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ToT 9 – aspects of the modern papacy – ToT 9 
 

some pertinent quotations 

 

‘If you do not stand firm in faith, you shall not stand at all (Isaiah 7:9b, 

quoted by Pope Francis in Lumen Fidei).  

 

‘The world tells us to seek success, power and money. God tells us to 

seek humility, service and love’ (Pope Francis). 

 

‘Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely’ (Lord Acton). 

 

‘In the daily exercise of our pastoral office, we sometimes have to listen, 

much to our regret, to persons who, though burning with zeal, are not 

endowed with much discretion. … We must disagree with these prophets 

of gloom, who are always forecasting disaster, as though the end of the 

world were at hand. In the present order of things, Divine Providence is 

leading us to a new order of human relations, which by men’s own efforts 

and even beyond their very expectations, are directed towards the 

fulfilment of God’s superior and inscrutable designs. And everything, 

even human differences, leads to the greater good of the Church’ (Pope 

St. John XXlll).   

 

‘If all mankind minus one were of one opinion, and only one person were 

of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing 

that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified in 

silencing mankind’ (John Stuart Mill). 

 

‘Let us care for one another, and let us be loving custodians of creation’ 

(Pope Francis). 

 

‘Academic theology is as essential for knowledge of Christian truth as a 

house is to a home. But only if it becomes part of what I am, like my 

home, can it be the living truth which Christ came to give. In other words, 

Christian truth must be in the blood as well as in the brain. If it is only 

in the brain, it is without life and powerless to save, as much a parody of 

itself as Mr. Gradgrind’s definition of a horse. Nobody denies that a horse 

is a quadruped, graminivorous, with forty teeth and the rest. However, the 

description not only conveys nothing of the living animal, but gives the 

impression that horses are the invention of pedants. So it is, I believe, 

with those accounts of the Christian faith served up solely by the brain for 

the brain’ (Harry Williams). 
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‘Many people live their Christianity at a primitive and naïve level of 

thinking which they would not tolerate in any other areas of their lives’ 

(Hubert Richard). 

 

‘The substance of the ancient deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in 

which it is presented is another’ (Pope St. John XXlll).   
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

1 Pope Pius IX (‘Pio Nono’) – 1846 to 1878. He is the longest reigning 

pope to date, if St. Peter is excluded from the list. ‘Pio Nono’ was elected 

as a ‘liberal’, but – owing to his experiences in 1848 – he is now widely 

recognised as the most reactionary Pope of the modern era. He is 

associated most famously with the calling of Vatican Council I (1869 – 

1870), the ‘highlight’ of which was the definition, de fide, of the famous 

doctrine of Papal Infallibility (much misunderstood by Catholics and non-

Catholics alike!). The papal quotation most usually quoted by scholars 

when analysing his policies and pontificate is the claim that the Pope ‘can 

or should reconcile himself to, or agree with, progress, liberalism or 

modern civilization’. He once remarked that ‘America is the only country 

where I could be king’, confusing the large numbers of Catholics living 

there with popular acceptance of his policies! The notorious case of 

Edgardo Mortara (1858) occasioned widespread condemnation, and Pius’ 

reference to ‘mixed marriages’ as ‘pernicious and detestable’ typified an 

approach to such unions which persisted well into the twentieth century.     

 

2 Pope Leo XIII (‘Papa Re’) – 1878 to 1903. Leo is most renowned for 

his attempts to reconcile Church teaching with the emergence of an 

organised, industrial working-class. In his Encyclical, Rerum Novarum 

(1891), he upheld both the rights of private property and of workers to 

join, and to be represented by, Trade Unions. He is known as ‘the 

workers’ Pope’, which sounds rather lame, in light of the fact that, in the 

course of his twenty-five year reign (the third longest to date), he never 

once addressed by name, or engaged in conversation with, his long-

standing (coachman), driver. It is probably for this reason that scholars, 

when attempting a simple encapsulation of his pontificate, quote Leo’s 

terse reprimand to his Secretary of State, Cardinal Rampolla, (who had 

queried a minor decision), Ego sum Petrus (‘ I am Peter’). Leo argued 

that the Church had a right to be established in Catholic States (mention 

the odd situation of art. 44 in the 1937 Constitution of the Irish Free State 

and its subsequent history), and that electors must always support the 

‘Catholic cause’. Apostolicae Curae (1896) remains controversial. 
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3 Pope (St.) Pius X (the ‘humble pope’) – 1903 to 1914. Pius, given the 

times, pursued excellent pastoral practices. It was during his reign, for 

example, that Catholics were encouraged to partake of the Eucharist at 

least weekly and that the receiving of First Holy Communion, at the ‘age 

of reason’, became a feature of social Catholic life throughout the world 

(much to the delight of tailors and dress-makers, to this day!). He is 

remembered most in academic circles, however, for his ‘violent’ 

opposition to Modernism – a movement, thought by Pius and his 

advisers, to represent a threat to the intellectual, social and moral fabric of 

the Church. In reality, no such conspiracy existed, but the effect of Pius’ 

policy (and sanctions) was to occasion the literal persecution of Catholic 

intellectuals throughout Europe and North America, who argued that the 

Church was in danger of losing its intellectual credibility if it failed to 

take proper account of the developments in the natural and social sciences 

and, most particularly, in the discoveries made concerning the origins of 

Scripture and the complex nature of the literary and theological genres 

that are represented in the Christian sacred writings. Pius’ famous 

comment that ‘Modernism is a synthesis of all heresies’ was quoted in 

many ‘A’ Level R.S. papers in the past, where it is hoped the students 

went on to explain just how wrong he was! Many of the ideas vehemently 

opposed by Pius X eventually ‘won the day’ at the Second Vatican 

Council (1962-1965), where they were enthusiastically championed by 

two young and very gifted priest-theologians: Hans Kung and his former 

close friend, Josef Ratzinger. Pius was canonised in 1954, much to the 

surprise of many historians and theologians, but there is no doubt that he 

was much loved by the ordinary Catholic faithful, who believed in the 

veracity of miracles attributed to him. [Additional information: the first 

genuinely ‘working class pope’, being the son of a town hall cleaner 

(Riese, N. Italy), went to school bare-foot, and - when ordained – often 

pawned his watch to feed the poor, significance of Lamentababili (1907) 

and the anti-Modernist Oath, some memorable quotes: ‘he must burn 

what he has adored, and adore what he has burnt’ (said of Alfred Loisy), 

‘God has been driven out of public life, by the separation of Church and 

State’, the ‘Roncalli file’ (reported to Rome for possible 

excommunication, as a crypto-Communist!), mention also the Biblical 

Commission decree concerning the authorship of the Gospels (1907).]    

  

4 Pope Benedict XV (the ‘Pope of peace’) – 1914 to 1922. Benedict, who 

had been given the ‘red hat’ by Pius as late as May 1914 (the Pope had 

been suspicious of him – that’s a surprise!), was elected to the papacy 

some weeks after the outbreak of World War l, owing to his extensive 

diplomatic experience. His papacy was dominated by the War, during 

which he maintained a strictly neutral stance (leaving both sides to 
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condemn him as partial to their enemy’s cause), whilst condemning 

firmly ‘inhumane methods of war’. In a secret agreement (London 1915), 

the Allied Powers decided not to include the Vatican in any eventual 

Peace Treaty, thus repudiating Benedict’s 7 Point Plan for Peace 

(dispatched to the Central Powers and the Allies, on 1 August 1917). 

Their decision disgusted him, but there is little doubt that Benedict’s 

initiative nonetheless influenced President Wilson’s final peace 

proposals, which resulted in the Versailles Treaty (1919) and the 

establishing of the League of Nations. In theological matters, Benedict 

called an effective end to the hostilities between ‘left-wing Catholics’ and 

‘right-wing Catholics’ that Pius X had unleashed upon the so-called 

Modernists (the ‘hostilities’, in truth, continue to this day, however, in 

ways that would have surprised, amazed and dismayed both Pius and 

Benedict [and their successors, with the caveat that Pope Paul Vl and 

Pope John Paul ll were surely not ‘surprised’ by these ‘hostilities’, though 

they certainly remained ‘amazed’ and ‘dismayed’]): I refer to the 

contentious issue of the exercise of Ministry and Authority in the Church. 

Benedict’s ‘real problem’, however, was that he was an intellectual ‘light-

weight’, as was his successor, Pius Xl (despite the fact that he was a 

distinguished international scholar of Medieval Palaeography), thus 

ensuring that it would be at least another generation before Roman 

Catholicism began to address the complex social, theological and political 

issues facing the Church. 

 

5 Pope Pius XI (the ‘Pope of the Concordats’) – 1922 to 1939. Pius, who, 

on the day of his election [after fourteen ballots – he was a compromise 

candidate], gave his blessing Urbi et Orbi from the balcony of St. Peter’s, 

for the first time in fifty-two years, is remembered most for the series of 

Concordats that he negotiated with twenty foreign states, most notably 

Italy (in 1929, the Vatican formally recognised the status of Italy in 

international law, something that it had refused to accept formally since 

the 1870 collapse of the papal states - leading to Italian unification and 

nationhood - during the reign of Pio Nono) and Nazi Germany. In 1933, 

Pius’ representative – the then Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli – agreed the final 

terms of this most controversial of Concordats, which needs to be 

interpreted in the context of its times. The Church, for its part, thought 

that it would provide a legal basis for Church-State relations in Germany. 

Hitler, on the other hand, saw it as a short-term political expedient, 

neutralising the opposition, mainly ‘Catholic’, Centrist Party, and as a 

means of providing him with legitimacy in foreign capitals. They say that 

‘the devil is in the detail’ and, in Article 1 of the Concordat, the ‘game 

was given away’, as it were: ‘The German Reich guarantees freedom of 

belief and of public worship to the Catholic faith, within the limits of the 
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law’ (my italics). The trap was set: the so-called ‘limits of the law’ were 

to prove to be impervious to the universally accepted moral imperative 

that ‘one should not kill the innocent’, and the subsequent slide of the 

Third Reich into enacting a programme of genocidal madness was an 

inheritance with which Pius Xl’s successor had to deal and, in the opinion 

of many – but by no means all – scholars, it was a test of will that he 

failed. In the field of moral teaching, Casti Connubii (1930) reinforced 

the prohibition concerning artificial contraception, in the context of its 

having been sanctioned at the time by the Anglican Church’s Lambeth 

Conference.  

 

6 Pope Pius Xll (the ‘Pope of Silence’) – 1939 to 1958. Eugenio Pacelli, 

his predecessor’s Secretary of State, was elected Pope after a one day 

Conclave (gaining 48 out of 53 votes, on the third ballot, accounting for 

91% of the electorate). Historical analysis of Pacelli’s papacy centres on 

his actions during World War ll. He has been criticised in many quarters 

for his failure to speak out explicitly (some ‘generalised statements’, such 

as the one of December 24, 1942, condemning ‘crimes against race’, were 

made) against the persecution of the Jews, culminating in the Holocaust. 

His defenders argue that explicit denunciations of Hitler and his policies 

would have led to more reprisals and even greater acts of barbarity. It is 

true also that he helped many Jews, especially in Rome, on an ‘individual 

basis’. At the very least, however, it is reasonable to criticise Pius (it is 

unfair to accuse him of personal cowardice, as some scholars have done) 

for a singular lack of moral and religious imagination: tyrants never have, 

and never will, ‘convert’ their actions when appeals are made to them in 

diplomatic language. In truth, however, Pius Xll, like many other people, 

mistook the real threat to European civilisation in this period: It was 

Nazism, not Communism (though ‘Bolshevism’ still posed a very great 

threat, as we know from developments after 1945). In the light of the 

smoking crematoria of Auschwitz-Birkenau (Pius knew of the ‘Final 

Solution’ no later than early 1943), it seems extraordinary indeed how 

this Pope, willing – indeed anxious – to excommunicate (Catholic) Italian 

Communists in the 1950s (the father of one of whom was to be one of 

Pius’ successors at the first of two Conclaves in 1978) chose not to 

excommunicate the most well-known former altar-boy of the century: 

Adolf Hitler. [Additional information: educated at home, ‘four bombs 

from Tobruk’, which narrowly missed St. Peter’s, ‘answering the 

‘phone’.]  

 

7 Pope John XXlll (the ‘Pope who loved the world’) – 1958 to 1963. It is 

impossible to overestimate the significance of the surprise election of the 

seventy-seven year old Angelo Roncalli, Patriarch of Venice, to the See 
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of Peter in October 1958. At a Pope’s Inaugural Mass (then known as a 

‘Coronation’), it is customary for him to provide an ‘outline programme 

of office’. Pope John explained simply that he wished to be ‘a pastor, a 

shepherd to the flock’, and that – in his short pontificate of five years – he 

proved to be: pastor to the Church and to the world. No Pope in the 

modern era, with the possible exception of Pope John Paul ll, has been as 

much loved as was Angelo Roncalli. On the evening of his death (3 June 

1963), Belfast City Hall – that bastion of Ulster Protestantism – lowered 

its flag to half-mast. There is a simple explanation for this extraordinary 

phenomenon: Roncalli knew that, above all else, he was first of all a 

human being and, last of all, Bishop of Rome. In the course of his 

pontificate, he was overheard regularly by his aides to muter to himself, 

‘Come, Angelo, stop taking yourself so seriously’. The first months of his 

pontificate witnessed many ‘little surprises’ (the visit to the Regina Caeli 

Prison on his first Christmas as Pope, for example), but no one was 

prepared for the extraordinary announcement that he made on 25 January 

1959: the calling of an Ecumenical Council. This was undoubtedly his 

greatest achievement (the famous Encyclical on Peace, Pacem in Terris, 

is thought by many scholars to be of great importance also) and one that 

took the Catholic world by complete surprise. He attributed it to an 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit’s; the truth of the matter, however, is more 

complex than that. Pius Xll and his advisers had considered calling a 

Council on at least two occasions in the 1950ss, but their conclusion was 

that such an initiative was un-necessary: the dominant position assumed 

by the Papcay since the 1870 declaration of Papal Infallibility (and the 

often forgotten decision of the Vatican to reserve to itself sole 

responsibility for the appointment of the world’s bishops), and the great 

‘cult of personality’ enjoyed by Pius (symbolised by the famous skull-cap 

ritual, where, in audience with the faithful, the tradition developed of the 

Pope handing the skull-cap he was wearing at that moment to anyone 

who would replace it for him, and there were many people more than 

willing to do this!) meant, it was thought, that all major decisions should 

be made by the Pope and a handful of trusted aides. Roncalli dis-agreed, 

much to the dismay of many leading Churchmen (even Archbishop 

Montini of Milan was opposed initially to it). In truth, John realised, even 

if most bishops, priests and lay people did not, that the Church was both 

in need of internal reform and a parallel urgent need to enter into dialogue 

with the modern world. Pope John’s word for these policies was 

aggiornamento (‘bringing up to date’). One Irish theologian has described 

well the need for an Ecumenical Council, when he wrote that ‘It was a 

massive surgical operation carried out without anaesthesia on a patient 

who thought he was in the best of health’. The Council met in three 

sessions, opening on 11 October 1962 and closing on 8 December 1965. 
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Pope John died of cancer at the end of the first session, leaving to a new 

Pope the task of completing the work that he had so bravely and 

imaginatively begun. In his passing, the Church lost a loving shepherd, 

and the world lost a true friend. [nb: JFK with Pope Paul, and Jackie with 

Pope John] 

 

8 Pope Paul Vl (the ‘Hamlet of the Vatican’) – 1963 to 1978. Giovanni 

Battista Montini was made Cardinal by Pope John in one of his first acts 

after the 1958 Conclave. The vast majority of scholars agree that had 

Montini been a Cardinal in that year, he – and not Roncalli – would have 

succeeded Pius. But Montini and Pacelli had had a ‘falling out’, thus 

allowing for the election of a so-called ‘caretaker-Pope’ in 1958. It is 

often said that Pope John began what Paul would never have dared 

initiate, and Paul completed what John could never have concluded. Paul 

Vl was a man of sensitive, refined temperament, and – by Vatican 

standards – he had long been considered a ‘liberal’. His major strength as 

Pope was that he was willing to listen to everyone’s point of view; but, in 

the view of many commentators, he remained ‘excessively indecisive’ 

when it came to seeing the ‘big picture’ (hence the ‘Hamlet attribution’, 

almost certainly said originally by Roncalli – a friend – in the 1950s). 

Paul’s Hamlet-like reserve is often said to be the explanation for the 

manner in which he dealt with the birth control question. In 1968, he 

promulgated (the Encyclical) Humanae Vitae, which upheld the Church’s 

traditional ban on the use of all forms of artificial contraception. The 

problem was that, in so doing, he went against the majority advice of the 

Commission (of theological, medical and sociological experts) that he 

himself had appointed (a dissenting minority view, agreeing with the 

Pope, came from one named Cardinal Karol Wojtoyla!). Paul’s papacy, at 

least in the Western Church, never recovered from the resulting storm, 

and the prohibition on artificial contraception has been largely ignored by 

practising Catholics in (most of) Europe, Australia and North America. 

This debate ‘troubles’ Catholics to this day, and it – along with many 

other ‘contentious issues’ (the status of women in the Church, for 

example) – awaits future resolution. It is unfair, however, to remember 

Paul Vl exclusively with reference to Humanae Vitae. He opened up 

dialogue with the Eastern Bloc, the Orthodox Churches and the Anglican 

Communion and, like John XXlll, his greatest achievement was the 

Council. He brought it to a successful conclusion. Sixteen documents 

were in the end promulgated by the Council Fathers at Vatican ll, most of 

which dealt with the internal life and doctrine) of the Church (Dei 

Verbum, on ‘the nature of Christian revelation’, Lumen Gentium on ‘the 

Church’ and Gaudium et Spes (on ‘the Church in the modern world’, for 

example). There were two documents, however, that have an enduring 



 8 

significance for the Church’s relations with other religions and civil 

society: Nostra Aetate, on ‘relations with non-Christian religions’ and 

Dignitatis Humanae, on ‘the dignity of the human being’. The former 

(NA), in a famous passage, declared that ‘The Jewish people are not 

rejected or accursed … . The Church deplores feelings of hatred, 

persecutions and demonstrations of anti-Semitism, directed against the 

Jews at whatever time and by whomsoever’, making it absolutely clear 

that the Jewish people are not responsible for the death of Jesus (thus 

rejecting utterly, once and for all, the notorious deicide charge). The latter 

document (DH) states that the right to religious and civil freedom resides 

‘in the very dignity of the human person’; that is to say, it is an entity 

unique to the individual, independent of any external demands (from 

Church, State or whomsoever). Dignitatis Humanae makes it clear that 

people have a duty to search for religious truth and, once they have found 

it, to ‘embrace it’. But this imperative needs to be interpreted against the 

background of the document as a whole, and most particularly in light of 

the acceptance in Lumen Gentium that the Catholic Church does not have 

a monopoly of religious truth or wisdom: ‘truth’ subsists in the Church; 

in other words, ‘truth’ must never be identified in any simplistic or 

triumphalist manner with the Church in history. These were the two most 

intensely debated documents of the Council, and their acceptance by the 

Council Fathers led eventually to the Church’s first ‘real’ Schism [there 

had been one by ‘German Catholics’ in the reign of Pio Nono] since the 

Reformation, leading eventually to Pope John Paul ll’s excommunication 

of Archbishop Lefebvre (and the bishops whom he ordained), for 

rejecting the teaching and reforms of the Council. The last years of Paul’s 

reign were doubtless a cross to be carried by him (in 1974, he seriously 

considered abdication), not least because he was unable to influence for 

the good the anarchist terrorists who were trying to rip the heart from 

Italian society. His life-long, very close friend, Aldo Moro, the former 

Prime Minister, was kidnapped and murdered by the Red Brigades, and 

after Moro’s death Paul gradually lost the will to live. His last public act 

(he died at Castel Gandolfo on 6 August) was to preside at his old 

friend’s funeral, having earlier, literally on bended knee, offered his life 

to the Red Brigades in exchange for the safe return of Moro to his family. 

This was no mere gesture: Paul Vl was possessed of genuine courage. He 

will be remembered as a good, if indecisive, man. [Additional 

information: Cardinal Suenens, ‘Let us avoid another Galileo Affair’ 

(refer to my interview with him, arranged by Cardinal Hume, also the 

Kung/Northern Ireland story), Patriarch Maximos lV (at the Council) 

referred to the gap between the Church’s teaching and the way that the 

vast majority of couples actually lived (famous reference to ‘bachelor 

psychosis’): ‘What is at stake is the Church’s mission to the world 
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(applause, interrupted by the presiding moderator), using ‘biological’ 

rather than ‘moral’ criteria, incorporating a false distinction between 

‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ ends (eventually approved the term 

‘responsible parenthood’, much to Ottaviani’s annoyance (tell the Mgr. 

Hugh O’ Flaherty story, and Ottaviani’s support for him). In a speech 

(23/6/64), Paul described it as ‘the gravest issue facing the Church in its 

history’ and, Atlas-like, he took the weight of the world on his shoulders. 

The Minority Report: artificial contraception is claimed to be always evil, 

intrinsically so, by virtue of natural law theory – ‘it is not evil because it 

is forbidden, but it is forbidden because it is evil’, quoting Pius Xl, who 

termed it a ‘criminal abuse’, which God has sometimes punished with 

death. Not for the upholders of the traditional position, The Lambeth 

Walk from the Straight and Narrow (1930). Pius Xll, in a statement 

which occasioned Suenens’ fears expressed some years later at the 

Council, had said that ‘this precept is as valid today as it was yesterday, 

and it will be the same tomorrow and always, because it does not imply a 

precept of human law, but is the expression of divine law’. In effect, the 

Minority Report was daring Paul to say that the Reformation was a good 

thing after-all, that the personal judgements made by Protestants were 

superior to those made by Catholics who followed papal teaching(s). The 

implication was that Paul, if he went with the Majority Report, should 

abdicate, on the grounds that his decision would amount to an utter 

erosion of papal authority. The Guardian newspaper described HV as 

‘one of the greatest blunders of modern times’. After it, a great gloom 

descended upon Paul, which never left him. It has been said that he 

turned his back on the Church, and then – quoting Vatican ll – claimed 

that he had it on his side (Deus providebit, God will provide!) NB: 

Research carried out in the Unites States indicates that HV and not the 

reforms linked to Vatican ll has accounted for the steep decline in 

Western belief and parish commitment since 1968.]        

 

9 Pope John Paul l (the ‘smiling Pope’) – 1978, 26 August to 28 

September. Albino Luciani, who had he not become a priest would have 

trained to be a journalist, was, like Pius X, from a working-class 

background (his father, an outspoken Socialist/Communist, was a migrant 

worker). In the course of his very short pontificate, he delighted people 

with his gentle, loving smile. Owing to his premature death (from cardiac 

arrest – the various conspiracy theories are nonsensical fantasies), it is 

impossible to know what policies he would have pursued. It is interesting 

to note, however, that at one of the few interviews he gave as Pope, he 

welcomed the birth of Louise Brown, the world’s first ‘test tube baby’. 
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10 Pope John Paul ll (‘Pope of the World’)) – 1978 to 2005. Karol 

Wojtoyla, the most travelled Pope in history (and the second longest 

reigning one), was possessed of immense personal charisma, dignity and 

intelligence. He strode like a colossus across the Church’s history recent 

history. It will take many years before historians and other scholars will 

be able to provide an ‘objective assessment’ of his pontificate and, for 

this reason, in addition to the fact that so much has been said about him 

since his final decline and death on 2 April this year, that I will confine 

myself to three observations: 1] His ‘dealings’ with the inherently corrupt 

‘Soviet Empire’ both hastened its collapse and provided Catholics the 

world over with a strong sense of identity (something that had become a 

real problem in the closing years of Paul Vl’s pontificate). 2] There 

remain many unfinished doctrinal and social issues affecting the Church 

that John Paul’s style of leadership has not helped to resolve (the key 

concept of ‘collegiality’ was under-mined in the course of such a long 

pontificate), and these must now be attended to by his successor(s).  3] 

John Paul’s insistence that ‘Catholicism and Judaism are joined together 

at the ‘level of our very identities’ has led to an extraordinary deepening 

of dialogue between the Christian faith and its parent religion, (Pharisee 

[Rabbinic]) Judaism. The fruits of this dialogue will take many years to 

infiltrate the consciousness of ordinary Christians, but its results – when 

they do come (there are many ‘obstacles’ on the path) –will be of 

enormous significance for the future direction of Christianity, the world’s 

largest religion. 

 

11 Pope Benedict XVl (the ‘Pope of Europe’), 2005 – 2013, tell about: 

holy smoke, cats’ tails and piano duets; the pope who twice made history 

(cf. Celestine V, 1294, the ‘angel pope’); scandals, betrayals and the 

Curia. Of theological significance is his elucidation of the Imago Dei 

doctrine (cf. Gn. 1:27), arguing that it is in the very nature of human 

beings ‘not to be closed in on themselves; in other words, commitment to 

this doctrine involves participation in relationality – it is the way that 

human beings recognise their ‘capacity for God’.     

 

12 Pope Francis, 2013, born in a Buenos Aires slum, – ‘twitter Pope’, 

another ‘angel pope’?, by training, a scientist (time for an encyclical on 

Science and Religion?), ‘The joy of the Christian message is love and 

mercy’, ‘it better to have a Church that is wounded and out on the streets, 

rather than a Church that is sick because it is turned in on itself’, ‘every 

Christian community must be a welcoming home for those searching for 

God, for those needing sisters and brothers to listen to them’, ‘the security 

of faith sends us forth to bear witness to, and to dialogue with, all people, 

Laudato Si (praise be to you) linked the damage human beings have 
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caused to the environment with the plight of the poor, remarking that its 

worst will be felt primarily by the developing countries in the decades 

ahead, upon its publication in 2016, the Pope was flanked by an atheist 

scientist and women committed to ‘cleaning-up the environment’, 

symbolising the message that ‘it is a task for us all’, and ‘whenever we 

fail to care for creation, the way is open to destruction and hearts become 

hardened’, and ‘responding to the creation is to open-up an horizon of 

warmth and hope’, ‘safeguard creation because if we destroy it, creation 

will destroy us’. Pope Francis, using the wood of an emigrant shipwreck 

as an altar, preached that ‘ecology is essential for the survival of 

humankind’. His first encyclical, Lumen Fidei (2013, redacted from a 

‘Benedict draft’) emphasised the importance of searching for truth as an 

aspect of the life of faith (drawing on Is. 7:9b – ‘If you do not stand firm 

in faith, you shall not stand at all’, also translated as ‘Unless you believe, 

you will not understand’, by the LXX). It acknowledges the dangers of 

the dogmatic imposition of truth and of rootless relativism, emphasising 

the need for commitment to knowledge and truth, without which people 

cannot move forward. We need to be ‘suspicious’ of the claims made by 

metrified truth(s), and defend the importance of truth in the life of faith. 

On inter- religious dialogue, the Pope appeals for openness in truth and in 

love when in dialogue with adherents of non-Christian religions 

(Evangelii Gaudium, 2013). This is to be undertaken in the context of a 

shared concern for peace and justice (during the Session, refer to the 

distinction between orthodoxy and orthopraxis). He warns against false 

syncretism, emphasising the need to be clear about, and joyful in, one’s 

own religious identity: ‘What is not helpful is a diplomatic openness 

which says “yes” to everything, in order to avoid problems. His 

references to Islam are of significance, given the threat to Western values 

posed by Islamism. The ‘plea’ to Islam states to grant freedom of 

worship to Christians is of interest. It emphasises that the Holy Spirit 

‘brings forth everywhere ‘practical wisdom’, enabling the peoples of the 

Earth to live in greater harmony.  

 

The Session will conclude with a brief paraphrase of some of the 

following thoughts, from the writings of Richard Holloway and Hans 

Kung (slightly adapted without alteration of meaning). 

 

some thoughts 
 

 ‘Religion is a hammer that has outlived many hammers.’ 

 ‘The greatest danger of all is that far from daring to know the new, 

religions too easily cling to the old. 

 ‘The Church has been “healer” as well as “tormentor”.’ 
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 ‘All concentrations of power justify their ascendancy with theory, 

as well as with more blatant methods. For instance, many spiritual 

institutions in the world today, including most of the Christian 

Churches, still practise profound discrimination against women. Of 

course, they do not understand their discriminatory practice in that 

way; they justify it as obedience to a higher law. They have 

hardened a transitory social arrangement that probably made sense 

in its day into something that is now “absolute law” and now 

makes no sense in our day. The most profound paradox of 

Christian institutions is that, in the name of The Great Subverter, 

they have hardened the residue of ancient social norms into 

absolute prohibitions. The cruelty of Christianity is astonishing, 

especially when we remember that Jesus was The Great Prophet 

of Pity.’  

 The (Catholic) Church has a future, if it re-orientates itself under 

three conditions: 

 The development of an understanding of Church not as a power 

structure, but as a genuine exercise in dialogue and democracy by 

the People of God. 

 A re-appraisal of the role of the pope, not as one who is a 

demigod/spiritual autocrat, but as a pastoral leader committed to 

serving Church and World, in a manner that has been begun to be 

realised (in embryonic form) by the pontificate of Pope Francis. 

 Future popes need to embrace this imperative, in a genuinely 

inclusive manner, thereby becoming truly Servants of the People of 

God. 

 

a concluding poem 

 

From the place where we are right, 

flowers will never grow in the Spring. 

 

The place where we are right is hard and trampled like a yard. 

 

But doubts and loves dig up the world like a mole, a plough. 

 

And a whisper will be heard in the place where the ruined house once 

stood. (Yehuda Amichai)  

 

 

Thank you for your kind attention to this (final) Talk.      (PWK, 21/6/17)              
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