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Robert Sarah, the head of the Vatican's 
Congregation for Divine Worship. 

The volume sharply defended clerical 
celibacy and was issued as Francis was 
known to be considering a proposal from the 
October 2019 Synod of Bishops to allow 
married priests on a limited basis in the 
Amazon region. 

Announcement of the book's publication 
shocked theologians, who worried that the 
former pope's intervention on the subject 
could tie Francis' hands. 

But two days after news of the volume's 
release, Benedict's longtime secretary, 
Archbishop Georg Gänswein, told news 
agencies that the ex-pontiff, by then quite 
frail, had only thought he was preparing an 
essay for the volume, and did not intend to 
be listed as a co-author. 

Benedict had also waded into sensitive 
territory in April 2019, when he published 
an unexpected letter in which he blamed the 
clergy sexual abuse crisis widely on the 
sexual revolution and developments in 
theology following the Second Vatican 
Council. 

The letter, a lengthy text published initially 
by several right-wing Catholic websites, 
immediately drew criticism from 
theologians, who said it did not address 
structural issues that abetted abuse cover-up, 
or Benedict's own contested 24-year role as 
head of the Vatican's powerful doctrinal 
office. 

Theologians and church historians also 
expressed concerns that Benedict's choice to 
engage in such public action played into 
narratives splitting Catholics between two 
popes, one officially in power, and the other 
wielding influence as he wrote from a small 
monastery in the Vatican Gardens. 

Richard Gaillardetz, a theologian who 
focuses on the church's structures of 
authority, told NCR at the time that the 
precedent being set by Benedict's latest 
letter was "troubling." 

The former pontiff, said the theologian, was 
offering "a controversial analysis of a 
pressing pastoral and theological crisis, and 
a set of concrete pastoral remedies." 

"These are actions only appropriate for one 
who actually holds a pastoral office," said 
Gaillardetz, a professor at Boston College 
and former president of the Catholic 
Theological Society of America. 

 
Retired Pope Benedict XVI is pictured among 
cardinals, including Cardinal Timothy Dolan of 
New York, right, a few minutes before the start a 
consistory at which Pope Francis created 19 new 
cardinals in St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican 
Feb. 22, 2014. Benedict's unexpected 
appearance was his first at a public liturgy since 
his resignation. (CNS/Paul Haring) 

After 32 years in the highest offices of the 
church as head of the doctrinal congregation 
and as pope, after 54 years as a theologian, 
and after 62 years as a priest, Benedict left 
the Vatican via helicopter Feb. 28, 2013, for 
the nearby papal retreat of Castel Gandolfo. 

As the helicopter flew over St. Peter's 
Square, pilgrims and admirers waved 
goodbye, some seen wiping away tears. As 
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the bells of St. Peter's — the same bells that 
would announce Francis' election 11 days 
later — slowly ceased ringing, people in the 
crowd lingered well past dusk. 

At 8 p.m. that night, the doors of the papal 
apartment were sealed as Benedict's papacy 
came to an end, as per his own order. 

The day before, in his last public audience, 
the German theologian told crowds that the 
seven years, 10 months, and nine days of the 
papacy had been a "great weight" on his 
shoulders. 

"I felt like St. Peter and the apostles in the 
boat on the Sea of Galilee," said Benedict. 

"The Lord has given us many days of 
sunshine and a light breeze, the days when 
the fishing is plentiful," he said. "But there 
were also times when the water was rough 
… and the Lord seemed to be sleeping." 

Holland, the U.S. sister and canonist, said 
"every pope brings his own gifts to the 
papacy; each is unique." 

"The generosity, intelligence and integrity of 
Pope Benedict were crowned by his last 
papal act of courage and humility," she said. 
"His resignation." 

 
Pope Francis embraces emeritus Pope Benedict 
XVI at the papal summer residence in Castel 
Gandolfo, Italy, March 23, 2013. Pope Francis 
traveled by helicopter from the Vatican to Castel 

Gandolfo for a private meeting with the retired 
pontiff. (CNS/Reuters/L'Osservatore Romano) 

Yet, in his post-papacy Benedict never 
publicly criticized or spoke directly against 
Francis. In fact, in the March 2016 interview 
the former pontiff praised his successor as 
responding to the "signs of the times" with 
his focus on God's mercy. 

Chicago Cardinal Blase Cupich, who was 
appointed to his current post by Francis but 
had previously served as bishop of Spokane, 
Washington, on Benedict's appointment, 
said the former pope's fidelity to his 
successor was praiseworthy. 

"Even in the face of increasing great 
personal cost and continual suffering, Pope 
Benedict grew ever taller in his abiding 
service to the church," Cupich said. 

Wuerl spoke of visiting Benedict once after 
the resignation and said he saw a side of the 
retired pope rarely seen in public: his humor 
and his sense of kindness. 

The cardinal said Benedict asked him how 
he was able to write so much despite having 
such a busy travel and appointments 
schedule. 

Wuerl said he responded that he often finds 
time to write on plane flights and then asked 
in return, "Holy Father, are you planning on 
writing anything now?" 

Wuerl recounted the pope — by then almost 
entirely hidden from the world, living away 
from the spotlight in a Vatican cloister — 
joking back: "No, I don't have plane flights." 

"It's a side of him that I don't think we 
experience. … He really had a calming and 
peaceful manner about him," Wuerl said. 



Like many, Wuerl said Benedict may be 
remembered most for his final act as pope, 
and then what he did not do afterward. 

"He did what he said he was going to do," 
said Wuerl, remembering greeting Benedict 
before he departed the Vatican for the last 
time as leader of the Roman Catholic 
Church. "He simply stepped off the stage." 

"We were going to have a new pope," said 
the cardinal. "The church only has one pope. 
And Pope Emeritus Benedict made it very 
clear — in his actions, his conversations, or 
lack of public conversations — that Pope 
Francis is pope and that he, Benedict, is 
going into retirement and praying." 

"That's going to be the historic model and 
remembrance of this unique moment in 
modern history, when a pope actually 
resigned and then went into seclusion," 
Wuerl said. 

Funeral Mass for 
Pope Benedict XVI 
will be based on a 
papal funeral 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
German Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, the future 
Pope Benedict XVI, sprinkles holy water on the 

casket of Pope John Paul II during his funeral 
Mass in St. Peter's Square at the Vatican in this 
April 8, 2005, file photo. (OSV News 
photo/Catholic Press Photo) 
 
CAROL GLATZ 
CATHOLIC NEWS SERVICE 
Vatican City — 3 January 2023 
 
The Jan. 5 funeral Mass for Pope Benedict 
XVI will be a papal funeral with a few 
changes to fit with the fact that he was not 
the reigning pope and has not left behind a 
"sede vacante." 
"The liturgical celebration follows the model 
of a funeral service for a supreme pontiff, 
broadly speaking," Matteo Bruni, director of 
the Vatican press office, told reporters Jan. 
3. 

While based on a traditional papal funeral, 
he said, it will have "some new elements 
that give the rite its originality and some 
missing elements, which are those that are 
more pertinent to a reigning pontiff." 

For example, there are no final prayers 
offered by representatives of the Diocese of 
Rome and of the Eastern Catholic churches, 
since those prayers are specific to the death 
of a reigning pope, who is bishop of the 
Diocese of Rome and is in communion with 
the leaders of the Eastern-rite churches. 

Bruni spoke to reporters in the Vatican press 
office after the booklet for the funeral Mass 
was published by the Office for the 
Liturgical Celebrations of the Supreme 
Pontiff. 

The Mass booklet features a color 
reproduction of Caravaggio's "Deposition" 
or entombment of Christ -- a 17th-century 
masterpiece housed in the Vatican 
Museums. 
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Some differences can be seen in some of the 
prayers and the readings, Bruni said. 

The first reading will be taken from the 
Book of Isaiah (29:16-19) in which the Lord 
says there will be a day when the deaf will 
hear the words of a scroll "and, after gloom 
and darkness, the eyes of the blind will see. 
But the lowly will rejoice in the Lord even 
more and the poorest exult in the Holy One 
of Israel." 

In comparison, the first reading at St. John 
Paul II's funeral Mass was "Peter's Speech" 
from the Acts of the Apostles (10:34-43), 
which speaks of the apostles' mandate to 
preach and testify that everyone who 
believes in Christ "will receive forgiveness 
of sins through his name." 

The second reading for the Jan. 5 Mass is 
from the first letter of St. Peter (1:3-9) 
which praises God's mercy giving the 
faithful "a new birth" as his children and "by 
raising Jesus Christ from the dead, so that 
we have a sure hope and the promise" of 
eternal life in heaven. 

The second reading at St. John Paul's funeral 
was from the letter of St. Paul to the 
Philippians (3:20-4:1) about the faithful's 
"citizenship in heaven." 

The Gospel reading for Benedict's funeral 
Mass was to be from St. Luke's account of 
Jesus' final moments on the cross and telling 
the "good thief" who recognized him as the 
Christ, "today you will be with me in 
paradise." The Gospel reading for St. John 
Paul's funeral Mass was from John (21: 15-
19) when Jesus told Peter to feed his sheep. 

The only other notable changes are in the 
prayers of the faithful. They include 
petitions for "Pope Emeritus Benedict, who 
has fallen asleep in the Lord: may the eternal 
Shepherd receive him into his kingdom of 

light and peace," followed by a prayer "for 
our Holy Father, Pope Francis, and for all 
the pastors of the church: may they proclaim 
fearlessly, in word and deed, Christ's victory 
over evil and death." 

Benedict had wished his funeral to be 
simple, Bruni had said, emphasizing it 
would be "solemn, but sober." Francis will 
preside over the funeral Mass in St. Peter's 
Square and Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, 
dean of the College of Cardinals, will be the 
main celebrant at the altar. 

Some traditions connected with the death 
and burial of a pope will be followed, Bruni 
said, such as three objects being deposited in 
the pope's casket before he is buried: his 
palliums, coins and medals minted during 
his pontificate, and a "rogito" or scroll that 
summarizes in Latin the highlights of his 
papacy. 

Responding to questions about whether 
Benedict would be buried with a pastoral 
staff or a papal ferula, which is a staff 
topped with a cross, Bruni said the ferula is 
only held by a reigning pope and that no 
pope is ever buried with either item. 

After public viewing of his body ends the 
evening of Jan. 4, Benedict will be placed in 
a traditional cypress casket, following a 
traditional ritual, Bruni said. 

Before the funeral, the casket will be carried 
into St. Peter's Square and the faithful will 
be asked to join the recitation of the rosary 
before Mass. 

After the funeral, again following tradition, 
the casket will be sealed and wrapped with 
ribbons, then it will be placed inside a zinc 
casket that will be soldered and sealed, and 
then that will be placed inside a casket made 
of wood. 



The moment of his burial in the grotto of St. 
Peter's Basilica, where other popes are 
buried, will be private, Bruni said. 

American 
conservatives don't 
understand the late 
Pope Benedict's 
legacy 

 
Pope Benedict XVI signs a copy of his 
encyclical Caritas in Veritate ("Charity in 
Truth") at the Vatican July 6, 2009. 
(CNS/L'Osservatore Romano via Reuters) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
4 January 2023 
 
The myopia of American Catholics has been 
on full display this week as they rush to 
canonize or demonize the late Pope Benedict 
XVI, and to contrast his time as pope with 
that of the current pontiff, Pope Francis. 
Raymond Arroyo was on Fox 
News explaining, "We needed his voice, his 

clarity, especially now." The "now" implies 
a contrast with what conservative Catholics 
have complained is the "confusion" of 
Francis' pastoral style. 

"You might say this is the definitive drawing 
down of the curtain on Vatican II," said 
Bishop Robert Barron of Winona-Rochester, 
Minnesota. You might, but you would be 
wrong. Barron seems not to realize that the 
universal church is in the midst of a synodal 
process that is, in its essence, about 
continuing the reception of Vatican II. 

Ross Douthat, in The New York Times, 
opined that Benedict's resignation backfired: 

What the resignation yielded, though, was 
not what Benedict had presumably expected 
... the Francis pontificate was quickly 
defined by a sweeping push for 
liberalization, a striking shift of personnel 
and policy and a reopening of many of the 
1970s-era debates that Benedict had tried to 
settle. 

Yes, there have been some changes in 
personnel, and Francis, a pastor with a keen 
theological mind, approaches some issues 
differently from the way Benedict, a 
theologian with a pastoral heart, did. 

What these three conservative voices miss is 
that for all the differences of style and 
approach, all popes do their best to articulate 
a Catholic response to the challenges of their 
times, not a liberal or conservative one. 
These would-be defenders of the 
Ratzingerian legacy ignore the obvious 
points of continuity between Benedict and 
Francis. 
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Workers install a mosaic depicting Pope Francis 
next to the one depicting Pope Benedict XVI in 
St. Paul's Basilica in Rome Dec. 9, 2013. 
(CNS/Reuters/Alessandro Bianchi) 
 
Nowhere is that continuity more obvious 
than in the area of Catholic social teaching. 
Benedict "pushed the tradition forward on 
both ecological and economic 
justice," Meghan Clark, a theologian at St. 
John's University, told me via email. 

"Caritas in Veritate may be an overly dense 
document, but it provides a clear bridge 
from John Paul II's cautions about unfettered 
capitalism and Francis's exposing structures 
of inequality and exclusion," she said. 
"What prompted George Weigel to rant 
about red and gold pens, at the core, was 
that." 

Clark was referencing Weigel's criticism of 
Benedict's 2009 encyclical, Caritas in 
Veritate, in which Weigel tried to minimize 
certain themes in the text by suggesting 
Benedict had not really written them. 

What becomes clear, as Italian theologian 
Massimo Borghese demonstrated in his 
book Catholic Discordance is that Weigel, 
joined by fellow neoconservatives Richard 
John Neuhaus and Michael Novak, tried to 
suggest Pope John Paul II was charting a 
new course in his 1991 
encyclical Centesimus Annus. That text 

included a couple of paragraphs praising 
contemporary market economics for which 
the trio claimed credit. They hoped that 
section might have proven seminal. Instead, 
Benedict's Caritas in Veritate firmly shut 
the door on any doctrinal development along 
neoconservative lines. 

Clark also points to another area where 
Benedict's writings resonated especially 
with those on the Catholic left. 

"American Catholics struggle with the 
relationship between charity and justice," 
Clark said.  "Charitable work is 
important but it is no substitute for building 
a more just society. Benedict XVI 's Caritas 
in Veritate provides no quarter for those 
who think charity or philanthropy are a 
sufficient response to injustice: 'I cannot 
give what is mine to the other, without first 
giving him what pertains to him in justice.' " 

Anthony Annett, author of Cathonomics: 
How Catholic Tradition Can Create a More 
Just Economy, said Americans need to 
appreciate Benedict's past as a person who 
grew up in postwar Germany to understand 
his perspective. 

"Benedict came of age as the German 
postwar 'social market' economy was being 
put in place. This was a core pillar of 
Christian Democracy, and it had its roots in 
Catholic social teaching," Annett explained 
to me via email. "It was therefore natural for 
the state to protect people from the vagaries 
of capitalism and to give workers the power 
to bargain collectively. A distinctive feature 
of the German Christian Democratic order is 
the emphasis on codetermination — this is 
where workers share in the management of 
the enterprise, including by having seats on 
boards of directors. This was made possible 
by the German constitution's insistence that 
property has a social role — an insight that 
goes back to Thomas Aquinas." 
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The tea party Catholics may not be able to 
make sense of this bit of history, but 
they cannot ignore what Benedict said in 
2006 in Without Roots, a book he co-wrote 
with Marcelo Pera: "In Wilhelmine 
Germany, too, Catholic groups felt closer to 
democratic socialism than to the rigidly 
Prussian and Protestant conservative forces. 
In many respects, democratic socialism was 
and is close to Catholic social doctrine and 
has in any case made a remarkable 
contribution to the formation of a social 
consciousness." 

Is that the "clarity" Arroyo pines for? 

This historical insight helps correct two 
misinterpretations of Catholic teaching and 
the Ratzingerian legacy made by 
conservative American Catholics. 

First, while it is true that, as prefect of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger issued two notes 
on liberation theology, the critique was not 
about Marxist economics but about lousy 
Marxist anthropology. 

What many conservative Americans would 
consider "socialist" would have been normal 
and acceptable to the German cardinal, quite 
distinct from the problems with Marxist 
determinism and ideas of class conflict he 
identified in liberation theology. 

Second, Benedict, like all popes, saw unions 
as central to the creation of a just economy. 
This disposition clearly escapes the attention 
of some Catholic conservatives. In early 
2018, when the U.S. bishops' conference 
issued an amicus curiae brief supporting the 
rights of public service workers to unionize, 
Ed Whelan, then-president of the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center, criticized the brief on 
various grounds, none of them 
consistent with the text or context of 
Catholic social teaching about unions. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI smiles as he wears a steel 
workers hard hat, a gift from workers in Terni, 
Italy, at the end of an audience in Paul VI hall at 
the Vatican March 26, 2011. 
(CNS/L'Osservatore Romano via Reuters) 
 
Annett also sees Benedict's contributions to 
social teaching as paving the way for 
Francis. 

"Benedict was steeped in Catholic social 
teaching and in many ways paved the way 
for Francis," Annett said. "We can see this 
in two ways. First, Benedict's 
environmentalism — he was known as 'the 
green pope' — set the scene for Laudato Si'. 
And in Caritas in Veritate, Benedict argued 
that economic life must be seasoned by 
fraternity and gratuitousness — a theme 
developed by Pope Francis in Fratelli Tutti. 
Overall, Caritas in Veritate's call for a re-
imagining of the economic order is radical 
in the truest sense of that word." 

University of San Diego theology professor 
Victor Carmona highlights a different aspect 
of Benedict's legacy. 

"Although Benedict XVI's legacy is 
complex, his writings contributed a helpful 
remedy to heal some of the effects of the 
culture wars that have seeped into the life of 
the church in the U.S.," Carmona told me in 
an email. 

"His constant affirmation of secularity — 
the rightful autonomy of the political sphere 
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from the ecclesiastical one — offered an 
essential ground for making faith-based 
claims in defense of human rights, 
particularly those of immigrants, refugees, 
and asylum seekers," said Carmona. "It 
helped push back against the presumption by 
some on the left that faith-based claims have 
no place in the public square because they 
uncritically advance the bishops' agenda or 
against those held by some on the right that 
faith-based claims only prioritize their 
agenda." 

Links between Benedict and Francis extend 
beyond the specific focus of Catholic social 
teaching. At his new website, On Polity & 
Faith, political philosopher Stephen 
Schneck argues that Francis relies heavily 
on Benedict's interpretation of modernity. 
All popes, starting with Leo XIII, have 
raised some of the same concerns about 
modern notions of individual autonomy and 
state overreach. 

For example, consider this papal quote: 
"While the poor of the world continue 
knocking on the doors of the rich, the world 
of affluence runs the risk of no longer 
hearing those knocks, on account of a 
conscience that can no longer distinguish 
what is human." Which pope said it? 
Benedict, in Caritas in Veritate. 

Those who try to enlist the late pope as an 
avatar of conservatism sometimes do to him 
what they did to John Paul II: They distort 
the record. American conservatives do not 
put much stock in Catholic social teaching. 
(Some liberal Catholics get it wrong too, but 
that is a different story.) 

There is no denying Benedict was 
conservative in basic ways, and in ways that 
Francis is not. They are very different 
persons with very different life experiences. 
Benedict always seemed to see the cloud 
first while Francis sees the silver lining. 

More important than their differences, 
however, is their shared faith. Both are 
Catholic first, and both are men of Vatican 
II. All other qualifying adjectives follow, 
they do not lead, except among myopic 
American commentators.  

Ratzinger scholar 
sees late Pope 
Benedict as future 
doctor of the church 
VATICAN 
VATICAN NEWS 

 
Ratzinger Prize recipients are pictured with 
retired Pope Benedict XVI Nov. 13, 2021, after 
a ceremony for the conferral of the prize by 
Pope Francis at the Vatican. From left Jesuit Fr. 
Federico Lombardi, president of the Joseph 
Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Foundation; French 
professor Jean-Luc Marion; Pope Benedict; 
Australian theologian Tracey Rowland; and 
German professors Hanna-Barbara Gerl-
Falkovitz and Ludger Schwienhorst-
Schönberger. The award honors theological 
research and is named after Benedict, the former 
Joseph Ratzinger. (CNS/Courtesy of Joseph 
Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Foundation) 
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Vatican Correspondent 
JOSHUA J. MCELWEE 
Rome — 4 January 4, 2023 
 
Long before German Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger was elected Pope Benedict XVI in 
2005, theologian Tracey Rowland was 
engaged in studying his scholarship — a 
bevy of academic work that she believes 
should one day lead to the late pope being 
named a doctor of the church. 
She would go on to write two books and 
scores of articles exploring Ratzinger's 
theological contributions, and in 2020, 
Rowland, the St. John Paul II Chair of 
Theology at the University of Notre Dame 
Australia, was awarded the prestigious 
Ratzinger Prize for Theology.  
Rowland, who was appointed by Pope 
Francis to the Vatican's International 
Theological Commission and served there 
from 2014-2019, was the first Australian 
and only third woman to win the award.  
In an email interview with NCR, en route 
from Australia to Rome to attend Benedict's 
funeral on Jan. 5, Rowland spoke of the late 
pope's influence on the Second Vatican 
Council, his personal style of engaging 
fellow academics, her thoughts on his 
legacy, and much more.  
Following is the interview, lightly edited for 
length and context. 

 

NCR: During his time as a theological 
adviser at the 1962-65 Second Vatican 

Council, then-Fr. Joseph Ratzinger was 
known as something of a church 
reformer. People talk about the student 
uprisings of 1968 as a key moment of 
change in Ratzinger's psyche, and how he 
approached the work of theology. Does 
that idea of this great change in his 
thinking strike you as true?  
Rowland: I am one of those who argue that 
there was no change in Ratzinger's general 
theological vision pre- and post- '68. During 
the council, he was on the reform team 
because he was not supportive of neo-
scholasticism. He preferred St. Augustine 
and St. Bonaventure to the 16th 
century Jesuit Fr. Francisco Suárez and 
others of the Baroque era. When he was a 
seminarian, his prefect of studies said of him 
that "scholasticism wasn't his beer." Not 
being into scholasticism made him look like 
a rebel in 1961, but by 1968 being into 
Augustine and Bonaventure rather than 
Marx or Marcuse made him look 
conservative. 
He once said that he didn't change but others 
around him did and the culture of the 
Western world certainly changed. Therefore, 
I agree with those, including a number of his 
former students, who say that he never 
changed his theological spots. His livery, so 
to speak, remained very Augustinian 
throughout his life. 
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Fr. Joseph Ratzinger, the future Pope Benedict 
XVI, talks with Cardinal Franz Konig of Vienna 
during the Second Vatican Council at the 
Vatican in 1962. Pope Benedict died Dec. 31, 
2022, at the age of 95 in his residence at the 
Vatican. (CNS/Courtesy of Diocese of Mainz 
archives, KNA) 
 
What did change was the culture of the West 
and I think that changed his research and 
pastoral priorities. He ended up having to 
spend several decades simply defending 
concepts like truth, reason and rationality, 
which is quite ironic, given that Germany is 
so strongly associated with the so-
called Age of Enlightenment. By the end of 
the 20th century, it is a cardinal who is 
Germany's most passionate advocate for 
rationality, albeit a rationality intrinsically 
linked to faith, an Augustinian rationality, 
not a Kantian rationality. 
In short, his basic theological framework, 
his fundamental theology, did not change, 
but his ideas about what needed to be done, 
his pastoral priorities, began to be focused 
on defending the faith against the social 
theories of the New Left. He did not read the 
cultural revolution of the late 1960s as 
something positive and he never tried to 
market Christianity with reference to the 
buzzwords of that revolution. 
What was it like on a personal level to 
engage with him on ideas? 
I was only awarded my doctorate in 2000 
and thus I was far too junior a scholar to 
have personal meetings with the prefect of 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith. I did attend conferences in Rome 
between 2000-05 where he was a speaker 
and what I most remember about those 
lectures was that he spoke so clearly I could 
follow most of the Italian. Many Italian 
academics speak in a way I describe as 
"floral." Concepts are so poetically 
embellished it is hard to get a gist of the 
central argument. I can remember one of my 

friends joking about a line from a young 
professor Angelo Scola (later the cardinal 
archbishop of Milan) — "Christianity is the 
moment when the now meets the forever."  
To Anglo ears that is very poetic but not 
very concrete. However, when Ratzinger 
spoke, he was always easy to follow and one 
knew exactly the point he was arguing. 
On a few occasions when he was the 
reigning pontiff, I was introduced to him in 
the kind of lineups that happen at the 
Vatican. Each time when an aide said I had 
written books about his theology he just 
looked embarrassed. On one occasion when 
he was still a cardinal, I was introduced to 
him as an academic from Australia and he 
looked surprised and said, "You have come 
all the way from Australia for this 
conference?" I could see him thinking, "I 
wouldn't sit on a plane for 29 hours to attend 
this meeting." 

 
Pope Francis presents the Ratzinger Prize to 
Australian professor Tracey Rowland during a 
ceremony Nov. 13, 2021, at the Vatican. The 
prize was also given to German professors 
Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz and Ludger 
Schwienhorst-Schönberger; and French 
professor Jean-Luc Marion. (CNS/Vatican 
Media) 
 
On the day of the conferral of the Ratzinger 
Prize in 2021, the four prize winners were 
taken to his monastery for a one-hour 
meeting with him. In addition to the prize 
winners, Jesuit Fr. Federico Lombardi and 
Archbishop Georg Gänswein were also 
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present. Thus, it was an intimate gathering 
of only six people. We were each invited to 
tell him about our research.  
The subject about which he became most 
animated was Old Testament biblical 
scholarship. This was the field of one of the 
prize winners and he asked a number of 
questions about the research projects of 
leading Old Testament scholars. I also 
shared with him the story of the work I was 
doing on a Lexicon of his thought, with 
contributions from theologians across the 
world. 
He knew about the Lexicon and had written 
a foreword to it. In the foreword, he made 
quite a lot of the fact that 72 scholars had 
contributed to the Lexicon, and of course, 
for him the number 72 immediately shouted 
"Septuagint." However, for the members of 
the editorial committee the fact that we had 
72 contributors initially meant nothing of 
theological relevance to us. Not one of us 
thought, "Isn't this interesting, we have the 
same number of contributors as the 
Septuagint."  
It only became important when we received 
a beautiful foreword from him where he 
talked about the theological relevance of the 
number 72. Our general editor then did a 
recount and discovered to his horror that we 
had only 71 contributors. The first count of 
72 was wrong. We dealt with this crisis by 
roping in Hanna-Barbara Gerl-Falkovitz, 
one of the prize winners, as our No. 72. I 
told him the whole story and he was really 
amused. He could well understand that four 
academics, some with double doctorates, 
could find it difficult to count to some 
number less than 100. 
What was his impact on 
understanding/interpretation of Vatican 
II?  
He was one of those who argued that the 
documents of the council should be read 

with a Christocentric accent within a 
hermeneutic of reform, not revolution or 
rupture. It was in part the mission of 
the Communio journal he founded with the 
French Jesuit Fr. Henri de Lubac and the 
Swiss Fr. Hans Urs von Balthasar to 
promote that approach to the council.   
Is there anything about him or his work 
that you think is 
underappreciated/unknown by the 
general Catholic public?  
I know many people who were brought back 
to the faith by reading his Jesus of Nazareth 
trilogy. I think this trilogy is under-utilized 
in catechetical programs. 

 
Archbishop Joseph Ratzinger of Munich and 
Freising, the future Pope Benedict XVI, is 
pictured Nov. 15, 1977. (CNS/KNA) 
 
How do you see criticism of Ratzinger's 
impact on theology during his time as the 
prefect of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith? Did he crack down 
on theologians too hard at times? 
The more I read about the divisions in 
postconciliar theology the more I come to 
the conclusion that the baseline cleavage is 
between those who think that contemporary 
social theory should become a partner for 
theology and those who think that 
contemporary social theory is not 
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theologically neutral, and therefore before 
one goes about making it into an academic 
partner, one needs to first make a study of its 
theological presuppositions.  
There were many Catholic scholars in 
Europe in the '60s and '70s who thought that 
Marxism got God wrong, but everything 
else about it was OK. Indeed, one scholar 
remarked that the liberation theology of 
Latin America bears the stamp "made in 
Germany" — that is to say that it was the 
creation of Latin American clerics who 
wrote their doctoral dissertations under 
Marxist enthusiastic professors in Germany. 
I would say: "made in Germany and 
Belgium."  
In any event, the point is, Ratzinger came 
across the territory of contemporary social 
theory precisely because so much of it 
comes out of Germany, especially out of 
the Frankfurt School, and he found it highly 
problematic. Others disagreed. So, I would 
say that how one answers this question 
really depends on what one makes of 
contemporary social theory, especially 
social theory with a Frankfurt School 
pedigree. I am not a fan of the Frankfurt 
School, though, like Ratzinger himself, I 
acknowledge that they got some things right. 
What do you think is his most significant 
contribution to the magisterial teaching of 
the church?  
The work he did at the Second Vatican 
Council on the document Dei Verbum, the 
Dogmatic Constitution on Divine 
Revelation. 
Do you anticipate him one day being 
named a doctor of the church? 
Yes, I think some future pontiff should name 
both Ratzinger and Cardinal John Henry 
Newman as church doctors on the same day. 
There is such a strong affinity between 
them. Church doctors also acquire titles like 
"the Seraphic doctor" (Bonaventure) or "the 

Angelic Doctor" (Aquinas). I have 
suggested "Doctor of Incarnate Beauty" for 
Ratzinger. He loved art and music and cats 
and within his many publications there is a 
very strong attention to beauty (along with 
truth and goodness).  
I think his spirituality was deeply 
Benedictine and the Benedictines tend to 
hold the flag, so to speak, for beautiful 
liturgy and tranquil abbeys and stewardship 
of rural pastures and villages. It's easy to 
feel close to God in these places. The beauty 
of Benedictine spirituality resonated with his 
Bavarian heart. 
 

Pope Benedict XVI, 
elected a philosopher 
king, was at heart a 
German professor 
 

 
Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI sits in St. Peter's 
Basilica as he attends the ceremony marking the 
start of the Holy Year on Dec. 8, 2015, at the 
Vatican. (AP Photo/Gregorio Borgia) 
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THOMAS REESE, SJ 
31 December 31, 2022 
 
The cardinals who voted for Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger at the 2005 papal conclave 
believed they were electing the smartest man 
in the room. Just as Plato believed that a 
philosopher king would be the best ruler, 
they thought that a brilliant theologian 
would be the best pope. 
The church is still debating the cardinals' 
wisdom. Benedict became an ecclesial 
Rorschach test, and opinions on his effect on 
the church ultimately say more about the 
speaker than the pope himself: Those who 
approve of Benedict are marked as 
conservatives; those who consider his 
papacy a mistake are classified as 
progressives. Nuanced analysis is difficult. 

As a young theologian, Ratzinger advised 
German bishops promoting reform at the 
Second Vatican Council. He ghostwrote a 
speech severely criticizing the Holy Office, 
the Vatican department responsible for 
defending the faith, which he would one day 
lead. He called its methods of silencing 
prominent theologians prior to the council "a 
source of scandal to the world." 

In these early days, Ratzinger was friends 
with liberal theologian Hans Küng, who 
helped him get a professorship at the 
University of Tübingen in 1966. Student 
demonstrations there in 1968 soured 
Ratzinger on the progressive movement, 
which he saw as turning away from 
orthodox Catholic theology. 

In 1969, Ratzinger abandoned Tübingen for 
the more conservative University of 

Regensburg. Ratzinger preferred docile 
students to those who challenged him. He 
avoided the rough and tumble of academic 
debate. You would not see Ratzinger at 
academic conferences where he could be 
challenged by his peers. 

He did have a loyal following of former 
graduate students who met with him 
periodically through the years to discuss 
theological issues. Even after being 
appointed archbishop of Munich in 1977, he 
continued to direct his doctoral students who 
had not finished their dissertations. 

But it was always clear he was the teacher. 
A Jesuit who brought a group of Americans 
to meet Benedict at a papal audience 
introduced the pope as "my friend." The 
pope corrected him: "You were my student, 
not my friend." 

 
In a Jan. 27, 1988 talk at a Lutheran church, 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger blamed contemporary 
biblical scholars for diluting church teaching. A 
dozen gay and lesbian activists interrupted the 
speech, shouting, "Facist! Stop the inquisition!" 
(RNS file photo/Odette Lupis) 
 
Ratzinger was a prolific writer. His popular 
Introduction to Christianity, published in 
1968, brought him to the attention of Pope 
John Paul II, who in 1981 appointed him 
prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine 



of the Faith, the successor to the Holy Office 
he had so vehemently criticized. 

As head of the congregation, Ratzinger did 
many of the same things he had earlier 
warned against. He treated theologians to 
the kind of correction he used to apply to his 
students. If they did not follow his view of 
orthodoxy, he "flunked" them, taking away 
their authority to teach and publish. He 
would also stop the appointment of any 
bishop he considered suspect. 

(Full disclosure: I was forced to resign as 
editor of America magazine at the insistence 
of Ratzinger, a story I relate in a separate 
column.) 

He was especially critical of moral 
theologians in the United States, liberation 
theologians in Latin America and 
interreligious theologians in Asia. Also 
carefully watched were writings on priestly 
ministry, especially any thoughts on 
women's ordination or optional celibacy. 
Any criticism of church authority was 
suppressed. 

The suppression of theological debate under 
the papacies of John Paul and Benedict was 
disastrous for the church. The creative 
rethinking of church teaching begun at 
Vatican II was squashed. Rather than 
finding new ways to explain the faith to 
people in the 21st century, the church 
repeated formulas many found meaningless. 

Papal teaching about women was especially 
repugnant to educated women, who saw the 
church as protecting patriarchal values. 
Describing homosexuality as "intrinsically 
disordered" was grating, especially to young 
people. 

These papacies also attracted to the 
priesthood a cadre of young men whose 
clerical style would be off-putting to many, 
especially women. 

By electing the smartest man in the room, 
the cardinals had chosen someone who was 
not interested in listening to people who had 
other views. A smart leader surrounds 
himself with people who supplement his 
weaknesses, not with people who always 
agree with him. Benedict XVI's great failing 
was surrounding himself with acolytes who 
would never challenge him and would 
insulate him from challenge. 

This got him into trouble when he acted on 
his own without consulting experts. When 
he spoke of Muslims at Regensburg in 2006, 
he said things that they found insulting. But 
rather than consulting Archbishop Michael 
L. Fitzgerald, the Vatican's expert on Islam, 
he exiled him to Egypt as nuncio. (Francis 
made Fitzgerald a cardinal in 2019.) 

Benedict angered many Protestant leaders in 
2007 when he said that only the Catholic 
and Orthodox churches were true churches 
because they had legitimate bishops; the 
others, he said, are only "ecclesial 
communities." Jews were upset when he 
lifted the excommunication of antisemitic 
schismatic bishops in 2009. 

In both instances, problems could have been 
lessened if he had consulted ecumenical and 
interreligious experts before acting. 

Benedict's heart was in the liturgy and 
spirituality of the past, which attracted only 
a minority of Catholics, let alone those 
outside the church. For the liturgy, he 
ignored the advice of translation experts, 
preferring literal translations that read as if 
they had been run through Google 
translations and were difficult to understand 
when read out loud. 

The Benedict papacy did advance the church 
in its handling of clerical sex abuse. I 
suspect there were a lot more cases of sex 
abuse in Munich while he was archbishop 
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than ever revealed, but as head of the 
Congregation for Doctrine of the Faith, he 
did listen to American bishops' concerns 
when other cardinals stonewalled them. 

When his congregation was assigned abuse 
cases, the disciplinarian tendencies that led 
him to police theologians allowed him to cut 
through canonical niceties to expel 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of abusers 
from the priesthood. His response was never 
perfect, but he did understand and deal with 
the problem quicker than any other Vatican 
official, including John Paul. As pope, he 
met with victims of abuse but did little to 
deal with bishops who had covered up their 
crimes. 

He also listened to the international experts 
in the Secretariat of State, which kept him 
from making mistakes in foreign affairs. 
Here he was not an innovator, but continued 
the Vatican line of his predecessors. He 
upheld the social teaching of the church and 
began dealing with climate change, but these 
were never a principal focus of his papacy. 

Benedict also made the critical decision to 
subject the Vatican finances to review by 
Moneyval, the international agency created 
to stop money laundering and the financing 
of terrorism. This was the first time the 
Vatican opened itself to review by an 
outside body. Because of Benedict, 
Moneyval periodically reviews and publicly 
reports on the Vatican's progress, or lack of 
it, on financial reform. 

Finally, Benedict dramatically changed the 
papacy by resigning, making it possible for 
popes to resign in the future. What in the 
past was unthinkable, now is acceptable. 

Benedict was a humble man who wanted 
what was best for the church. He trusted that 
the Holy Spirit could guide the church 
without him. He supported his successor and 

for the most part stayed silent, though 
supporters and detractors tried to spin his 
few statements as attacks on Francis. 

No doubt there will be a conservative 
movement to canonize Benedict with cries 
of "santo subito" ("sainthood now") as a way 
of carving his teachings in stone. I oppose 
the canonization of any pope, but I have no 
doubt he is in heaven. If I had to place a bet, 
I would predict that Benedict and Francis 
will be canonized on the same day, just as 
John Paul II and John XXIII were. That is 
what unity looks like in the Catholic Church. 

Benedict XVI's great failing was 
surrounding himself with acolytes who 
would never challenge him and would 

insulate him from challenge. 

Pope Benedict's 
mixed legacy: A poor 
administrator who 
made theological 
contributions 

 
Pope Benedict XVI leads his last public Angelus 
from the window of his apartment overlooking 
St. Peter's Square at the Vatican Feb. 24, 2013. 
He resigned the papacy four days later, the first 
to do so voluntarily in more than 700 years. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 



 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
29 December 2022 
 
It is a strange quality of Pope Benedict 
XVI's pontificate that he will be known to 
history first and foremost for the means by 
which he exited his office, a voluntary 
resignation, something not seen in centuries. 
That resignation was a great act of 
demystification, a recognition that the 
papacy was an office, a very special office 
to be sure, but an office nonetheless. It was 
also an implicit, unspoken rebuke to John 
Paul II's contrary decision to hold on to 
office despite the incapacities of old age. 
The day Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was 
elected pope, April 19, 2005, a bishop who 
knew him observed, "Remember, Benedict 
the pope is not the same thing as Ratzinger 
the cardinal." This enigmatic comment 
turned out to be profoundly true, and true in 
ways that highlighted the successes and the 
failures of the papacy that followed. 

At its simplest, the observation was a 
recognition that being prefect for the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
had been a desk job, and until he was elected 
pope, we never saw pictures of Ratzinger 
with children or in any pastoral setting. At 
its most complex, it was a recognition that 
Ratzinger's relationship to the entire life of 
the church, including to theology, was 
transformed by his election as pope. 

And, so, the man who had been entrusted 
with the delicate task of removing those who 
sexually abused minors from the clergy, and 
had spent years reading dossiers that would 
sicken any decent person, was finally able to 
move against those whom John Paul II had 

protected, serial abusers like Fr. Marcial 
Maciel, founder of the Legionaries of Christ. 
The idea of holding accountable 
bishops who covered up abuse, however, 
was a bridge too far for the German pontiff, 
so his legacy on the issue of clergy sex 
abuse is decidedly mixed, better than that of 
his predecessor, but still inadequate. 

As prefect at the CDF, Ratzinger had been 
instrumental in silencing theologians who 
failed to meet his standards of orthodoxy. As 
pope, he was more forgiving. Soon after his 
election, he hosted Swiss theologian Fr. 
Hans Küng, whose license to teach Catholic 
theology had been revoked by the Vatican 
with Ratzinger's acquiescence, at Castel 
Gandolfo where the two old colleagues and 
rivals had a four-hour meeting, including 
dinner, that the Vatican described as 
"friendly." Küng told NCR after the 
meeting: "It's clear that we have different 
positions. But the things we have in 
common are more fundamental. We are both 
Christians, both priests in service of the 
church, and we have great personal respect 
for one another." 

 
Italian Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone kisses the ring 
of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI as he arrives for 
a consistory led by Pope Francis in St. Peter's 
Basilica at the Vatican Feb. 22, 2014. At right is 
Cardinal Angelo Sodano. It was Pope Benedict's 
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first public appearance at a liturgy since his 
retirement a year earlier. (CNS/Paul Haring) 
 
Arguably, the most important quality in an 
effective pope is judgment of character, and 
specifically the ability to get the right person 
in the right job. Here, Benedict's legacy was 
uneven. In selecting San Francisco 
Archbishop William Levada to succeed him 
as prefect at the CDF, Benedict found 
someone exceedingly capable and not the 
least overwhelmed by the enormity of 
having to report weekly to the person who 
had held the post for 25 years. On the other 
hand, Benedict's loyalty to Cardinal Tarcisio 
Bertone, his secretary of state, was entirely 
misplaced, as Bertone was engulfed in both 
the leaks scandal and questions about his 
misuse of funds. 

The most egregious example of Benedict 
failing to recognize the inadequacy of 
certain traditional methods for the 
managerial needs of a modern papacy was 
his appointment of Archbishop Carlo Maria 
Viganò as nuncio to the United States. This 
was a classic case of "promote to remove," 
in which Viganò's enemies got him 
transferred to Washington after he caused a 
stir alleging malfeasance in the governance 
of the Vatican City State. Viganò implored 
Benedict to let him stay in Rome, made 
clear his intense dislike for the United 
States, but Benedict moved him anyway. It 
was a disastrous decision. 

The damage Viganò did in the U.S. church 
is incalculable. Any nuncio is going to get 
about half his nominations for episcopal 
appointments through, and Viganò's list 
includes the appointments of Archbishop 
Salvatore Cordileone to San Francisco; 
Bishop Michael Barber to Oakland; Bishop 
Michael Olson to Fort Worth, Texas; 
Archbishop Alexander Sample to Portland, 
Oregon; Bishop Thomas Daly to Spokane, 
Washington; and Bishop Joseph Strickland 

to Tyler, Texas. Each appointment reflects a 
backward vision of the Catholic Church, in 
which a supposed Golden Age before 
Vatican II is to be aped. Buskins and birettas 
are dusted off, priests face the wall, 
tabernacles are put back behind the altar of 
sacrifice, the world is kept at a distance, and 
any engagement with modernity is done 
from a defensive crouch. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI greets youths at the 
Missionaries of Charity Peace and Joy Center in 
Cotonou, Benin, Nov. 19, 2011. (CNS/Paul 
Haring) 
 
These lousy personnel decisions were 
accompanied by some terrible administrative 
ones. Benedict's 2007 decision to liberalize 
access to the Tridentine rite with the motu 
proprio Summorum 
Pontificum backfired badly, based on a 
reflexive tendency to assume the best about 
conservative Catholics. "He never intended 
to start a movement," one of his 
collaborators told me a few years after the 
decision. It was worse than that. The 
decision launched an ideology, one that 
increasingly denied the legitimacy of the 
Second Vatican Council. 

Similarly, his 2012 decision 
to investigate the Leadership Conference of 
Women Religious displayed a reflexive 
tendency to believe the worst about the 
Catholic left. The humiliation of women 
who had given their lives to the church, 
proclaiming the Gospel by their work in 
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education and health care and other 
ministries, was boneheaded, even if the 
result was not as bad as some people feared. 

It is in the area of theology, however, that 
Joseph Ratzinger made his most significant 
contributions. His 1966 book Introduction to 
Christianity remains, like Küng's On Being 
a Christian, the kind of accessible 
theological work you can hand to a smart 
teenager or college student to help them 
grasp what being Catholic is all about — 
much better than giving them a copy of the 
catechism. His trilogy Jesus of Nazareth, 
published while he was pope, similarly 
offers B+ Catholics a series of reflections on 
the person of Jesus Christ that is both 
provocative and undoubtedly orthodox. 
Some curial officials complained that popes 
need to govern the church, not write books, 
and it would have been better for the church 
if Benedict had first hired someone more 
competent than Bertone to run the show, but 
these books will endure. 

As CDF prefect, Ratzinger's fundamental 
problem was to mistake a theoretical issue 
for a practical or pastoral one. His concern 
about the "dictatorship of relativism" was 
not wrong, but he spoke about it as an 
intellectual challenge, which it is, but failed 
to see the ways participation in the 
consumerist, market economy was the real 
pastoral incubator for relativism. Similarly, 
his criticisms of liberation theology were 
well-founded — the theological 
anthropology really was lacking in some of 
the works criticized by the CDF — but those 
concerns were not advanced by the clumsy 
method of public condemnation. 

As pope, Benedict made two enduring 
contributions to theology. His 2005 
encyclical, Deus caritas est, continued the 
Christological focus that was a hallmark of 
Vatican II. Indeed, this last pope to have 
attended Vatican II always insisted, and 

rightly, on the primary focus on the person 
of Christ as the touchstone of Vatican II's 
soteriological, ecclesiological and 
anthropological teachings. 

His 2009 encyclical, Caritas in veritate, 
building on the Christology of his prior 
work, insisted on the need to integrate 
notions of grace and gratuitousness into our 
Catholic social teaching, a profound 
challenge to modern economic and political 
assumptions. In this regard, it was more 
radical, and more compelling, than any work 
produced by a liberation theologian. The 
church is still only beginning to wrestle with 
the implications of this insight from Pope 
Benedict, and it is impossible to see how we 
will ever embrace Pope Francis' call to 
ecological stewardship without first more 
deeply receiving this teaching on grace and 
gratuitousness from his predecessor. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI walks through the gate of 
Auschwitz, the former Nazi death camp in 
Poland, in this May 28, 2006, file photo. His 
visit to Poland paid tribute to his predecessor, 
Pope John Paul II. (CNS/Reuters/Pawel 
Kopczynski) 
 
A final note. Like John Paul II, Pope 
Benedict's commitment to combating 
antisemitism was remarkable. To have a 
pope born within miles of Auschwitz, 
followed by one born in Hitler's Germany, 
both visit concentration camps to denounce 
the scourge of antisemitism, to visit with 
Jewish leaders when they made pastoral 
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visits, to encourage Catholic-Jewish and 
Catholic-Muslim dialogues, to go to 
Jerusalem — these were fruits of the 
council. Any one of these acts were 
unimaginable in the church of Pius IX or Fr. 
Charles Coughlin. That all of them came to 
pass in the late 20th and early 21st centuries 
is astounding. 

Pope Benedict's legacy, then, is a mixed 
one. A shy man thrust into the limelight, he 
proved unequal to some of the 
administrative challenges of running a 
universal church even while many of his 
theological contributions will endure. He 
made mistakes, some of them large ones, but 
his integrity was beyond reproach. In 
retirement, Benedict was demonstrably loyal 
to Pope Francis, and if his loudest 
champions in the U.S, had followed his 
example, the Catholic Church in this country 
would be far less polarized. 

Mostly, Pope Benedict will be remembered 
as a profoundly intelligent and prayerful 
man, called to leadership during a time of 
turmoil in a church, who was not really 
suited for such rough waters. Through those 
waters, he steered the barque of Peter 
faithfully, if not always successfully.   

U.S. bishops' rifts 
unlikely to ease after 
Benedict's death 

 
DAVID CRARY 
4 January 2023, 10:00 AM 

 

 

 

Benedict XVI Divided US 
Bishops 
FILE - Bishops watch Pope Benedict XVI 
on a large video monitor during a rally 
with young people and seminarians at 
Saint Joseph's Seminary in Yonkers, N.Y., 
Saturday, April 19, 2008. Many of the 
conservative prelates who dominate the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops were 
appointed by Benedict. Even after his death 
in December 2022, Catholic academics and 
clergy say his absence is unlikely to weaken 
the conservatives' collective power or end 
the culture wars that have divided the 
USCCB. (AP Photo/File) 
ASSOCIATED PRESS 

NEW YORK (AP) — Many of the 
conservative prelates who dominate the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops were 
appointed by Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI. 
His recent death deprives them of a 
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symbolic figurehead but is unlikely to 
weaken their collective power or end the 
culture wars that have divided the USCCB, 
according to Catholic academics and 
clergy. 

David Gibson, director of Fordham 
University’s Center on Religion and 
Culture, noted that conservative-leaning 
bishops were appointed over a 35-year 
period by Benedict and his predecessor, 
Pope John Paul II, and routinely prevail in 
voting over the relatively more liberal 
group of bishops appointed since 2013 by 
Pope Francis. 

“That conservative core is better organized 
and, as shown by the recent election of 
USCCB officers, more motivated as it 
reacts against the more open and 
unpredictable style of Francis,” Gibson said 
via email. 

“The Francis-style bishops are not as 
numerous nor as well-organized,” Gibson 
added. “But they are also contending with 
well-organized conservative Catholic 
activists who can make their jobs 
exceedingly difficult if those bishops are 
perceived as being too focused on social 
justice or other teachings perceived as 
‘progressive.'” 

The USCCB doesn't track the number of 
bishops appointed by individual popes, 
according to its spokesperson, Chieko 
Noguchi. A sociology professor who does 
do such tracking, Katie Hoegeman of 
Missouri State University, said says that of 
more than than 200 bishops now active in 
the USCCB, about half were initially 
appointed by Francis and half by his two 
predecessors. 

Massimo Faggioli, a professor of historical 
theology at Villanova University, says he 
doesn’t foresee any major shift in the 
USCCB’s decision-making in the aftermath 
of Benedict’s death. 

“It is a fact that whenever there’s an 
election (within the USCCB), the more 
conservative side always wins,” he said in a 
telephone interview. 

One reason for the conservatives’ sustained 
dominance, Faggioli said, is that Benedict 
and John Paul II appointed bishops at 
relatively young ages. For example, 
outspoken conservative Salvatore 
Cordileone was 46 when named a bishop 
by John Paul in 2002; he was promoted to 
be archbishop of San Francisco by Benedict 
10 years later. 

Cordileone has been among the USCCB 
members to differ openly with Pope Francis 
on high-profile issues, notably barring U.S. 
Rep. Nancy Pelosi – a Catholic from San 
Francisco – from receiving Communion in 
the archdiocese because of her support for 
abortion rights. Francis has made clear he 
opposes using denial of Communion for 
this type of repudiation. 

“It’s difficult to say what a Francis bishop 
stands for – they don’t correspond to a 
single profile,” Faggioli said, “It’s easy to 
say what a Benedict bishop stands for … 
they brought in a very distinct cultural war 
mentality.” 

The divisions within the USCCB are so 
pronounced that they were highlighted in a 
statement from Timothy Broglio, the 
Archbishop of the Military Services, USA, 

https://apnews.com/article/abortion-pope-francis-politics-religion-nancy-pelosi-249a32b2af9de647f1bae94aacb60c6e
https://apnews.com/article/abortion-pope-francis-politics-religion-nancy-pelosi-249a32b2af9de647f1bae94aacb60c6e
https://apnews.com/article/abortion-pope-francis-politics-religion-nancy-pelosi-249a32b2af9de647f1bae94aacb60c6e


after his election in November as the 
conference’s new president. 

“We do suffer from a damaged unity,” 
Broglio said. 

“We have a responsibility to cultivate that 
unity, which does not mean that we are 
carbon copies of one another or always 
have the same approaches to a problem.” he 
said. “It does mean that, if we disagree, we 
first speak among ourselves. We are not 
obliged to imitate the society around us by 
contributing to diatribes about others.” 

One of the minority of U.S. bishops who 
energetically align with Pope Francis is 
John Stowe, bishop of Lexington, 
Kentucky. 

During the November USCCB meeting at 
which Broglio was elected, Stowe 
unsuccessfully urged his fellow bishops to 
overhaul a longstanding statement on 
“Faithful Citizenship” so it would reflect 
some of Francis’ priorities, such as climate 
change and economic justice. 

Stowe was subsequently asked by the Jesuit 
magazine America what he saw ahead for 
the USCCB during Broglio’s three-year 
term. 

“We’re definitely not going to be going in 
the direction of Pope Francis any more than 
we have, and that’s unfortunate,” Stowe 
replied. “I hope Archbishop Broglio can 
bring us together a little bit better than we 
have been, but I’d also like to see Francis’ 
agenda much higher on the bishops’ 
priorities.” 

America then asked Stowe if lay Catholics 
were wearying of the confrontational 
approach of some USCCB bishops. 

“I think the conference is becoming more 
and more irrelevant to average Catholics,” 
Stowe replied. 

Indeed, the hardline stances of many 
conservative U.S. bishops are not shared by 
a majority of lay Catholics, according to a 
poll from The Associated Press-NORC 
Center for Public Affairs Research in June. 
Most respondents said abortion should be 
legal, favored greater inclusion of LGBT 
people, and opposed the denial of 
Communion for politicians who support 
abortion rights. 

Stowe was appointed bishop by Pope 
Francis in 2015. 

Francis, in addition to his appointment of 
bishops, has appointed five cardinals during 
his papacy, most recently San Diego 
Bishop Robert McElroy. He was picked 
over higher-ranking prelates such as 
Cordileone and Los Angles Archbishop 
José H. Gomez 

Cardinal Timothy Dolan, who has been the 
archbishop of New York since his 
appointment to that post by Benedict in 
2009, expressed relief that the opposing 
ideological camps within the USCCB had 
responded to Benedict’s death with 
“inclusive praise.” 

“I’m just very touched by it,” he told The 
Associated Press in Rome. 
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But he demurred when asked if the 
USCCB’s culture wars might subside. 

“Unfortunately, you’re talking to a church 
historian, so I have to say, that is nothing 
new,” he said. “They’ve always been going 
on and they’ll continue.” 

Pope Francis extols 
Benedict XVI as 
pastor in historic 
two-pope Vatican 
funeral 
VATICAN 

VATICAN NEWS 

 
Pope Francis presides over the funeral Mass of 
Pope Benedict XVI in St. Peter's Square at the 
Vatican Jan. 5, 2023. (CNS photo/Chris Warde-
Jones) 
 

 
BY CHRISTOPHER WHITE 

Vatican Correspondent 
Vatican City — 5 January 2023 
 
In one of the rarest of scenes in two 
millennia of Catholic Church history, Pope 
Francis on Jan. 5 presided over the funeral 
Mass of his predecessor, the late Pope 
Benedict XVI, and offered a subtle send-off 
to someone he extolled as a pastor who 
"spread and testified" to the Gospel for his 
entire life. 
During a brief, seven-minute homily to a 
crowd of thousands gathered during a cool, 
foggy morning in St. Peter's Square, Francis 
reflected on the life of Christ, marked by 
"hands of forgiveness and compassion, 
healing and mercy, anointing and blessing," 
seemingly drawing a parallel to the same 
devotion in which Benedict served the 
church.  

"God's faithful people, gathered here, now 
accompanies and entrusts to [God] the life 
of the one who was their pastor," said 
Francis of Benedict, who reigned as the head 
of the global Catholic Church from 2005-13. 
Prior to that, the former Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger had been at the levers of power of 
the institution for some five decades, as a 
noted theologian and then the long-time 
head of the Vatican's powerful doctrinal 
office. 

The Jan. 5 funeral brought the final end to a 
near decade-long era, where from 2013 a 
former pope, the late Benedict who shocked 
the world with his resignation that year, 
lived within a monastery inside the Vatican 
under the title of "pope emeritus," while the 
reigning pope, Francis, lived only a few 
steps away.  

During the Mass, Francis focused his 
reflections primarily on the life of Christ – a 
theme frequently explored by the late pope, 
including in a trilogy of books on "Jesus of 
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Nazareth," which he penned during his 
nearly eight-year papacy – rather than 
dwelling on the contours of the 
predecessor's long life and influence.  

In the years since Benedict's resignation, 
Francis has referred to his predecessor as a 
"grandfather of all grandfathers" and often 
praised the wisdom Benedict offered as a 
retired pope living inside the Vatican walls. 
At the same time, some traditionalist 
Catholics critical of Francis' liturgical 
reforms and pastoral priorities — and 
those opposed to papal resignations 
— viewed the former pope's presence, at 
least symbolically, as a counter witness to 
the Francis papacy.   

In the homily for the funeral Mass, Francis 
seemed inclined to focus on more basic 
matters – leading the people in St. Peter's 
Square and Catholics watching around the 
world in praying for God to welcome 
Benedict home. 

Invoking the image of the women in the 
Gospel stories who incensed the tomb of the 
deceased Jesus, Francis said "we too have 
come with the fragrance of gratitude and the 
balm of hope, in order to show once more 
the love that is undying." 

"We want to do this with the same wisdom, 
tenderness and devotion that [Benedict] 
bestowed upon us over the years," said 
Francis. "Together, we want to say: 'Father, 
into your hands we commend his spirit.'" 

 
Pallbearers carry the casket of Pope Benedict 
XVI in St. Peter's Square at the Vatican before 
Pope Francis' celebration of his funeral Mass 
Jan. 5, 2023. (CNS photo/Paul Haring) 
 
Some 4,500 priests took part in the funeral 
Mass, joined by about 500 bishops and 125 
cardinals, among them, 90-year-old Cardinal 
Joseph Zen of Hong Kong, who received 
special court permission to travel to Rome 
for the occasion, after being 
recently convicted by the Chinese 
Communist Party for his efforts backing 
democratic reforms in China's special 
administrative region. All seven residential 
U.S. cardinals were also in attendance for 
the funeral. 

The scene in St. Peter's Square, although 
momentous, marked a sharp contrast from 
the last time a pope was buried here in 2005, 
when the funeral of the late Pope John Paul 
II brought some five million visitors to 
Rome, with more than 300,000 filling the 
square for what was described at the time as 
"history's largest funeral." 

At least 70 presidents and prime ministers, 
as well as dignitaries from over 100 
countries, were on hand to mark the end of 
one of the Catholic Church's longest 
pontificates, where crowds famously 
shouted "santo subito" — indicating their 
support for John Paul to be made a saint 
immediately. 
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Ratzinger, as the then dean of the College of 
Cardinals, celebrated the Mass and preached 
the homily and then 11 days later, on April 
19, 2005, was elected Pope Benedict XVI, 
becoming the first German to be elected 
pope in over a thousand years.  

When he appeared on the loggia of St. 
Peter's Basilica overlooking the square 
below, he pledged to be "a simple and 
humble laborer in the vineyard of the Lord." 

Eighteen years later, mourners and Catholic 
faithful again filled that same square for his 
funeral, which, according to his wishes, took 
place in the style of "simplicity," where a 
cypress coffin, placed inside a zinc coffin, 
sealed in a wooden casket, contained his 
mortal remains. 

Although some conservative 
voices expressed upset online at the brevity 
of Francis' homily for the funeral, the pope 
is known to primarily use his homilies to 
reflect on the readings of the day. In his 
2018 homily during the canonization Mass 
for slain Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar 
Romero, for example, Francis focused 
mostly on the universal call to holiness, and 
devoted about one line specifically to 
Romero. 

Tens of thousands were present in St. Peter's 
Square Jan. 5 to witness an occasion that 
historians say has very little precedent. 
Before Benedict, the last pope to resign had 
been Gregory XII, who was forced to step 
down in 1415 to end a schism. The last pope 
to resign voluntarily had been Celestine V, 
in 1294. 

Miles Pattenden, a scholar of the papacy at 
Australia Catholic University, told NCR the 
last time a reigning pontiff played a role in 
the funeral of his predecessor was in 1802, 
when Pius VII took part in the funeral of 
Pius VI, who had died under duress after 

being kidnapped in Rome by French troops 
commanded by Napoleon Bonaparte.  

Pius VI had died as a prisoner in France in 
1799, but his body was reburied in Rome in 
1802, at a funeral attended by Pius VII. "It's 
a good comparison, if not a perfect 
analogy," Pattenden said of the parallel with 
Francis celebrating Benedict's funeral. 

Christopher Bellitto, a church historian at 
Kean University in New Jersey, said: 
"Typically we need to bury one pope before 
we get the next one and that takes time." 
Belitto also noted that papal funerals are 
typically followed by a conclave to elect the 
next pope.  

"A papal death is a starting pistol of events, 
but this time the events last just a week, not 
a month," he said. 

Placed inside Benedict's coffin was a one-
page account of his nearly eight-year 
papacy, along with Vatican coins minted 
during his pontificate. 

The brief, 1,000-word text recounting 
Benedict's reign mentions especially his 
promotion of dialogue with "Anglicans, 
Jews and those of other religions" and his 
efforts "restarting contacts with the priests 
of the Fraternity of St. Pius X." 

A traditionalist group of priests started by 
the French Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre, the 
fraternity had questioned the validity of the 
Second Vatican Council and had been 
excommunicated by John Paul in the 1980s 
but had that punishment lifted by 
Benedict in 2009. 

The text also mentions Benedict's efforts on 
clergy sexual abuse. 

While his record on the issue is contested — 
supporters point especially to his efforts to 
prosecute the serial sexual abuser Marcial 
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Maciel Degollado, while detractors say 
Benedict did not do enough to hold bishops 
accountable for systematic cover-ups — the 
text says the pope "fought with firmness 
against the crimes committed by 
representatives of the clergy against minors 
and vulnerable persons." 

In the preceding three days ahead of the 
funeral, nearly 200,000 visitors passed 
through St. Peter's Basilica, where his body 
rested in state ahead of the funeral, dressed 
with a miter, red vestments and black shoes, 
but without the pallium worn by active 
metropolitan archbishops. 

Benedict's funeral Mass followed 
the standard protocols for a traditional 
funeral liturgy, with the exception that there 
were no final prayers offered by Eastern 
Catholic churches or the Diocese of Rome, 
as those prayers are specific to the death of a 
reigning pope. 

While the Nicene Creed was recited in Latin 
and the prayers of the faithful in various 
languages, the majority of the Mass was 
celebrated in Italian. 

"I was sad to see so little of the German 
language in the liturgy, and really no 
suggestion of Benedict's Bavarian roots," 
liturgical scholar Rita Ferrone told NCR in 
advance of the funeral.  

"Liturgy can be both particular and 
universal. It seems to me that, at least on 
paper, this liturgy is weighted rather heavily 
on the side of universality," she observed. 
"Yet he was formed in that particular 
church, and I believe he carried it with him 
even though he lived and served for many 
years in Rome." 

Despite the lack of German in the liturgy, 
the country was represented in the square, 
with the country's black, red, and gold 

tricolor flag visible throughout the crowd. 
While only Germany and Italy were invited 
to send official state delegations to the 
funeral, nearly a dozen other heads of state 
attended in a personal capacity, along 
with representatives from two dozen 
Christian churches and ecumenical 
organizations.  

 
People hold up a sign saying, "Santo Subito" 
(Sainthood Now) as Pope Francis concludes the 
funeral Mass for Pope Benedict XVI in St. 
Peter's Square at the Vatican Jan. 5, 2023. (CNS 
photo/Chris Warde-Jones) 
 
German Cardinal Walter Kasper, the long-
time head of the Vatican's office for 
Promoting Christian Unity and a one-time 
theological sparring partner of the late pope, 
were among those in St. Peter's on Monday, 
Jan. 2, paying tribute to Benedict. Kasper 
especially praised Benedict's courage to step 
aside in 2005, after saying he was too weak 
to keep up with the demands of the papacy. 

"This resignation wasn't a sign of weakness, 
but a sign of strength, a greatness because he 
saw that he was no longer up to the 
challenges of being pope," Kasper told NCR 
in a brief interview.  

He added that Benedict's resignation 
provided "a more human vision to the 
papacy, that the pope is a man and is 
dependent on his physical and mental 
strengths." 
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In recent years, those physical failings 
became more apparent, with occasional 
visitors saying the retired pontiff struggled 
with the ability to speak and rare public 
photos of him showed a frail and feeble 95-
year-old man. 

On Dec. 28, Francis asked for Catholics 
around the world to offer their prayers for 
the retired pope, who he described as "very 
sick." Four days later, on Dec. 31, the 
Vatican announced he had died at 9:34 a.m. 
Central European Time that morning. 

As Francis offered his final tribute to his 
predecessor at the conclusion of his homily 
on Jan. 5, the pope called Benedict a 
"faithful friend" of God and prayed: "May 
your joy be complete as you hear his voice, 
now and forever." 

4 January 2023 
  

Epiphany: Following the Stars 
  

Fr. James J. Bacik 

  
           This Sunday we celebrate the great 
feast of the Epiphany when we will hear 
Matthew’s familiar gospel.  Guided by a star 
which intrigued and delighted them, wise 
men from the East found their way to 
Bethlehem. When the star halted over the 
place where Jesus was, they entered the 
house, fell to their knees and offered gifts of 
gold, frankincense and myrrh to the infant 
destined to be the messiah king (2:1-
12).  The gospel reminds us that Christ came 
to save all people, Gentiles as well as Jews.  
  
           Matthew’s story has caught the 
imagination of Christians both in the eastern 
Churches, where Epiphany is the major 
celebration of the birth of Jesus  and in our 
western Church, where the Wise Men have 
acquired the names Balthazar, Caspar and 

Melchior. In the popular imagination 
Matthew’s Magi reside comfortably 
alongside Luke’s shepherds.  
  
To enrich our celebration of the Epiphany, 
let us reflect on ways the beauty and power 
of the stars can deepen and expand our own 
spiritual journey. According to respected 
astronomers, our universe began over 13 
billion years ago and consists of at least two 
trillion galaxies, some with trillions of stars 
and others like our smaller Milky Way 
galaxy with around 400 billion stars 
including our sun.  With the recent 
deployment of the James Webb Space 
Telescope, we are learning even more about 
our vast expanding universe: for example, it 
has revealed  thousands of previously 
unknown galaxies.    
  
           Eyes of faith can detect in these 
scientific discoveries the handiwork of God 
the Creator of all that exists. The Apostle 
Paul puts us on alert: “Ever since God 
created the world his everlasting power and 
deity, however invisible, have been there for 
the mind to see in the things he has made” 
(Romans 1:20). The immensity of our 
visible star-studded universe points to an 
invisible God who is essentially 
unimaginable, incomprehensible and 
inexhaustible. The stars warn us against 
making God in our image or trying to 
manipulate the Lord of the universe to our 
own ends. They can also inspire a deep 
sense of wonderment and awe that opens our 
hearts and expands our imagination to 
greater appreciation of the ultimately 
mysterious nature of our world.  
  
           Furthermore, contemplating the 
beauty of a starry night can direct us to God, 
the Supreme Artist, the Source of all the 
beauty in our world that attracts us. The 
world is indeed “charged with the grandeur 
of God,” as the Jesuit poet Hopkins so 
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eloquently put it. For believers, all things on 
earth and in the heavens can reveal the 
infinite God. As Christians, we believe that 
Christ is God’s greatest work of art, the icon 
of the Father, the full splendor of divine 
glory and the true light of the world.  
  
           We can think of Epiphany as a call to 
stay more alert, during the coming year, to 
the Holy Spirit, who guides our earthly 
journey. In addition to our regular prayer 
regimen, we could periodically contemplate 
the stars. Gazing into the starry night sky 
and reflecting on the immensity of the 
universe challenges all our personal 
delusions of grandeur and raises our minds 
and hearts in prayer to the God who created 
and sustains the whole evolving 
world. Periodic reflection on the stars can 
also sharpen our appreciation of all that is 
beautiful in our world and prompt prayers of 
gratitude to God, the Creator of all things 
beautiful.    
  
           How can I practice an Epiphany 
spirituality during the coming year?    
 

Benedict's funeral 
should put to rest 
misinterpretations of 
his legacy 
 

 
Pallbearers carry the casket of Pope Benedict 
XVI in St. Peter's Basilica during a procession to 
St. Peter's Square for the funeral of the late pope 
at the Vatican Jan. 5. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 

 
BY MICHAEL SEAN WINTERS 
6 January 2023 
 
The funeral of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI 
was, of course, celebrated according to the 
post-Vatican II rite. Some of the prayers 
were ancient and others, including 
Eucharistic Prayer 3 itself, consist of ancient 
texts in a modern combination. The fact that 
the Mass was in Latin was unremarkable: 
Most liturgies at the Vatican are in Latin. 
The music was polyphony. The Vatican has 
never warmed to transalpine hymnody, but I 
was disappointed they found no room for 
Mozart at the Mass, seeing as Benedict 
loved his music so much. 

The service was, as the late pope had 
requested, solemn and sober. 

In an article at The Catholic Thing posted 
after Benedict died last Saturday, Fr. Gerald 
Murray noted Benedict's outreach to those 
who rejected the Vatican II liturgy. 
"Benedict's decision to grant greater 
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freedom for the celebration of the traditional 
Latin Mass was the fruit of his love for the 
form of the sacred liturgy that he had 
experienced in his parish church as a boy, 
and of his heartfelt desire to reconcile the 
followers of Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre," 
he writes. 

Benedict's desire for reconciliation with the 
Lefebrvists may have been heartfelt, but it 
was not reciprocated. And his love of the old 
rite did not lead him to abandon the post-
conciliar rite in his public celebrations of 
Mass. 

 
Pope Francis presides over the funeral Mass of 
Pope Benedict XVI in St. Peter's Square at the 
Vatican Jan. 5. (CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
Murray and others who champion the 
Tridentine rite, and condemned Pope Francis 
for restricting access to it, set Francis' 
decision to restrict the celebration of the old 
rite against Benedict's decision to increase 
that access. At face value, who can argue? 
They overlook the comments of Archbishop 
J. Augustine DiNoia, who worked closely 
with then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger at the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
and later served Pope Benedict at both the 
doctrinal congregation and the Congregation 
for Divine Worship. 

DiNoia, who is not what you would call a 
liberal, said Benedict's liberalization of 

access to the old rite had not had the desired 
effect. 

"The decisive point is there for all to behold: 
the evident and ongoing betrayal of the 
intentions of the two pontiffs who permitted 
the celebration of the 1962 Missal to draw 
traditionalists back into the unity of the 
church," DiNoia said. "What the Holy 
Father is saying is that the [traditional Latin 
Mass] movement is working for objectives 
that are precisely contrary to what St. John 
Paul and Benedict XVI hoped for." 

This is the context in which we should hear 
those who will invoke the memory of the 
late pope to push an ideological agenda 
opposing the current one. Ratzinger himself 
never contradicted his successor's decisions, 
never set himself in opposition. Would 
Benedict, if he had not resigned, have come 
to the same conclusion about the failure of 
his outreach to the liturgical traditionalists? 
We can't answer that. 

 
Archbishop Georg Gänswein, private secretary 
to Pope Benedict, signs a scroll known as 
a rogito to place with the body of Pope Benedict 
XVI in his cypress casket in St. Peter's Basilica 
at the Vatican Jan. 4. In addition to containing 
his biography, the legal document, written in 
Latin, also attested to his death and burial. 
(CNS/Vatican Media) 
 
We should be profoundly suspicious about 
any comments attributed to the late pope, 



not least because access to the retired pope, 
and all information flows, have passed 
through the hands of his archconservative 
secretary, Archbishop Georg Gänswein. It is 
not uncommon that frail, elderly persons 
become so dependent on their caretakers, 
they lose the ability to resist the views and 
interpretations of the caretaker. These past 
10 years since his resignation, we do not 
know how much of Joseph Ratzinger was 
left. 

The Vatican indicated that Benedict 
approved his funeral plans. Most priests 
make explicit plans for their funerals. And 
Benedict's funeral Mass was no exercise in 
liturgical nostalgia. 

Instead, the funeral Mass — so like other 
pontifical Masses, with the readings and 
prayers of the faithful spoken in multiple 
languages — was what liturgy should be, a 
lived expression of our ancient faith, 
specifically our ecclesiology. It is 2023 and 
our liturgy, like our church, expresses the 
reforms of the Second Vatican Council. The 
church can still pray in Latin. Also, in 
Arabic and French and Polish and German. 

In this regard, the funeral also should put to 
rest the misinterpretations attached to 
Benedict's understanding of reform. No one 
contests the significance of Benedict's 
2005 address to the Curia in which he 
condemned a "hermeneutic of discontinuity 
and rupture" in the interpretation of Vatican 
II and, instead, stated that "true reform" 
consists in "this combination of continuity 
and discontinuity." 

No talk of the former pope has been more 
abused. In his New York Times essay after 
Benedict died, columnist Ross Douthat 
mentions "continuity" three times, but 
reform does not merit a single mention. 
Back in 2015, Galveston-Houston Cardinal 
Daniel DiNardo, who would serve as 

president of the U.S. bishops' conference 
from 2016 to 2019, made a similar 
mischaracterization (incorrectly attributing 
the phrase "hermeneutic of continuity" to 
Benedict) as part of his rude reply to an 
intervention made by the bishop of San 
Diego, Robert McElroy, at a U.S. bishops' 
meeting. McElroy, yesterday, was seated 
with DiNardo and the other cardinals. 

To be sure, Benedict did emphasize points 
of continuity between the pre- and post-
conciliar church in many ways, and such 
emphasis is essentially conservative. But 
Francis relies on plenty of pre-conciliar 
influences, too. Consider the explicit 
inspiration of Romano Guardini in Fratelli 
Tutti. Theology, especially the theology of 
Vatican II, involved 
both aggiornamento (bringing up to date) 
and ressourcement (return to the sources), 
not only one or the other. 

The biggest novelty at the Mass yesterday 
was one directly consequent on a decision 
by Benedict: The liturgy was presided over 
by his successor. It must have been intensely 
personal for Francis to do so, knowing that 
one day these same rites will be performed 
for him. Also because he can no longer turn 
to the man he called a "wise grandfather" for 
counsel. 

Now, Joseph Ratzinger has been called back 
to his Father's house. His legacy — as a 
theologian, as a prefect at the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith, as pope — will 
be debated and discussed. The first draft of 
history is handed from the journalists to the 
historians who will undertake subsequent 
drafts. They may be less merciful than the 
heavenly Father, into whose hands his spirit 
was commended, but through it all, the faith 
and the intellect of Joseph Ratzinger will 
shine through. May he rest in peace. 
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If taken seriously, 
the synodal process 
could transform race 
relations in the US 
church 

 
People pray during Mass at SS. Peter and Paul 
Catholic Church 21 February 2021, in Atlanta. 
(CNS/Reuters/Chris Aluka Berry) 
 

 
BY DARYL GRIGSBY 
6 January 2023 
 
Since our nation's origin, color and race 
have crippled the quest for equality. The 
racial gap that many believed was narrowing 
has abruptly widened. 
White backlash to eight years of a Black 
president, police and vigilante killings of 
unarmed Blacks, the cumulative impacts of 
mass incarceration, disparities in health care, 
job opportunities, home financing, school 
suspensions, criminal justice sentences and 
other inequities confirm the 1968 Kerner 

Commission finding that America is two 
unequal societies. 

The murders of Breonna Taylor, George 
Floyd and Ahmaud Arbery, and the 
Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal 
Church massacre are tragic proofs of this 
divide. Random violence is overshadowed 
only by ever-present and life-inhibiting 
structural racism. 

Unfortunately, the Catholic Church in the 
United States has both perpetuated racial 
injustice and lagged behind the secular 
world in promoting equality. This is evident 
when you consider more than half of white 
American Catholics voted for a presidential 
candidate (Donald Trump) who exhibited 
the most overt racist behavior than any U.S. 
president in decades. In addition, many 
Catholic bishops, with notable exceptions, 
have lagged behind in demands for racial 
justice. 

A particularly low moment was when Los 
Angeles Archbishop José Gomez, then-
president of the bishops' conference, named 
social justice movements as "psuedo-
religions," which were "profoundly 
atheistic" and which "deny … the spiritual, 
transcendent dimension of human nature." 
While millions of young people led protests 
for basic human dignity, the leader of the 
U.S. bishops demeaned their commitment. 
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People hold placards in Washington Aug. 28, 
2020, during the "Get Your Knee Off Our 
Necks" Commitment March on Washington 
2020 in support of racial justice. (CNS/Olivier 
Douliery/pool via Reuters) 
 
I recently completed a class on "The 
Distinctive Gifts of Black Catholic 
Spirituality" at Loyola Marymount 
University. I was struck by two realities. 
First, the participants' collective experience 
with racism and racial indifference in their 
parishes and dioceses, and second, their 
continued commitment to remain Catholic. 
Some consider it a miracle that any Black 
person is faithful to a church with historical 
and continued racial indifference, ignorance, 
and, at times, hostility. The writer of the 
letter to James told us two millennia ago, 
"these things ought not to be so" (James 
3:10). 

Martin Luther King Jr. once asked, "Where 
do we go from here?" Community or chaos? 
Pope Francis' request that we become a 
"synodal church" could answer that 
question. We are in the midst of a multi-year 
listening and discernment session for the 
global Catholic Church. While the initial 
listening sessions are complete, there remain 
two more years of listening, summation and 
discernment. Beyond the sessions and 
reports, the pope asks we embrace 
synodality not as a one-time process but 
rather as a fundamental way of "being 
church." A serious embrace of synodality as 

an ongoing practice could significantly 
transform race relations in the Catholic 
Church. 

Francis and the 700,000 people who 
participated in the diocesan synod sessions 
in the U.S. remind us that synodality is not 
an event but a call we continually listen to 
each other, and, to the Holy Spirit. Vatican 
II proclaimed the church as the pilgrim 
"People of God," and the synodal process 
provides a road map for our path. Francis 
reminds us the word "synod" combines the 
Greek words syn, (together), and hodos, 
(way). Synodality confirms our collective 
vocation as journeying, together, along the 
"way" to God's presence, reign, and ultimate 
goal that all humanity and creation be 
gathered together with God (Ephesians 
1:10).  

 
Parishioners attend Mass at St. Barbara Catholic 
Church Feb. 6, 2022, in Philadelphia. 
(CNS/Chaz Muth) 
 
So more than a formal listening session, 
synodality is how we are to be as church. 
This is emphasized in Rafael Luciani's 
book, Synodality: A New Way of Proceeding 
in the Church. He maintains that synodality 
is a constitutive dimension of the church, in 
other words, essential and fundamental to 
who we are. Luciani also reminds us that 
Pope Paul VI said the message of Vatican II 
is that the church live in "perennis 
reformatio," perpetual reformation. What 
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better issue to practice perpetual reformation 
than our doggedly stubborn issue of racial 
division? 

Imagine the witness communicated to the 
world if the Catholic Church engaged in 
ongoing, difficult, intense and 
transformative dialogue and discernment 
regarding racial injustice? The International 
Theological Commission report 
on "Synodality in the Life and Mission of 
the Church" concludes that in listening to 
each other, we in fact are listening to the 
Holy Spirit, and together, discerning what 
God asks us to do.  

Many conversations about race, if they 
occur at all, are flurries of defensiveness, 
rationalizations, excuses, blaming, shouting 
and accusing. Imagine the benefits of Black 
and white Catholics honestly and 
courageously praying together, listening 
together and discerning together? 

We could begin by reading Subversive 
Habits: Black Catholic Nuns in the Long 
African American Freedom Struggle by 
Shannen Dee Williams. The book 
illuminates how white supremacy afflicted 
religious orders, the hierarchy, and the 
church in general. Next we would do well to 
view and discuss Ansel Augustine's video 
"Black Faith Matters." We could follow that 
with prayerful listening sessions among 
Black and white Catholics in parishes, 
ministries, diocesan offices, religious orders 
and other forums. These would not be one-
time events, but a serious commitment 
joining prayer, humility, honesty and 
courage. 

I am convinced that white Catholics, and 
eventually Catholics of every race, can learn 
much from Black Catholics. Every person 
and group possess unique gifts. This is true 
for African American Catholics. 

 
The book cover of Subversive Habits: Black 
Catholic Nuns in the Long African American 
Freedom Struggle by Shannen Dee Williams 
(CNS/courtesy Duke University Press) 
 
First, 75% of black Catholics, in contrast to 
most racial groups, worship in Catholic 
spaces where other races are in the majority. 
This differs from white and Hispanic 
Catholics and Black Protestants, the vast 
majority of whom worship primarily with 
their own race. A fair conclusion is that for 
most Black Catholics, their connection with 
God through the Mass, the liturgy and 
Eucharist is more important than being 
comfortable among those of their own race.   

Second, since African Americans have been 
systematically excluded from equality and 
justice in our country, Blacks have a unique 
perspective regarding America's promises, 
the Catholic Church and the reign of God. 
Finally, many surveys of religion in 
America indicate African Americans are the 
single most "religious" group in the nation 
as measured by belief in God and 
importance of prayer.  

I believe the Black-white dialogue is but the 
beginning step in an ever-widening mission 
of healing and transformation. Just as the 
Black civil rights movement expanded rights 
for women, LGBTQ persons and the 
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disabled, so could a Black and white 
Catholic restoration lay the groundwork for 
more dialogue and change. 

Those who are Hispanic, Asian, Pacific 
Islander, LGBTQ, divorced, people with 
disabilities, and others could become 
participants and beneficiaries of this journey 
together. 

Imagine if we all learned from Catholics 
with roots in Vietnam, Mexico, El Salvador, 
the Philippines and elsewhere, and Catholics 
with lifestyles different from the "overstated 
norm" of heterosexual families.  

In a recent article in America magazine, new 
Cardinal Robert McElroy wrote that Francis 
is giving us a model to follow in the ongoing 
synod process. McElroy suggests our 
journey together has three parts: first, that 
we read our times clearly; second, that we 
judge our times in the light of the Gospel, 
and third, that we act on behalf of justice. 

All three of these flow from collective 
listening and discerning. If we listened with 
the "ears of our heart," as St. Benedict 
suggests, we could "together," show the 
"way," and continue the process of perpetual 
reformation. 

Let's celebrate the 
Epiphany with an 
eye on the future 
 

 
Pope Francis walks with his pastoral staff among 
cardinals and prelates at the end of an Epiphany 
Mass in St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican, Jan. 
6, 2022. (AP Photo/Gregorio Borgia) 
 

 
THOMAS REESE, SJ 
6 January 2023 
 
This year, Ukraine broke with Orthodox 
tradition and decided to celebrate Christmas 
on Dec. 25, rather than on Jan. 7, the date 
for Christmas under the Julian calendar. 
This represents both a rejection of Russian 
tradition and a turning toward the West by 
the Ukrainian people. 
Now that we are on the same page for 
Christmas, it is time to take a look at the 
feast of the Epiphany, which means different 
things to different Christians but has much 
more importance in the East than in the 
West. 

The word "epiphany" comes from the Greek 
and means an appearance or manifestation. 
It was especially used in classical literature 
to describe the appearance of a god, a 
theophany. In the New Testament, it is used 
to refer to the birth of Jesus, his resurrection 
and, most frequently, to his second coming. 
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In the West, the Epiphany principally 
celebrates the visit of the Magi to the child 
Jesus. We like to extend the Christmas 
season as long as we can. We also like to 
keep things in chronological order. 

This year Catholics will celebrate the feast 
of the Epiphany on Sunday, Jan. 8, with the 
Gospel reading about the Magi from 
Matthew 2:1-12. Thus, in the West, the 
epiphany or manifestation of the divine is to 
the Magi. 

The Orthodox celebrate Epiphany on Jan. 
19. In Eastern Orthodoxy, the Epiphany 
celebrates the baptism of Jesus in the Jordan 
where in Mark's Gospel, a voice from the 
heavens announces, "You are my beloved 
Son; with you I am well pleased." Thus, the 
epiphany or manifestation is to all who hear 
God's words. 

Catholics will celebrate the baptism of the 
Lord on the day after the Epiphany with the 
baptismal account from Matthew. The 
following Sunday, Jan. 15, we will hear 
from John's account of the baptism. 

Some liturgical scholars see the Epiphany as 
also pointing to the second coming of Christ. 
While Christmas may celebrate the birth of 
Jesus in the past, the feast of the Epiphany 
looks to his coming in the future. 

Christian views of the second coming can be 
divided into optimistic and pessimistic 
perspectives. 

The optimists believe Christians, following 
the teachings and example of Christ, will 
work to make the world more just, more 
peaceful and more loving until the world is 
ready to welcome his return. Infused with 
the Spirit, we will transform the world. 

The pessimists believe we will so screw up 
the world that Christ will have to come to 

save us. Because of our inclination toward 
selfishness and sin, we will use science and 
technology to pollute and destroy our world. 

As a Catholic, I don't think we are 
predestined toward either end. We have a 
choice. 

 
Men swim in the icy waters of the Drina River 
in Visegrad, Bosnia, Jan. 19, 2020, competing to 
reach a wooden cross. Serbian Orthodox Church 
followers plunged into icy rivers and ponds 
across the country to mark the upcoming 
Epiphany, cleansing themselves with water 
deemed holy for the day. (AP Photo) 
 
When I was young in the 1950s and '60s, I 
thought we had a good chance of blowing 
ourselves up with nuclear weapons. Then I 
became less pessimistic and thought history 
was moving toward a better future. I did my 
part trying to improve the world, trying to 
follow the teachings and example of Jesus, 
and spread his message. 

Now, with global warming, I am close to 
despair. Most of the world wants to ignore 
the threat of climate disaster. Few in the 
developed world want to make the sacrifices 
necessary to turn things around. The fossil 
industry is spending billions to delay 
change. Politicians are afraid to ask voters to 
sacrifice. 
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As U.N. Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres said at the COP27 climate change 
summit, "We are on a highway to climate 
hell with our foot still on the accelerator." 

If the feast of the Epiphany asks us to reflect 
on the second coming of Christ, then we 
need to reflect on our roles in preparing for 
his coming. Will we prepare a welcoming 
world, or will we make the world 
uninhabitable? 

Now that we know intelligent life is possible 
in other parts of the universe, let alone the 
multiverse, we might need the humility to 
see ourselves as one of God's experiments 
that may or may not succeed. Perhaps 
somewhere in the universe his message 
received a warmer welcome.  

If we destroy ourselves, if we reject the 
teachings and example of Jesus, then he may 
have to look elsewhere for a species that is 
wiser and more loving. 

God has given us a chance. In Christ, he has 
shown us the way. If we ignore the gifts he 
has given us, that is on us. 
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