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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Following the Year of St Paul, celebrated 28 June 2008 to 28 June 2009, Fides News Service re-proposes, in this Dossier, some of the most significant parts of Holy Father's Magisterium during the special Jubilee year concerning the Apostle of the Nations, “an example of an extraordinary evangeliser”. Throughout the year dedicated to the Apostle, in his audiences, liturgical celebrations, catechesis, letters, Pope Benedict XVI presented the figure and the message of St Paul, indicating him as a model for bishops, priests, seminarians, religious, missionaries, sick people, young people, teachers, sportsmen…outstanding in this context 20 catechesis delivered during the weekly Wednesday audiences from 2 July 2008 to 4 February 2009. As the Holy Father said during his general audience on 1 July 2009: “ As a precious fruit of the Pauline Year, we may accept the Apostle's invitation to deepen our knowledge of the mystery of Christ because He is at the heart and the centre of our personal and community existence. This is in fact the indispensable condition for a true spiritual and ecclesial renewal”.  

AUDIENCES
To the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I: “May the Year of St Paul help Christians to renew their ecumenical efforts and intensify common initiatives on the path towards communion among all the disciples of Christ ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – "May the Year of St Paul help Christians to renew their ecumenical efforts and intensify common initiatives on the path towards communion among all the disciples of Christ ” the Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI said in his address to His Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I, whom he received in audience on 28 June in the Vatican, on the occasion of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul and the opening of the Year of St Paul. 

“The celebration of Saints Peter and Paul, patron saints of the Church of Rome, and that of Saint Andrew, Patron Saint of the Church of Constantinople, offer us every year the opportunity to exchange visits– Pope Benedict said in his address -, important occasions for fraternal conversation and shared moments of prayer. This improves reciprocal personal knowledge, harmonises initiatives and increases the hope, we all nourish, to reach soon full unity in obedience to the Lord's command”.

Besides the Year of Saint Paul, indicted by Benedict XVI to “promote deep reflection on the theological and spiritual legacy the Apostle of the Nations left to the Church as well as his vast and intense work of evangelisation”, a Year of Saint Paul has also been indicted by the Ecumenical Patriarch. “This happy coincidence – said Benedict XVI - reveals the roots of our common Christian vocation and the significant harmony of sentiments and pastoral activity in which we live”.

The Pontiff recalled St Paul's teaching on the unity of Christians, and he said he hoped “that our common faith, one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and obedience to the one Lord and Saviour might be expressed as soon as possible in the community and ecclesial dimension ”. He continued: “In our world where despite a consolidated phenomenon of globalisation division and conflict persists, man feels a growing need for certainties and peace. At the same time he is misled and almost ensnared by a certain hedonistic relativistic culture which questions the very existence of the truth. In this regard the Apostle's advice is more than appropriate for encouraging efforts to reach full unity among Christians, so necessary if we are to offer the men and women of the third millennium ever more luminous witness of Christ, the Way, the Truth and the Life. Only in Christ and his Gospel does humanity find the answer to its deepest longings”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2008)

To Metropolitan Archbishops after the consignment of the Pallium: “may the Apostle of the nations assist you in your efforts to help the communities entrusted to your care to be ever more united and missionary, in harmony in coordinated pastoral activity filled with constant apostolic impulse”
Vatican (Agenzia Fides) – On Monday 30 June, in the Paul VI Hall in the Vatican the Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI in a special audience received, with members of their respective families, Metropolitan Bishops from all over the world to whom he had consigned the Pallium the day before on the feast of Saints Peter and Paul. “The image of an organic body applied to the Church - the Pope told the Archbishops - is a dominant and characteristic element of the teaching of St Paul this is why in this Jubilee year dedicated to him I wish to entrust each of you my dear Archbishops to his heavenly protection. may the Apostle of the nations assist you in your efforts to help the communities entrusted to your care to be ever more united and missionary, in harmony in coordinated pastoral activity filled with constant apostolic impulse”.

In various languages the Pope then greeted the individual Archbishops and the people accompanying them, extending his thoughts and prayers to the members of the respective local Churches. Then the Pope encouraged those present to thank God “who never ceases to provide shepherds for his Church to guide her safely on her earthly pilgrimage”. The Pope concluded: “Let us never forget that for ever Shepherd the condition of his service is love for Christ, which must come before everything else... it is this of love for Christ that mission is born: Feed my lambs ' (Jn 21,16.17); mission which consists first of all in witnessing to our Lord and Master: 'Follow me (Jn 21,19). May this be our joy, because it is certainly our cross: sweet and light because it is the cross of love ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 1/7/2008)

To Bishops participating in the Seminar conducted by the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples: “As successors of the Apostles, you continue the mission of Saint Paul in bringing the Gospel to the Gentiles. May you be inspired by him in understanding your vocation, strictly relying on the light of the Spirit of Christ.”

Castel Gandolfo (Agenzia Fides) – Saint Paul “is our teacher and we should learn from him how to gaze with sympathy upon the people to whom we are sent. We can also learn from him how to go to Christ to find the light and grace to announce the Good News today; following his example, we should make an effort to work tirelessly on the human and geographic plains of today’s world, bringing Christ to all those who have already opened their hearts to Him and all those who still do not know Him.” This was what the Holy Father Benedict XVI told the 104 recently appointed Bishops whom he received in an audience at the Apostolic Palace in Castel Gandolfo on Saturday, September 20, at the close of their Seminar sponsored by the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples (see Fides 10/9/2008).

After mentioning the fact that the Seminar had taken place in the Year of Saint Paul, which is being celebrated by the entire Church, “with the purpose of growing in our understanding of the missionary spirit and charismatic personality of Saint Paul,” Benedict XVI addressed the new Bishops with these words: “Your life as Pastors, in many ways, is similar to that of the Apostle Paul. Oftentimes, your field of pastoral labor is extremely vast, as well as difficult and complex. Geographically speaking, for the most part your Dioceses are very extensive and oftentimes they lack infrastructures and means of communication. Thus, it makes it difficult for faithful who live far from the center of your diocesan community to gather together. In addition, in your societies as in others, the violent winds of de-Christianization, religious indifference, secularism, and relativization of values beat with ever greater force. And this creates an atmosphere in which it can appear that the armor of preaching, as in the case of Paul in Athens, lacks the strength that is needed. In many regions, Catholics are a minority, oftentimes a very small representation. This means you find yourselves facing up to other religions that have a stronger presence and who are not always favorable to your presence. Thus, there are plenty of occasions in which, as Pastors, you must defend your faithful in the face of persecution and violent attacks. Do not be afraid and do not be discouraged by all these inconveniences, although they are difficult at times, but let yourselves be inspired by Saint Paul, as you are called to suffer much for the same cause.”

Making reference once again to the Apostle, the Pope recalled that “amidst his travels at sea and over land, he was submitted to persecutions, scourging, and even stoning; he faced dangers of traveling, hunger, thirst, frequent fasts, cold and nakedness, and he worked tirelessly, living with utmost concern for all the Churches. He did not flee from the difficulties and suffering, because he was fully aware of the fact that these are part of the daily Cross of the Christian...evangelization and its fruits must pass through the Cross and suffering. It is the suffering that unites us to Christ and to our brothers and reveals the fullness of love, whose source and supreme evidence is in the Cross of Christ Himself.” In his experience of persecutions for the cause of the Gospel, Paul “discovered the riches of Christ’s love and the truth of his mission as Apostle on that road.” The Pope continued by saying that “Paul was a man who was ‘conquered’ by the love of Christ and all of his work and suffering can only be understood from this central point.” 

Lastly, the Holy Father counseled the Bishops with these words: “Do not hesitate to go to this great master of evangelization, to learn from him how to love Christ, how to sacrifice yourselves in service to others, how to identify yourselves with the people in the midst of whom you have been called to preach the Gospel, how to proclaim and bear witness to the presence of the Risen Lord... As successors of the Apostles, you continue the mission of Saint Paul in bringing the Gospel to the Gentiles. May you be inspired by him in understanding your vocation, strictly relying on the light of the Spirit of Christ. He will guide you on the difficult, yet always invigorating, roads of the new evangelization.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 22/9/2008)

To Bishops participating in a Course organized by the Congregation for Bishops and the Congregation for Eastern Catholic Churches: “The Bishop should meditate on the Word everyday in prayer, in order to become an efficient promoter in proclaiming it, authentic doctor in living and defending it, and enlightened and wise teacher in communicating it.” 

Castel Gandolfo (Agenzia Fides) – “The first spiritual and apostolic commitment of the Bishop should be that of progressing on the way of evangelical perfection. Among the means he has to help him in making progress in the spiritual life, first and foremost is the Word of God, which should play an indisputable role as the center of the life and mission of the Bishop. I exhort you, therefore, dear Bishops, to trust each day in the word of God, so as to be teachers of the faith and authentic educators of your faithful.” These were the Holy Father Benedict XVI’s words in addressing the recently appointed Bishops who were received in an audience in Castel Gandolfo on September 22, following their completion of a course promoted by the Congregation for Bishops and the Congregation for Eastern Churches. 

The Pope explained that “in order to respond to the great challenge of secularism characteristic of modern society,” the Bishop should meditate on the Word everyday in prayer, in order to become its efficient promoter in proclaiming it, authentic doctor in living and defending it, and enlightened and wise teacher in communicating it.”

At the beginning of his address, Pope Benedict XVI mentioned two important events in the Church: the Year of Saint Paul and the 12th General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on the Word of God, which will begin on October 5, as both can help shed light on several aspects of the spirituality and mission of a Bishop. The Pope pointed out that from Saint Paul, “a model and teacher for Bishops,” we can learn “above all, a great love for Jesus Christ...the love of Paul for Christ amazes us because of its intensity...the example of the great Apostle calls us, as Bishops, to grow each day in holiness of life so as to have the same sentiments as Christ.”

The Pope continued, saying: “For the bishop, the road of perfection must take its inspiration from the characteristic traits of the Good Shepherd, that on his face and in his actions the faithful might learn the human and Christian virtues that must distinguish the bishop. Progressing along the path of holiness, may you express that indispensable authority and prudent wisdom expected of one placed at the head of God's family. This authority is ever more necessary today. Your ministry will only be pastorally fruitful if it relies upon your holiness of life.” 

In concluding his address, the Pope mentioned that the Bishops should never cease to dedicate their lives to “their flock’s progress on the way of holiness and truth.” The Holy Father especially asked the Bishops to care for the priests and the youth: “Take special care of the priests in all their needs. Spare no effort in placing in action all the initiatives...Try to promote a true fraternal spirit among the priests, which can help overcome isolation and solitude, encouraging close support. It is important that all priests sense the paternal closeness and friendship of the Bishop...Encourage and guide the youth...there are many young people who are enthusiastic about the Gospel and willing to commit their lives in the Church. There is a need for priests and educators to know how to transmit to the future generations an enthusiasm for the gift of life, love for Jesus Christ and for the Church...Do not cease to propose to the youth the decision to give themselves entirely to Christ in the priesthood or religious life. Spread awareness among families, parishes, educational institutions, so that they may help the future generations to seek and find God’s plan in their life.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/9/2008)

To students of the Pontifical Universities: “What is harmful is not knowledge in itself but rather the presumption, the “boastfulness” of what we have come to - or believe we have come to - know. It is precisely in this that revolts and discord have come from within the Church and, analogously, in society.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – All that Saint Paul writes on Christian wisdom and “false wisdom,” especially in his First Letter to the Corinthians, addressing the communities where rivalries broke out among the disciples, formed the theme of Benedict XVI's reflection during his talk given to teachers and students of the Pontifical and ecclesiastical universities of Rome, in honor of the inauguration of the academic year. At the close of the Mass on October 30, which was presided by Cardinal Zenon Grocholewski, Prefect of the Congregation for Catholic Education, the Holy Father Benedict XVI entered the Vatican Basilica to greet those present.

Saint Paul speaks of the “wisdom of the Cross,” that is to say, the wisdom of God that places itself in contrast to that of this world. Of the two wisdoms, only one is true, divine, while the other is “foolishness,” the Pope explained. “Now, the surprising novelty, which must always be rediscovered and grasped, is the fact that the divine wisdom, in Christ, has been given to us and we participate in it...This juxtaposition between the two wisdoms cannot be identified with the difference between philosophy, on the one hand, and then philosophy and science on the other. They are really two fundamental postures. The 'wisdom of this world' is a way of living and seeing things divorced from God, following dominant opinions according to the criteria of success and power. ‘Divine wisdom’ consists in following the mind of Christ; it is Christ who opens the eyes of the heart to follow the path of truth and love.” 

Addressing the students who have come to Rome to deepen in their knowledge in the areas of theology and other topics, the Pope said that “spiritual formation according to the 'thinking' of Christ continues to be a fundamental priority for you, and this is the perspective of your studies...In order to know and understand spiritual things, you must become spiritual men and women, because if one is merely carnal, he will necessarily fall into foolishness, even if he studies a lot and becomes 'an expert' and 'a gifted scholar of this world'... St. Paul exhorts those who consider themselves wise according to the criteria of the world to 'become fools' in order to become truly wise before God. This is not an anti-intellectual attitude or an opposition to ‘recta ratio’. Paul - following Jesus - opposes a type of intellectual pride in which human beings, even though knowing much, lose the sensibility of truth and the ability to open themselves to the newness of divine action.” 

Without trying to undermine the value of the human effort needed in acquiring knowledge, Paul points out “what is it that is truly necessary for salvation and, on the other hand, what can bring division and ruin. The Pope commented that “the Apostle denounced the poison of false wisdom, which is human pride. What is harmful is not knowledge in itself but rather the presumption, the “boastfulness” of what we have come to - or believe we have come to - know. It is precisely in this that revolts and discord have come from within the Church and, analogously, in society. We must, therefore, cultivate the wisdom, not of the flesh, but of the Spirit...Therefore, according to Paul, it is always necessary to purify our hearts of the poison of pride, present in each one of us...The ‘thinking of Christ’ that we have received through grace purifies us of false wisdom. We come to this ‘wisdom of Christ’ through the Church and in the Church, letting ourselves be carried on the river of its living tradition...Remaining faithful to this Jesus that Mary offers us, the Christ that the Church presents to us, we may fervently dedicate ourselves to intellectual work, free of the temptation of pride, and boast always and only in the Lord.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 3/11/2008)

To the Bishops of Bolivia: "This Year of St. Paul that we are celebrating, is a special occasion to imitate the apostolic and missionary vigor of this great Apostle.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “I know well of the difficult circumstances affecting the faithful and citizens of your country, which at the current time seem to be becoming even more marked. These certainly cause concern and call for the special pastoral solicitude of the entire Church, which has closely followed Bolivians through difficult situations with the single intention of keeping hope alive, reviving faith, fomenting unity, exhorting reconciliation and safeguarding peace.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in addressing the Bishops of Bolivia, received in audience during there Ad Limina Apostolorum visit, on November 10.

The Holy Father later made reference to the many challenges that arise among the Bishops' tasks, “because the faith sown in Bolivian soil always needs to be nourished and fortified, especially when signs emerge of a certain weakness in Christian life, which can be caused by factors of various origins, by incoherence between professed faith and the conduct of personal and social life, or by a superficial formation which leaves the baptized exposed to the influence of dazzling but empty promises.”

A “powerful instrument” in meeting to these challenges is the popular devotion, which the Pope defined as “a valuable treasure accumulated over the centuries thanks to the work of intrepid missionaries, and upheld with great faithfulness by generations of Bolivian families.” It is a gift which certainly has to be safeguarded and promoted today, and that “requires a constant effort so that its significance may penetrate into the depths of people's hearts, remain illuminated by the Word of God, and transform itself into firm convictions of faith, consolidated by the Sacraments and by faithfulness to moral values."

In order to cultivate a mature faith, lived in a joyful and responsible manner, “systematic, widespread and incisive catechesis is needed, catechesis that teaches the Catholic faith clearly and completely. This Year of St. Paul that we are celebrating, is a special occasion to imitate the apostolic and missionary vigor of this great Apostle, who never retreated when it came time to announce God's plan in all its integrity, as he tells the Pastors of Mileto. A partial or incomplete teaching of the Gospel message does not correspond with the Church's mission and it does not bear fruit.” Quality general education, which includes the spiritual and religious dimension of the person, also helps to lay firm foundations for the development of the faith. Thus, it is important that Bishops place special attention in looking after the many educational institutions, “so as to maintain respect for their particular identity.” The Holy Father later expressed his gratitude for the Bishops' effort “ to offer seminarians a solid human, spiritual, intellectual and pastoral formation, ensuring them the attentions of priests able to accompany them in their vocational discernment and to guarantee their suitability and competency.” The Pope also recalled the need to guarantee permanent formation for the clergy and other pastoral agents, “in order to nourish their spiritual life and to ensure their work does not become routine or superficial.”

Referring to all that was brought to light in the recent Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, the Holy Father encouraged them in their homilies, catechesis, and celebrations, to make “faithful proclamation, listening, and meditation on Scripture the first priority, as it is where the People of God find the meaning of their existence, their vocation and identity. Docile listening to the divine Word gives rise to love for others and, in turn, disinterested service to mankind. This is something that occupies a very important position in pastoral activity in Bolivia, in the face of the poverty, marginalization and helplessness of a large part of the population." (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/11/2008)

To Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians: “Surely the growth in understanding, respect and cooperation which has emerged from ecumenical dialogue promises much for the proclamation of the Gospel in our time.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Monday, November 24, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received His Holiness Aram I, Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians, in an audience. After the private audience and that of the Bishops accompanying him, His Holiness Benedict XVI and His Holiness Aram I presided an ecumenical celebration held in the "Redemptoris Mater" Chapel of the Vatican Apostolic Palace. In his address, Benedict XVI recalled that in the encounter and the visit that the Catholicos made to Pope John Paul II in January 1997, and the numerous other contacts and mutual visits that “by God's grace, have led in recent years to closer relations between the Catholic Church and the Armenian Apostolic Church.” 

The Holy Father then reflected on the fact that, in this Year of St. Paul, the Catholicos “will visit the tomb of the Apostle of the Nations and pray with the monastic community at the basilica erected to his memory. In that prayer, you will be united to the great host of Armenian saints and martyrs, teachers and theologians, whose legacy of learning, holiness and missionary achievements are part of the patrimony of the whole Church... The faith and devotion of the Armenian people have been constantly sustained by the memory of the many martyrs who have borne witness to the Gospel down the centuries. May the grace of that witness continue to shape the culture of your nation and inspire in Christ's followers an ever greater trust in the saving and life-giving power of the Cross.”

At this point in his address, Benedict XVI cited the positive contribution of the Armenian delegates to the contacts made in the last few years on an economic level, hoping that “this dialogue will continue to move forward, since it promises to clarify theological issues which have divided us in the past but now appear open to greater consensus.” The Pope continued: “Surely the growth in understanding, respect and cooperation which has emerged from ecumenical dialogue promises much for the proclamation of the Gospel in our time. Throughout the world Armenians live side by side with the faithful of the Catholic Church. An increased understanding and appreciation of the apostolic tradition which we share will contribute to an ever more effective common witness to the spiritual and moral values without which a truly just and humane social order cannot exist.” 

At the close of his address, the Pope expressed his concern for the current situation in the Middle East, saying: “our Holiness, I cannot fail to assure you of my daily prayers and deep concern for the people of Lebanon and the Middle East. How can we not be grieved by the tensions and conflicts which continue to frustrate all efforts to foster reconciliation and peace at every level of civil and political life in the region? Most recently we have all been saddened by the escalation of persecution and violence against Christians in parts of the Middle East and elsewhere. Only when the countries involved can determine their own destiny, and the various ethnic groups and religious communities accept and respect each other fully, will peace be built on the solid foundations of solidarity, justice and respect for the legitimate rights of individuals and peoples.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/11/2008)

To seminarians: “the Word of God that you must sow with your hands full and that carries eternal life, is Christ Himself, the only One who can change the human heart and renew the world”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In addressing a group of students from the Pontifical Seminaries of the Italian regions of the Marche ("Pio XI"), Puglie ("Pio XI"), Molfetta, and Chieti (“San Pio X”) received in an audience on November 29, on the 100th anniversary of their foundation, the Holy Father Benedict XVI referred to the Apostle Paul as the model in preparing for apostolic ministry. “In imitation of Saint Paul, dear seminarians, never tire in seeking Jesus through listening to, reading and studying Sacred Scripture, through prayer and individual meditation, through the liturgy and all daily activities,” the Pope said, encouraging them to value their years in the seminary, as “time dedicated to formation and discernment, years in which priority must be given to the constant search for a personal relationship with Jesus, an intimate experience of His love.”

Among the main priorities of the priest, as was also mentioned in the Synod of Bishops recently held, is that of sowing the Word of God in the field of the world. Speaking of this theme, Benedict XVI told the seminarians: “The Word of God that you must sow with your hands full and that carries eternal life, is Christ Himself, the only One who can change the human heart and renew the world. But, we could ask ourselves: does modern man still feel the need for Christ and His message of salvation?” 

Today, a certain culture spreads the idea of a self-sufficient humanity, which considers itself to be the only builder of his own destiny, and that, as a result, believes the presence of God to be irrelevant. Thus, the religious experience also runs the risk of being considered a subjective choice, something that is neither essential nor decisive for one's life. “Certainly today, for these and other reasons, it becomes increasingly more difficult to believe, increasingly more difficult to welcome the Truth that is Christ, increasingly more difficult to give one's life for the cause of the Gospel,” the Pope said. “However, as is evident in the daily news reports, contemporary man often seems confused and concerned about his future, seeking certainties and eager for secure points of reference. Mankind of the third millennium, as in all ages, has need of God and sometimes seeks Him without even realizing it. The task of Christians, and especially priests, is to respond to this profound longing of the human heart and to offer everyone, using means and methods in keeping with the needs of the time, the unchangeable Word of eternal life which is Christ, Hope of the world.” 

Addressing those responsible for their formation, the Holy Father reminded them of the importance of their task, of being “witnesses even more so than teachers, of the Gospel.” He later reflected on the importance of the Regional Seminaries, which can be ideal places for forming seminarians in the diocesan spirituality, offering wisdom and balance in the formation, in the widest sense of the ecclesial and regional context, so that they “may become 'houses' in which to welcome vocations, so as to give even greater momentum to vocational pastoral care, with particular concern for the world of youth, educating young people to the great evangelical and missionary ideals.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 1/12/2008)

To Roman university students on Saint Paul's Letter to the Romans: “May this be substantial nourishment for your faith, leading you to believe more and better and also to reflect upon yourselves so that you might come to a ‘mature’ faith and, at the same time live this faith.”
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In the afternoon of December 11, at the close of the Eucharistic Celebration presided by Cardinal Agostino Vallini, for Rome's university students, in preparation for Christmas, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made an appearance in the Vatican Basilica, where he greeted the students and presented them with Saint Paul's Letter to the Romans. 

The Pope mentioned that “the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Gentiles is helping the entire Church to rediscover its proper and fundamental missionary vocation and, at the same time, to make full use of the inexhaustible theological and spiritual treasure of the Pauline letters...I am convinced that for you, from a personal as well as the communal and apostolic point of view of the university, studying the person and message of St. Paul is a very enriching opportunity.”

Benedict XVI highlighted that this text “is without a doubt one of the most important cultural texts of all time. It is and continues to be principally a living message for the living Church, and thus I place it this evening in your hands. May this text, which arises from the heart of the Apostle, be substantial nourishment for your faith, leading you to believe more and better and also to reflect upon yourselves so that you might come to a ‘mature’ faith and, at the same time live this faith, putting it into practice according to the truth of Christ’s commandment. Only in this way can the faith that one professes become ‘credible’ for others as well, who are conquered by the eloquent testimony of our deeds.” 

The Christian message had the strength to destroy “the wall of separation” between the Jews and pagans, the Pope said. And it “maintains this ever-new strength, capable of destroying other walls that are built up in every context and age. The fount of this strength is in the Spirit of Christ, to which Paul makes a conscientious appeal.” Thus, Benedict XVI, highlighted the fact that “salvation is a gift that is always open to personal acceptance,” and this is the essential content of Baptism, which is being presented this year to the university students as the Sacrament to rediscover and, for some, to be received. “Being 'baptized in Christ' means being spiritually immersed in the death that is the act of the infinite and universal love of God, capable of rescuing every person and creature from slavery to sin and death.” 

At the close of his address, the Pope mentioned that what he was presenting to the university students “is a message of faith, yes, but at the same time, a truth that illumines the mind, opening it according to God's horizons; it is a truth that guides our lives, because the Gospel is the way to reach fullness of life. This way has been set by Jesus, moreover He Himself is the Way, who from the Father has come to us, so that through Him we could reach the Father. This is the mystery of Advent and Christmas.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2008)

To the Roman Curia: “The missionary spirit of the Church is none other than the impulse to communicate the joy which has been given. May it always be alive in us and so be radiated on the world in the midst of its tribulations.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The year just concluding has been rich by way of retrospective glances on important moments in the recent history of the Church, but also rich in events which carry within them pointers to direct our journey towards the future,” the Holy Father Benedict XVI said in his address to the Roman Curia, whom he received in an audience on December 22, for the exchange of Christmas greetings. The Pope recalled the 50th anniversary of the death of Pope Pius XII and the election of Pope John XXIII, the 40th anniversary of the publication of the encyclical Humanae Vitae, and the 30th anniversary of its author, Pope Paul VI. 

Reflecting on more recent events, the Holy Father mentioned the inauguration of the Year of Saint Paul, on June 28, as “a year of pilgrimage, not only in the sense of an external journey towards places associated with St. Paul, but also, and above all, in the sense of a pilgrimage of the heart, together with Paul towards Jesus Christ.” He later mentioned three other important events: “World Youth Day in Australia, a great celebration of faith, which united more than 200,000 young people from every part of the world,” and then his two trips to the United States and France, “in which the Church made herself visible before the world and for the world as a spiritual force which points the pathways to life and, by the witness of faith, brings light to the world.” Lastly, he mentioned the Synod of Bishops, in which “Pastors from all over the world were gathered around the Word of God, which was raised up in their midst.” 

Making reference to the Synod of Bishops, the Holy Father affirmed: “That which in our daily living we have paid attention to, we have cultivated anew in all its sublimity: the fact that God speaks and answers our questions...So we have been newly made aware that God in his Word addresses himself to each one of us, speaks to the heart of each one of us: if our heart is disposed and our interior hearing open, then each individual can discover the word addressed appropriately to him. But precisely if we hear God speaking in such a personal manner to each one of us, we understand also that his Word is present so that we can draw closer to each other; so that we can discover the path out of what is solely personal...We understood for sure that the biblical writings were composed at determined periods and therefore constitute in this sense something of a book from a past age. But we have seen that their message does not stay in the past nor can it be confined in it: God, in truth, always speaks to the present...Finally, it was important to experience that there is a Pentecost in the Church today...Yet we have also learned that Pentecost is still “in via”, on the way, and so far incomplete: still to be found are a multitude of languages which yet await the Word of God found in the Bible.” 

Reflecting especially on World Youth Day, the Holy Father highlighted that “Popular analyses tend to look on these days as a variant of modern youth culture, like a kind of rock festival, modified in church wise, with the Pope like a star. With or without faith, this festival is at root always the same thing, and so the question of God can be sidelined. There are also Catholic voices which move in this direction, seeing it all as a great spectacle, even beautiful, with having little significance for the question of faith and the presence of the gospel in our time. They could be moments of festive ecstasy, which however when all is said and done leave things as they were, having no bearing in any depth on life itself...Above all, it is important to take account of the fact that the World Youth Days do not consist of one single week in which they become public and visible to the world. There is both a long external and internal journey leading to them...And so even the Pope is not the star around which everything happens. He is simply and solely Vicar. He defers to Another who stands in our midst. Finally, the solemn liturgy is the center of everything, because there takes place in it what we are unable to accomplish and of which, however, we are always in expectation. He is present. He enters into our midst... Just as a long journey preceded the World Day of Youth, so successive journeys flowed from it. Friendships were forged which encouraged a single, diverse style of life and supported it from within. The great Days have, not as their ultimate reason, the intention to create such friendships and in this way they bring about areas of life in faith, which are simultaneously arenas of hope and of a charity

experienced.”

Focusing on the central theme of Sydney, the Holy Father indicated the four dimensions of the theme of the “Holy Spirit.” “The first is the affirmation which we find at the beginning of the account of creation: there we hear of the Creator Spirit which hovers over the waters, creates the world and constantly renews it. Faith in the Creator Spirit is an essential part of the Christian Credo...The ultimate foundation for our responsibility towards the earth rests on our beliefs about creation. The earth is not simply our possession which we can plunder according to our interests and desires. It is rather a gift of the Creator who has designed its intrinsic laws and with this has given us the basic directions for us to adhere as stewards of his creation...Since faith in the Creator is an essential part of the Christian Credo, the Church cannot and should not confine itself to passing on the message of salvation alone. It has a responsibility for the created order and ought to make this responsibility prevail, even in public. And in so doing, it ought to safeguard not only the earth, water, and air as gifts of creation, belonging to everyone. It ought also to protect man against the destruction of himself. What is necessary is a kind of ecology of man, understood in the correct sense. When the Church speaks of the nature of the human being as man and woman and asks that this order of creation be respected, it is not the result of an outdated metaphysic. It is a question here of faith in the Creator and of listening to the language of creation, the devaluation of which leads to the self-destruction of man and therefore to the destruction of the same work of God. That which is often expressed and understood by the term “gender”, results finally in the self-emancipation of man from creation and from the Creator. Man wishes to act alone and to dispose ever and exclusively of that alone which concerns him. But in this way he is living contrary to the truth, he is living contrary to the Spirit Creator. The tropical forests are deserving, yes, of our protection, but man merits no less than the creature, in which there is written a message which does not mean a contradiction of our liberty, but its condition.” 

Reflecting on other aspects of pneumatology, the Holy Father highlighted that “this Spirit speaks, as it were, also in human language, has entered into history and, as a force which shapes history, is also a Spirit who speaks, rather he is the Word which comes to meet us in the writings of the Old and New Testament...Reading Scripture we learn moreover that Christ and the Holy Spirit are inseparable from one another...By reading the Scripture together with Christ, we come to sense in human words the voice of the Holy Spirit and we discover the unity of the Bible...As the fourth dimension, there arises spontaneously the connection between Spirit and Church...The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Body of Christ. By belonging to this body we find our role, we live as one for another in dependence on one another, living in the depths of Him who lived and suffered for us all, and by means of the Holy Spirit draws us to himself in the unity of all the sons of God.”

In concluding his address, the Holy Father mentioned that the theme of the Holy Spirit “the whole extent of the Christian faith becomes clear, a breadth which from the responsibility for the created order and for the existence of man in harmony with creation leads, through the themes of Scripture and the history of salvation, to Christ and beyond to the living community of the Church, in its ordinances and responsibilities and also in its vastness and freedom.” Just as Paul described joy as the fruit of the Holy Spirit, so likewise has John in his gospel connected closely the Spirit and joy, the Pope explained, adding that “The Holy Spirit gives us joy. And he is joy. Joy is the gift in which all the other gifts are included. It is the expression of happiness, of being in harmony with ourselves, that which can only come from being in harmony with God and with his creation. It belongs to the nature of joy to be radiant, it must communicate itself. The missionary spirit of the Church is none other than the impulse to communicate the joy which has been given. May it always be alive in us and so be radiated on the world in the midst of its tribulations: such is my wish at the close of this year.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 23/12/2008)

To an Ecumenical Delegation from Finland: “Together, let us thank God for all that has been achieved to date in Catholic-Lutheran relations, and let us pray that the Spirit of truth will guide us towards ever greater unity, in the service of the Gospel.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Dear distinguished Friends from Finland, it is with great joy that I welcome all of you on this annual visit to Rome for the feast of your patron, Saint Henrik...These pilgrimages are an occasion for shared prayer, reflection and dialogue in the service of our quest for full communion.” These were the words of welcome given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the members of an Ecumenical Delegation from Finland, whom he received in audience on January 19.

Highlighting the fact that their visit took place during the Week of Prayer of Christian Unity whose theme this year is taken from the Book of Ezekiel: “That they may become one in your hand” (Ez 37:15-23), the Holy Father explained that this vision of the prophet, “in the context of ecumenism, it speaks to us of God who constantly draws us into deeper unity in Christ, by renewing us and liberating us from our divisions.”

The Pope also recalled the 10th anniversary of the Joint Declaration on Justification, “and the Commission is now studying its implications and the possibility of its reception. Under the theme Justification in the Life of the Church, the dialogue is taking ever fuller account of the nature of the Church as the sign and instrument of the salvation brought about in Jesus Christ, and not simply a mere assembly of believers or an institution with various functions.”

“Your pilgrimage to Rome takes place within the Pauline Year - the two thousandth anniversary of the birth of the Apostle to the Nations, whose life and teaching were tirelessly committed to the unity of the Church. Saint Paul reminds us of the marvellous grace we have received by becoming members of Christ’s body through baptism. The Church is this mystical Body of Christ, and is continuously guided by the Holy Spirit; the Spirit of the Father and the Son...From Paul we also learn that the unity we seek is nothing less than the manifestation of our full incorporation into the Body of Christ.”

Expressing his hope that their visit to Rome “will further strengthen the ecumenical relations between Lutherans and Catholics in Finland, which have been so positive for many years,” the Holy Father concluded his address with this exhortation: “Together, let us thank God for all that has been achieved to date in Catholic-Lutheran relations, and let us pray that the Spirit of truth will guide us towards ever greater unity, in the service of the Gospel.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/1/2009)

To the Bishops of Russia: “Take care of the formation of priests, with the same care that Saint Paul had for his disciple Timothy.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Communion with the Bishop of Rome, guarantee of ecclesial unity, allows the communities entrusted to your pastoral care, although minorities, to feel 'cum Petro and sub Petro,' living part of the Body of Christ extended throughout the whole world. Unity, which is a gift of Christ, grows and develops in fact amidst the concrete situations of the various local churches.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed the Bishops of Russia on their Ad Limina visit on January 29. The Pope expressed his appreciation for the Bishops' effort in “re-launching participation in the liturgy and the Sacraments, to catechesis, to the formation of priests, and to the preparation of a mature and responsible laity capable of becoming an evangelical ferment in families and in civil society. Unfortunately in Russia, as in other parts of the world, there is a crisis of the family, followed by a drop in the birth rate, along with the rest of the problems that modern society must face.” Attention was especially given to the youth, to whom the Russian Catholic community “is called to transmit the pure wealth of holiness and fidelity to Christ and to the human and spiritual values that are at the basis of efficient human and evangelical progress.”

In light of so many concerns that arise on a daily basis, the Holy Father exhorted the Bishops not to be discouraged, but to encourage one another and their collaborators, “in an authentic spirit of faith.” “Continue to promote and tend vocations to the priestly and religious life,” the Pope said. “Take care of the formation of priests, with the same care that Saint Paul had for his disciple Timothy, that they may become authentic “men of God” (cfr. 1 Tm 6:11). Be fathers and examples of service to your brethren... Look to the formation of consecrated people and the spiritual development of the lay faithful, that they may come to consider their lives as a response to a universal call to sanctity, which must find expression in coherent evangelical witness in all the circumstances of daily life.” 

Making reference to the specific context that is lived in Catholic communities, “that is, in a country where the majority of the population is marked by a long-standing Orthodox tradition with a rich religious and cultural inheritance,” the Pope highlighted the need for “a renewed commitment to dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters,” and added “in these days, I feel especially close to pir dear brothers and sisters of the Russian Orthodox Church, who are celebrating the election of Metropolitan Kirill, as the new Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia. I send him my warmest salutations for the delicate ecclesial task with which he has been entrusted. I ask the Lord to help us all on the path towards reconciliation and fraternal love.” The Pope then encouraged them to collaborate in areas of common interest in the education of future generations: “It is important that Christians unite to face the great cultural and ethical challenges of the present moment, which concern the dignity and the inalienable rights of the person, the defense of life at all stages, the protection of the family, and other pressing economic and social questions.”

The Holy Father concluded his address by expressing his profound gratitude to the Bishops for their episcopal ministry, in full fidelity to the Magisterium and assured them of his daily prayers for them. “Through you, I send my thanks also to the priests, religious and lay people who collaborate with you in the service of Christ and His Gospel...and I impart my heartfelt Apostolic Blessing on each of you, extending it to the priests, religious, and the entire Catholic community that bears witness to Christ among the people of the Russian Federation.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 30/1/2009)

To members of the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Churches: "Paul was the first great champion and theologian of the Church’s unity". 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – At the close of the Meeting held by the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between the Catholic Church and the Eastern Orthodox Churches, the Holy Father Benedict XVI received the participants in an audience on January 31. He began, saying: “At the end of this week of dedicated work we can give thanks together to the Lord for your steadfast commitment to the search for reconciliation and communion in the Body of Christ which is the Church.”

“The world needs a visible sign of the mystery of unity that binds the three divine Persons and, that two thousand years ago, with the Incarnation of the Son of God, was revealed to us... Our communion through the grace of the Holy Spirit in the life that unites the Father and the Son has a perceptible dimension within the Church, the Body of Christ, 'the fullness of him who fills all in all' (Eph 1:23), and we all have a duty to work for the manifestation of that essential dimension of the Church to the world.

Benedict XVI then expressed his delight at recalling that the meeting, “has taken important steps precisely in the study of the Church as communion. The very fact that the dialogue has continued over time and is hosted each year by one of the several Churches you represent is itself a sign of hope and encouragement.” Encouraging them to look to the Middle East, the Pope highlighted that “true seeds of hope are urgently needed in a world wounded by the tragedy of division, conflict and immense human suffering.” 

In closing, the Pope recalled the recent Week of Prayer for Christian Unity which concluded with a ceremony in the Basilica of Saint Paul, saying that “Paul was the first great champion and theologian of the Church’s unity. His efforts and struggles were inspired by the enduring aspiration to maintain a visible, not merely external, but real and full communion among the Lord’s disciples. Therefore, through Paul’s intercession, I ask for God’s blessings on you all, and on the Churches and the peoples you represent.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/2/2009)

To men and women religious that imitating Saint Paul in following Christ, is “the best way to respond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Monday, February 2, Feast of the Presentation of the Lord in the Temple and 13th Day of Consecrated Life, Cardinal Franc Rode, Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, presided a Mass for the members of Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life in Saint Peter's Basilica.

“I give thanks to my God at every remembrance of you, praying always with joy in my every prayer for all of you, because of your partnership for the gospel from the first day until now” (Phil 1:3-5): with these words, in the setting of the Year of Saint Paul, the Pope addressed the religious gathered in Saint Peter's Basilica, recalling that “in this greeting to the Christians of Philippi, Paul expresses his affectionate memory of those who personally live the Gospel and work to make it known, uniting care for their interior life to the work of the apostolic mission.”

The Holy Father continued: “in the Church's tradition, Saint Paul has always been recognised as father and master of those who, called by the Lord, have chosen to dedicate themselves unconditionally to Him and His Gospel. Various religious institutes have taken the name of Saint Paul and have received their specific charismatic inspiration from him. It could be said that for all the consecrated, he repeats his frank and affectionate invitation: 'Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.' (1 Cor 11:1)...Imitating him by following Jesus is the best way to respond fully to your vocation of special consecration in the Church.” 

From Saint Paul we learn that “we can live a lifestyle that expresses the substance of a consecrated life inspired by the evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity and obedience. In the life of poverty he saw a guarantee that the Gospel would be announced gratuitously. At the same time, such a life is an expression of real solidarity towards brothers and sisters in need...Paul is also an apostle who, accepting God's call to chastity, gave his heart to the Lord in an undivided manner, in order to serve his brothers with greater freedom and dedication...As for obedience, we can observe that fulfilling God's will, under daily pressure because of his anxiety for all the churches, "inspired, shaped and consumed his life, making it a sacrifice agreeable to God."

Another fundamental aspect of the consecrated life of Paul that the Pope focused on is the mission: “He was entirely for Jesus in order to be, like Jesus, for everyone. ... In him, so closely bound to the person of Christ, we recognize a profound capacity to unite spiritual life and missionary activity. In him, these two dimensions support one another. And thus, we could say that he belonged to that group of 'mystical builders,' whose lives are a blend of contemplation and action, open to God and brethren, in order to carry out an effective service to the Gospel.”

Lastly, citing the recent Instruction on “The Service of Authority and Obedience,” Benedict XVI expressed his hope that the Year of St. Paul may further encourage the consecrated to “welcome the witness of St. Paul, meditating daily upon the Word of God through the faithful practice of 'lectio divina'...May the Apostle help you to accomplish your apostolic service in and with the Church, with an unreserved spirit of communion, making a gift of your charisms to others and bearing witness to the greatest charism of all, which is charity.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/2/2009)

To the Bishops of Turkey: you are Bishops in the land where the Apostle of the Gentiles was born and where he founded many communities.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Your visit, that is providentially taking place in the year dedicated to St. Paul, assumes particular importance as you are pastors in the land where the Apostle of the Gentiles was born and where he founded many communities,” the Holy Father Benedict XVI told the Bishops of Turkey, whom he received in their Ad limina apostolorum visit on February 2. “I know that in your country you have given particular emphasis to this Jubilee Year, and that many pilgrims are visiting the sites so dear to the Christian tradition. My wish is that they may find easier access to those places which are so significant for the Christian faith, and to liturgical celebrations. I am also greatly delighted by the ecumenical dimension given to the Year of St. Paul, thus showing the importance of this initiative for the other Christian communities and Churches. May this year be one of new progress on the path towards the unity of all Christians!”

After recalling the long and rich history of the local Church in Turkey, which dates back to the times of the first Christians, the Pope wished “to also remember all the Christians, priests and laity, who have borne witness to Christ's charity, at times to the point of giving the highest gift of their own life, as did Father Andrea Santoro. May this prestigious history be for your communities - the vigour of whose faith and abnegation under trial I am well aware - not only a reminder of a glorious past, but also a stimulus to continue with generosity along the journey you have begun, bearing witness among your brothers and sisters to God's love for all human beings.”

The Holy Father thus showed the importance of “deepening the Church's faith and living in an ever more intense and lasting hope. In ecclesial communion the people of God will find an effective support for their faith and hope.” After mentioning how the Bishops are primarily responsible for the concrete realization of the community's unity, the Pontiff highlighted that communion must reign among them, and in the diversity of rites, it “is expressed above all in the true fraternity and mutual collaboration that enables them to carry out their ministry in a collegial spirit, strengthening the body of Christ. This unity finds a vital source in the Word of God, which the recent Synod of Bishops showed has great importance in the life and mission of the Church.” The then encouraged them to form the faithful “so that Sacred Scripture may not remain a Word of the past, but it may enlighten their existence and allow them to truly come in contact with God.”

The Holy Father offered encouragement to the priests and religious, many of whom come from other countries and must face an often tiring task of trying to integrate themselves into the local Churches, “ in order to offer all Catholics the pastoral attention they need, without forgetting the weakest and most isolated.” The number of priests, which is often not enough, should lead them to “the development of an intense vocations ministry.” Benedict XVI thus mentioned the commitment to youth ministry, which is important so that they can acquire “a Christian formation that will help them to strengthen their faith and to live it in an often difficult situational context,” and the formation of the laity, which should “allow them to use competence and efficiency in carrying out their responsibility in the heart of the Church .”

In concluding his address, the Holy Father affirmed: “The Christian community in your country, lives in a nation governed by a constitution that affirms the lay nature of the State, but where the majority of the population is Muslim. For this reason it is very important for Christians and Muslims to work together to promote humanity, life, peace and justice, The distinction between the civil and the religious sphere is clearly a value that deserves to be protected. It is up to the State to provide effective guarantees that all citizens and all religious communities may enjoy freedom of worship and religion, making any violence against believers, whatever their religion may be, unacceptable. In this context, I am well aware of your desire and readiness to open a sincere dialogue with the authorities in order to find a solution to the various problems your communities have to face, such as recognition for the juridical status of the Catholic Church and her property. Such recognition cannot but have positive consequences for everyone. It would be appropriate for permanent contacts to be established, for example through a bilateral commission, in order to study as-yet unresolved questions.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 3/2/2009)

To Associations Pro Petri Sede and Etrennes Pontificales: “Nourished by the same Eucharistic Bread, the baptized cannot be indifferent when bread is lacking on men's tables.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “The Pauline year offers us the occasion, through meditation on the word of the Apostles to the Gentiles, to be acutely conscious that the Church is a Body, through which the very life of Jesus circulates -- hence the fact that every member of the ecclesial body is united in a very profound way to all the others, and cannot ignore their needs. Nourished by the same Eucharistic Bread, the baptized cannot be indifferent when bread is lacking on men's tables.” These are the words with which the Holy Father addressed members of the associations “Pro Petri Sede” and “Etrennes Pontificales” (from Belgium), whom he received in an audience on February 27, during their pilgrimage that they make every two years to the tombs of the apostles. 

“Again this year you have accepted the call to enlarge your hearts to the needs of the disinherited, so that the members of the Body of Christ affected by poverty are alleviated and thus become more alive and free to give witness of the Good News,” the Pope said. He then thanked those present for the possibility they give to the Successor of Peter to “enable him to exercise concrete and active charity, which is the sign of his solicitude for all the Churches, for all the baptized, and for all men,” Benedict XVI concluded his address by highlighting that “by combating poverty we give greater possibility to peace so that it will enter and take root in hearts.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/3/2009)

To members of the Franciscan Order: to the conversion of Francis we can apply several expressions that the Apostle Paul uses in reference to himself .
Castel Gandolfo (Agenzia Fides) - “Go and continue 'rebuilding the house' of Our Lord Jesus Christ, His Church. In recent days, the earthquake in Abruzzo seriously damaged many churches. Those of you from Assisi can identify with all that such an occurrence implies. But there is another 'collapse' that is even more serious: that of persons and communities! Like Francis, begin with yourselves. We are the first houses that God wants to rebuild. If you are capable of renewing yourselves in the spirit of the Gospel, you will be able to continue helping the Church's Pastors in the task of 'beautifying' the face of the Spouse of Christ. This is what the Pope – today and from the time of your foundation – expects from you.” This was the request that Benedict XVI made to the members of the Franciscan Order, whom he received in an audience in Castel Gandolfo, at the conclusion of their “Chapter of Mats.”

In his address, the Pope mentioned the motive behind the “Chapter of Mats”: a return to the origins in this, the 800th anniversary of the approval of the “protoregola” (First Rule) of Saint Francis, by Pope Innocence III. “First of all, I would like to join you in thanking God for this entire journey He has led you on, filling you with His blessings,” the Pope said. From the tiny brook that flows forth at the foot of Mount Subasio, has come a great river that has made noteworthy contributions to the spread of the Gospel throughout the world.” 

Benedict XVI then reflected on the conversion experience of Francis, from whom everything began and to whom could be applied “several expressions that the Apostle Paul uses in reference to himself”: Francis has “experienced the power of divine grace and it were as though he had died and risen. All of his previous riches, every desire for advantages and security, becomes a 'loss' from the moment in which he meets Christ crucified and risen.” The Pope then recalled that Francis considered the Gospel “a rule of life” for himself and his brothers: “He understood himself entirely at the light of the Gospel. This is his fascination. This is what gives his example perennial value...the 'Poverello' became a living Gospel capable of bringing men and women of all historical ages, especially the youth who prefer radicalism to mediocrity, to Christ.”

“Francis could have chosen not to go to the Pope,” Benedict XVI commented. “Many religious groups and movements were being formed at that time and some of these opposed the Church as an institution, or at least they did not seek her approval. Surely, a polemic situation versus the Hierarchy would have gained many followers for Francis. However, he immediately thought of placing his path and that of his companions in the hands of the Bishops of Rome, the Successor of Peter. This fact reveals his authentic ecclesial spirit. This small 'we' that had begun with his first friars was something that he had thought of from the beginning within the great 'we' of the one and universal Church. And the Pope realized this and appreciated it.”

Lastly, the Pontiff reminded the members of the Franciscan Order of their vocation: “All of you are sons and heirs of those origins. From that 'good seed' that was Francis...” Here, the Pope encouraged them to follow the 'logic' of Francis and Clare of Assisi: “losing one's own life for Jesus and the Gospel, to save it and bear abundant fruit,” and to continue listening to what the Spirit says today,” in order to continue proclaiming the Kingdom of God with passion, in the footsteps of the Seraphic Father;” to always begin from Christ, “just as Francis began with the contemplation of the Crucifix of Saint Damian and the encounter with the leper, in order to see the face of Christ in the brethren who suffer and bring them His peace”; and to be witnesses of the “beauty” of God, “that Francis knew how to sing, as he contemplated the marvels of creation.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 20/4/2009)

To Catholic religion teachers: "look upon the Apostle to the Gentiles, in whom we find “the humble and faithful disciple, the courageous preacher, the great mediator of Revelation"

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “May your teaching be similar to that of Saint Paul, capable of showing your students that dimension of freedom and full appreciation of man redeemed by Christ, as is present in God's plan, and in this manner, showing true intellectual charity to many children and their families.” This is the desire expressed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI to the Catholic religion teachers whom he received in an audience on April 25.

“The teaching of the Catholic faith forms an integral part of the history of schools in Italy,” the Pope said in his address. “The extremely high number who choose to study this subject is, furthermore, a sign of the exceptional importance it has in the educational process and an indication of the high levels of quality achieved.” What daily distinguishes the work of religion teachers, from other professors, is “focusing on man created in God's image,” as the religious dimension “is intrinsic to the culture, collaborating in the global formation of the person and allowing a transformation of knowledge into wisdom of life.”

Continuing his address, the Pope affirmed: “Your service, dear friends, is located precisely in this crucial crossroads, in which – without improper invasions or confusion of roles – a universal tendency towards the truth and toward the 2,000 year-old testimony offered by believers at the light of the faith is found, along with the extraordinary heights of knowledge and art reached by the human spirit and the fecundity of the Christian message that has so profoundly contributed to the life and culture of the Italian people. With the full and acknowledged scholarly dignity of your teaching, you contribute to both giving soul to the school and assuring the Christian faith of a full citizenship in areas of education and culture. Thanks to the teaching of Catholic religion, then, school and society are enriched with what is a true workshop of culture and of humanity, in which, by examining the significant contributions Christianity has made, people are enabled to discover goodness and grow in responsibility, to seek to confront their views and refine their critical sense, and to draw from the gifts of the past in order to better understand the present and to project themselves towards the future.”

In the context of the Year of Saint Paul, Benedict XVI exhorted them to look upon the Apostle to the Gentiles, in whom we find “the humble and faithful disciple, the courageous preacher, the great mediator of Revelation,” to sustain the identity “of educators and witnesses in schools.” Paul, in the First Letter to the Thessalonians (4:9), defines the believers as “instructed by God,” with God as their teacher. “In this word, we find the secret to education,” the Pope said, recalling how “in Pauline teaching, the religious formation is not separated from human formation...The religious dimension is, then, not an appendage but an inherent part of the person, from the youngest ages. It means fundamental openness to the other, to the mystery that presides every relationship and encounter among human persons. The religious dimension makes man more of a man.”

Finally, the Pontiff mentioned that “knowledge of the Bible is an essential element in the program of Catholic religion” and that the professor of Catholic religion, “in addition to the duty of human, cultural, and didactic competence typical of every teacher,” has the vocation of manifesting that the God who is spoken of it the classroom is the essential reference point in their life: “Far from being a form of interference or a restriction on freedom, your presence is a fine example of that positive spirit of secularism which enables constructive civil coexistence to be promoted, founded on reciprocal respect and faithful dialogue, values that a country always needs.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/4/2009)

To members of the Papal Foundation: Saint Paul reminds us of how the entire human race yearns for God’s grace of peace. 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In just a few days I will have the privilege of visiting the Holy Land. I go as a pilgrim of peace. As you are well aware, for more than sixty years, this region — the land of our Lord’s birth, death and Resurrection; a sacred place for the world’s three great monotheistic religions — has been plagued by violence and injustice... I ask in a special way that you join me in prayer for all the peoples of the Holy Land and the region. May they receive the gifts of reconciliation, hope and peace.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed members of the Papal Foundation, whom he received in an audience on the morning of Saturday, May 2, on the occasion of their annual visit. The Pope welcomed them in this Pauline Year, with the words of the Apostle of the Gentiles, "Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ" (Rom 1:7), highlighting that Saint Paul reminds us of how the entire human race yearns for God’s grace of peace. “Today’s world is truly in need of his peace, especially as it faces the tragedies of war, division, poverty and despair.”

Another theme that the Pope focused on in his address was linked to the international economic crisis. “At moments such as these it is tempting to overlook those without a voice and think only of our own difficulties. As Christians we are aware, however, that especially when times are difficult we must work even harder to ensure that the consoling message of our Lord is heard. Rather than turning in on ourselves, we must continue to be beacons of hope, strength and support for others, most especially those who have no one to watch over or assist them. For this reason I am pleased to have you here today. You are examples of good Christian men and women who continue to meet the challenges we face with courage and trust.”

At the close of his address, Benedict XVI recalled that the Papal Foundation “through the great generosity of many, enables valuable assistance to be carried out in the name of Christ and his Church,” and thanked them for their sacrifice and dedication: “by means of your support the Easter message of joy, hope, reconciliation and peace is more widely proclaimed.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/5/2009)

To the Italian Bishops' Conference: the urgent task of education “must be rooted in the Word of God and requires spiritual discernment, cultural and social programs, and gratuitous and united witness.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “At a time in which relativistic and nihilistic concepts of life exercise a powerful enticement, a time in which the very legitimacy of education is placed in doubt, the principal contribution we can make is that of bearing witness to our trust in life and in man, in his reason and in his capacity to love. This is not the fruit of a naïve optimism, but comes from a 'trustworthy hope' (Spe salvi, 1), that is given to us by faith in the redemptive work of Christ.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI on May 28, as he met in the Vatican's Synod Hall with members of the General Assembly of the Italian Bishops' Conference (CEI).

He said: “Your assembly visibly expresses and promotes this communion in which the Church lives, and which is carried out in harmony with the initiatives and pastoral activity. With my presence, I with to confirm this ecclesial communion that I have seen grow and strengthen over time.” Benedict XVI thanked the Italian Bishops for their testimonies of “fraternal adhesion” and “cordial communion with the Magisterium and pastoral service of the Successor of Peter, thus reaffirming the singular unity that unites the Church in Italy with the Apostolic See,” proofs of which he has seen in recent months. 

The central theme of the General Assembly of the CEI was the fundamental task of education. 

“As I have affirmed several times, this is a constitutive and permanent demand of the life of the Church, which today has become urgent, indeed – an emergency.” In the school of the Divine Master, we need to “rediscover the task of education as among the highest calling of every member of the faithful, to which they are called in different manners.”

After recalling the upcoming conclusion of the “Agorà dei giovani italiani,” dedicated to pastoral animation of the youth in missionary awareness, the Holy Father encouraged them to “analyze the current educational path and take on new projects for those who have not been reached, for the new generations, which is extremely wide-ranging and important for the educational responsibilities of our Church communities and society as a whole.” The educational work, however, also includes adults, “who are not excluded from a real responsibility in permanent education.”

However, “an appropriate curriculum that identifies the aim of education in the light of the model to be followed” is not enough; “there is a need for authoritative educators to whom new generations can look with trust,” the Holy Father said. Recalling the invitation of the Apostle Paul in this Pauline Year “be my imitators” (1 Cor 11:1), Benedict XVI affirmed that “A true educator places himself in the front line and knows how to unite authority and exemplariness in the task of educating those entrusted to his care...Thus, it is of particular joy that we are about to celebrate, after this year dedicated to the Apostle of the Gentiles, a Year of the Priest. We are called, along with our pastors, to rediscover the grace and task of the priesthood. This ministry is a service to the Church of the Christian people that demands profound spirituality. In response to the divine vocation, such spirituality should be nourished by prayer and an intense personal union with the Lord, in order to serve Him in our brothers through preaching, the sacraments, an ordered life of community, and service to the poor. In this sense, the importance of the educational commitment stands out from the entire ministry of the priesthood, so that people may grow freely and responsibly as mature and conscientious Christians.”

Benedict XVI later mentioned the “sense of solidarity that is deeply rooted in the heart of the Italian people and is especially expressed in their response to the dramatic circumstances of life in the country, the last of which was the devastating earthquake that affected several parts of the Abruzzo area.” Thus, in the present economic crisis, the Pope expressed his appreciation and encouragement for the solidarity fund “Loans of Hope,” “which is just another among the many initiatives taking place in many dioceses, which echo the collection of the Apostle Paul for the Church in Jerusalem and is an eloquent testimony of the generosity of countries with one another.”

Finally, the Holy Father, recalled the intellectual charity in which the Church in Italy is working very hard: “One significant example is the commitment to promote a widespread mentality in support of life in its every aspect and moment, with particular concern for lives marked by conditions of fragility and precariousness.” Before concluding his address, the Pontiff returned to the urgent task of education, recalling that it “must be rooted in the Word of God and requires spiritual discernment, cultural and social programmes, and gratuitous and united witness,” and entrusted all the “path of the Church in Italy and every person who lives in this beloved country” to the Holy Spirit, the Counselor.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/5/2009)

To participants at a ROACO Meeting: From the lips of Paul of Tarsus, the Word of God tells us unequivocally what is the ‘greatest thing' for the disciple of Christ: charity!

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “ Today’s meeting rekindles the joy of my recent pilgrimage to the Holy Land... I renew my prayer and my appeal for no more war, no more violence, no more injustice. I wish to assure you that the universal Church remains at the side of all our brothers and sisters who reside in the Holy Land.”. With these words the Holy Father Benedict XVI re-launched his appeal for peace in the Holy Land during an audience with participants at participants in the Assembly of Organizations for Aid to the Eastern Churches" (R.O.A.C.O.), received on 25 June

The Holy Father went on to recall the imminent closing of the Year of St Paul and the Apostle's teaching on charity: “With the now imminent feast of Saints Peter and Paul, the Year dedicated to the Apostle of the nations, for the two thousandth anniversary of his birth is coming to a close. Captured by Christ and by the Holy Spirit, he was a privileged witness of the mystery of God's love revealed in Christ Jesus. His inspired word and his witness confirmed by the supreme gift of martyrdom, were an incomparable eulogy to Christian charity and are still highly relevant today… From the lips of Paul of Tarsus, the Word of God tells us unequivocally what is the ‘greatest thing' for the disciple of Christ: charity! It is the fecund source of every service of the Church, her measure, her method and her verification”. The members of Roaco wish “to live this charity”, the Pope said offering their availability to the Bishop of Rome through the Congregation for Oriental Churches (the Congregation for Eastern Catholic Churches). 

Expressing deep appreciation for the activity of Roaco “in the present thorny world situation ”, Benedict XVI urged those present to “make an even greater effort” with these words: “with a spirit of faith, to accurate analysis and necessary realism it is possible to correct some useless decisions and effectively deal with present day situations of need. I think of the situation of refugees and migrants, which heavily affects the Eastern Churches and the re-building of the Gaza Strip, still abandoned, where the legitimate concerns of Israel for its security must be taken into consideration. In the face of totally new challenges the loving service of the Church remains the channel of effective salvation and the safest investment for the present and the future”.

At the end of his discourse the Pontiff recommended, at the beginning of the Year of the Priesthood, “give maximum attention to care for priests and support for seminaries ”, and he added: “When I opened this singular jubilee year last Friday on the solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, I entrusted to the Heart of Christ and the heart of the Immaculate Mother all the priests of the world, with a special thought for those in the East and in the West living times of difficulty and trial. I take this opportunity to ask you to pray for priests ”. Benedict XVI concluded asking those present to sustain him, so that, as the Successor of St Peter, “ I may fulfil my mission at the service of the universal Church ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 26/6/2009; righe 36, parole 507)

To the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople: “let us thank God together for the fruits and benefits brought by the celebration of the 2000th anniversary of the birth of St Paul”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – With the words of the Apostle Paul - “Grace to you and peace from God, our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ ” (Eph 1, 2) - the Holy Father Benedict XVI welcomed the delegation of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople received in audience on 27 June, on the occasion of the celebration of the solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul. “Today, with this announcement of peace and salvation, I welcome you to the feast of our patron Saints Peter and Paul, with which we will conclude the Year of St Paul– the Pope said -. Last year the Ecumenical Patriarch, His Holiness Bartholomeus I, honoured us with his presence to celebrate together the inauguration of this year of prayer, reflection, exchange of gestures of fraternal communion between Rome and Constantinople. In turn we had the joy of sending a delegation to similar celebrations organised by the Ecumenical Patriarchate. It could not have been otherwise in this year dedicated to St Paul, who strongly encouraged Christians to ‘preserve unity of spirit through the bond of peace', teaching us that there is only ‘one body and one spirit’ (Eph 4, 3-4).”

Inviting the special guests to join him in thanking the Lord “for the fruits and benefits brought by the celebration of the 2000th anniversary of the birth of St Paul”, the Holy Father underlined that the presence of the delegation from the Ecumenical Patriarchate “is a sign of ecclesial brotherhood”, and reminds us of “our common commitment to reach full communion ”. And he said: “the Catholic Church intends to contribute in every possible way to restore full communion, in response to Christ's will for his disciples and in keeping with the teaching of Paul, who reminds us that we are all called to ‘the one and the same hope.” 

In this perspective the Pontiff expressed his confidence “ that progress will be made with the activity of the international mixed Commission for theological dialogue between Orthodox and Catholics ” which will meet in the month of October to reflect on “a crucial theme for relations between East and West, namely, the ‘role of the Bishop of Rome in the communion of the Church during the first millennium’. The study of this aspect shows itself to be indispensable in order to globally reflect on the matter in the present picture of our quest for full communion”. Concluding his address Benedict XVI said he hoped “misunderstanding and tension among Orthodox delegates in the last plenary sessions of the Commission may be overcome with fraternal love so that dialogue may be more amply representative of Orthodox Christianity ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2009; righe 30, parole 436)

GENERAL AUDIENCES

New cycle of catechesis at the beginning of the Year of St Paul: “Paul the Apostle, a noble and practically inimitable figure, stands before us as an example of total dedication to the Lord and to Lord's Church”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “ Paul the Apostle, a noble and practically inimitable figure, stands before us as an example of total dedication to the Lord and to Lord's Church, as well as broad openness to humanity and its cultures. It is right then that we give him a special place, not only in our veneration but also in our striving to understand what he has to say to us, the Christians of today”. With these words, at the general Wednesday audience on 2 July, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI began a new cycle of catechesis dedicated to the “great apostle Saint Paul”, on the occasion of the Year of St Paul which just started. Dwelling on the religious-cultural context in which the Apostle lived, the Pope said “today's socio-cultural context is not very different from the context in those times”.

“He comes from a precise and restricted culture, certainly minority, the culture and the tradition of the people of Israel–Benedict explained XVI -. In ancient times and markedly within the Roman Empire, as we learn from scholars in this subject, the Jews were about 10% of the entire population; here in Rome around the mid 1st century AD the ratio was even smaller, at the most 3% of the city's population. Their beliefs and life style, and still today, clearly distinguished them from the rest of the people; and this could have two results: either derision, which could even become intolerance, or admiration, expressed in various forms of friendliness as in the case of 'God fearing ' or 'proselytes', pagan who were associated with the Synagogue and shared faith in the God of Israel... Certainly, as today, the number of Jews was far greater outside the land of Israel, that is in the diaspora, than within the territory which others called Palestine”.

The Holy Father went on to mention two factors which favoured the activity of Paul: “Greek, or better Hellenistic culture, which since Alexander the Great had become the common heritage at least in the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East, although it had encompassed many elements of the cultures of the peoples traditionally considered barbarians”, and “the political-administrative structure of the Roman Empire which guaranteed peace and stability from Britannia to southern Egypt, unifying a territory of such a size never seen before”. In this vast space it was possible to move with sufficient freedom and safety, thanks to an excellent road system.

Continuing with his description of the cultural environment in the 1st Century the Holy Father said: “some have described Paul as 'a man three cultures', considering his Jewish origin, his Greek and his prerogative as a 'civis romanus', a Roman citizen, as the origin of his same confirms. We should remember especially the stoic philosophy which prevailed in Paul's day and which influenced, if only marginally, even his Christianity ”. 

“In Paul's time there was a crisis in traditional religion, at least in its mythological and civic aspects” Benedict XVI recalled, and it is in this environment Paul that announces "God does not dwell in temples built by human hands... in Him we live, we move and have our being" (Acts 17,24.28). In that epoch “many pagan cults abandoned the official temples in the city and initiation ceremonies for new members were held in private places. Therefore it was not surprising that Christian gatherings (ekklesíai), as we learn especially from the Letters of St Paul, were held in private homes... Nevertheless the differences between the pagan cults and Christian worship are certainly not minimal and regard the identity awareness of the participants as well as the participation of men and women together, the celebration of the 'Lord's Supper' and the reading of the Scriptures”.

The Pope concluded his catechesis with these words: “it is impossible to understand Paul properly without setting him against the Jewish and pagan background of his day. In this way his figure acquires historical and ideal depth, revealing both sharing and originality with regard to the environment. However the same is true for Christianity in general, of which, as we said, Paul is a first class paradigm, from whom we all still have much to learn. And this is the purpose of the Year of St Paul: to learn from Saint Paul, to learn the faith, to learn Christ, to learn the way of upright living.”(S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 3/7/2008)

We see a commitment that can only be explained by a soul truly fascinated by the light of the Gospel, in love with Christ, a soul sustained by profound conviction; it is necessary to bring Christ's light to the world, to proclaim the Gospel to all”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Continuing his reflection on the Apostle of the nations, started in early July, the Holy Father proposed a brief biography of St Paul during the general audience on Wednesday 27 August in the Paul VI Hall in the Vatican. Defining the chronological span of his life, the Pope said: “We find Paul's biographical details respectively in the Letter to Philemon, in which he says he is "an old man" (Phlm 9: presbytes) and in the Acts of the Apostles in which, at the time of the stoning of Stephen, he is described as "a young man" (7: 58: neanías)… according to ancient calculations, a man of about 30 was described as "young" whereas he would be called "old" by the time he had reached the age of about 60. The date of Paul's birth depends largely on the dating of the Letter to Philemon. He is traditionally supposed to have written it during his imprisonment in Rome in the mid-60s. Paul would have been born in approximately the year 8. He would therefore have been about 30 at the time of the stoning of Stephen…  we are celebrating the Pauline Year in accordance with precisely this chronology. The year 2008 was chosen with a date of birth of about the year 8 in mind”. 

The Holy Father then dwelt on Paul's origin: “Paul was born in Tarsus, Cilicia … capital of the region ... A Jew from the Diaspora, he spoke Greek although his name was of Latin origin. Moreover, it derived by assonance from the original Jewish Saul/Saulos, and he was a Roman citizen (cf. Acts 22: 25-28). Paul thus appears to be at the intersection between three different cultures - Roman, Greek and Jewish - and perhaps partly because of this was disposed for fruitful universalistic openness, for a mediation between cultures, for true universality. He also learned a manual trade, perhaps from his father, that of "tentmaker" (Acts 18: 3: skenopoios). This should probably be understood as a worker of uncarded goat wool or linen fibres who made them into mats or tents (cf. Acts 20: 33-35). At about the age of 12 to 13, the age in which a Jewish boy becomes a bar mitzvah ("son of the commandment"), Paul left Tarsus and moved to Jerusalem to be educated at the feet of Rabbi Gamaliel the Elder, a nephew of the great Rabbi Hillel, in accordance with the strictest Pharisaic norms and acquiring great zeal for the Mosaic Torah (cf. Gal 1: 14; Phil 3: 5-6; Acts 22: 3; 23: 6; 26: 5)”. 

This “profound Orthodoxy”, in which “he saw the new movement that referred to Jesus of Nazareth as a risk, a threat to the Jewish identity, to the true Orthodoxy of the fathers”, explains why “he proudly ‘persecuted the Church of God”. Having introduced the event in Damascus, which will be the subject of his next catechesis, the Holy Father affirmed: “It is certain that from this time Paul's life changed and he became a tireless apostle of the Gospel. Indeed, Paul passed into history for what he did as a Christian, indeed as an Apostle, rather than as a Pharisee”. Turning his attention to all three journeys, “to which can be added a fourth, his voyage to Rome as a prisoner”, in which St Paul's missionary activity was articulated, the Holy Father distinguished the first from the others: “In fact, Paul was not directly responsible for the first (cf. Acts 13-14), which was instead entrusted to the Cypriot, Barnabas. They sailed together from Antioch on the Orontes River, sent out by that Church (cf. Acts 13: 1-3) and having sailed from the port of Seleucia on the Syrian coast, crossed the island of Cyprus from Salamis to Paphos; from here they reached the southern coasts of Anatolia, today Turkey, and passed through the cities of Attalia, Perga in Pamphylia, Antioch in Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe, from which they returned to their starting point. Thus was born the Church of the people, the Church of the Gentiles”. 

Continuing his reflection on the journeys of Saint Paul, the Pope recalled that for his second journey, Paul separated from Barnaba and chose Sila. “Having gone beyond Syria and Cilicia, he saw once again the city of Lystra where he was joined by Timothy (a very important figure in the nascent Church, the son of a Jewish woman and a pagan), whom he had circumcised; he crossed Central Anatolia and reached the city of Troas on the northern coast of the Aegean Sea. And here another important event happened: in a dream he saw a Macedonian

 … who was saying, ‘Com and help us!’. It was the Europe of the future that was asking for the light and help of the Gospel”. The Holy Father then traced the mission in Europe: St Paul landed in Neapolis,  arrived in Philippi, went on to Thessalonica, and reached Athens, where he gave his discourse on the Areopagus, “ the model of how to translate the Gospel into Greek culture”. From Athens Paul arrives in Corinth, where he had to appear in front of the Governor of the senatorial province of Acaia, the Proconsul Gallio, on charges of unlawful worship. From Corinth he went to Palestine reaching Cesarea Marittima, from where he sailed for Jerusalem on his return journey to Antioch on the Orontes. 

Benedict XVI then illustrated Paul's third missionary journey “which again started at Antioch”, “ which had become the original core of the Church of the Gentiles, of the mission to the Gentiles” and “ and was also the place where the term "Christian" was coined, as St Luke tells us. “ From Antioch Paul started out for Ephesus, the capital of the Province of Asia where he stayed two years… It was from Ephesus that Paul wrote the Letters to the Thessalonians and the Corinthians. The population of the town, however, was set against him by the local silversmiths, who saw their income diminishing with the reduction in the number of those who worshipped Artemis.” 

Paul crossed Macedonia, and went again to Greece, probably to Corinth, where he stayed three months and wrote the famous Letter to the Romans. From here he went to Macedonia, reaching Troas by ship and then arrived in Mileto where he gave an important discourse to the elders of the Church in Ephesus”. On returning to Jerusalem “ he was arrested on the basis of a misunderstanding… He was spared the inevitable death sentence by the intervention of the Roman tribune on guard in the Temple area… After a spell in prison (the duration of which is debated), and since Paul as a Roman citizen was an appellee of Caesar (at that time Nero), the subsequent Procurator, Porcius Festus, sent him to Rome under military escort… In Rome he met the delegates of the Jewish community, whom he told that it was for "the hope of Israel" that he was in chains”. Luke's account ends with the mention of two years spent in Rome under mild military surveillance. Luke mentions neither a sentence of Caesar (Nero) nor, even less, the death of the accused. Later traditions speak of his liberation which would have been propitious for either a missionary journey to Spain or a subsequent episode in the East, and specifically in Crete, Ephesus and Nicopolis in Epirus. Still on a hypothetical basis, another arrest is conjectured and a second imprisonment in Rome (where he is supposed to have written the three so-called Pastoral Letters, that is, the two to Timothy and the Letter to Titus), with a second trial that would have proven unfavourable to him. Yet a series of reasons induce many scholars of St Paul to end his biography with Luke's narrative in the Acts”. Concluding Benedict XVI affirmed: “ This seems to me to be what remains for us from this brief review of St Paul's journeys: to see his passion for the Gospel and thereby grasp the greatness, the beauty, indeed the deep need of the Gospel for all of us. Let us pray the Lord who caused St Paul to see his light [...] that we may also see his light, so that our hearts too may be moved by his Word and thus that we too may give the light of the Gospel and the truth of Christ to today's world which thirsts for it". (Agenzia Fides 27/8/2008)

The conversion of Saint Paul: “For us, Christianity is not a new philosophy or new morality. We are Christians only if we encounter Christ.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “On the road to Damascus, in the first 30 years of the first century, and following a period in which he persecuted the Church, the decisive moment of Paul's life took place. Much has been written about it and, of course, from many points of view.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI began his catechesis during the General Audience in the Paul VI Audience Hall on September 3, which was dedicated to the conversion of Saint Paul.

We have two main sources that give account of this episode in Paul’s life: the first is in the Acts of the Apostles, in which Luke narrates the event on three separate occasions. “The average reader, perhaps, might be tempted to pause too long on certain details, such as the light from the sky, the fall to the ground, the voice that called, the new state of blindness, the curing when something like scales fall from his eyes and the fasting. However, all these details point to the heart of the event: The Risen Christ appeared as a splendid light and addressed Saul, transforming his thinking and his very life. The splendor of the Risen One left him blind; presenting also externally what the interior reality was, his blindness in regard to the truth, to the light, which is Christ. And then, his definitive ‘yes’ to Christ in baptism reopens his eyes, and makes him truly see. In the early Church, baptism was also called "illumination," because this sacrament gives light, makes one truly see...Hence, St. Paul was not transformed by a thought but by an event, by the irresistible presence of the Risen One, whom he could never again doubt, so strong had been the evidence of the event, of that encounter. The latter changed Paul's life fundamentally. In this connection, one can and must speak of a conversion.”

The second source of the conversion account is from the Letters of Saint Paul himself. “He never spoke in detail about this event,” the Pope said, however, “he refers to this most important event, that is, that he is also a witness of the resurrection of Jesus, the revelation of which he has received directly from Jesus himself, together with the mission of apostle.” Thus, the two sources, the Acts of the Apostles and the Letters of St. Paul, “converge in a fundamental point: The Risen One spoke with Paul, called him to the apostolate, made him a true apostle, a witness of the resurrection, with the specific charge to proclaim the Gospel to the pagans, to the Greco-Roman world. And, at the same time, Paul learned that, despite the immediateness of his relationship with the Risen One, he must enter the communion of the Church, be baptized, and live in harmony with the other apostles.”

Paul himself, however, “never interprets this moment as an event of conversion,” because, the Pope explained, “this change of his life, this transformation of his whole being was not the result of a psychological process, of a maturation or intellectual and moral evolution, but it came from outside: It was not the result of his thinking but of the encounter with Jesus Christ... Only the event, the intense encounter with Christ is the key to understand what happened: death and resurrection, renewal on the part of him who revealed himself and spoke with him. It is in this more profound sense that we can and must speak of conversion.”

The Pope continued, saying that Paul “did not lose all that was good and true in his life, in his heritage, but understood in a new way the wisdom, truth, and depth of the law and the prophets; he appropriated them in a new way. At the same time, his reason opened to the wisdom of the pagans. Having opened himself to Christ with all his heart, he became able to engage in a wider dialogue with all, he made himself everything to all. Hence he could really be the apostle to the pagans.” Concluding his catechesis, the Pope mentioned that “also for us, Christianity is not a new philosophy or new morality. We are Christians only if we encounter Christ. Of course he does not show himself to us in that irresistible, luminous way, as he did with Paul to make him Apostle of the Gentiles. However, we can also encounter Christ in the reading of sacred Scripture, in prayer, in the liturgical life of the Church. We can touch Christ's heart and feel him touch ours. Only in this personal relationship with Christ, only in this encounter with the Risen One do we really become Christians. And in this way, our reason opens, the whole of Christ's wisdom opens and all the richness of the truth.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/9/2008)

“This remains the mission of all the apostles of Christ in all times: to be fellow workers of true joy”:
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – After his encounter with the Risen Christ, on the road to Damascus, “Paul could not continue to live as he did before. Now he felt invested by the Lord with the charge to proclaim his Gospel as an apostle. It is precisely about this new condition of life, namely of his being an apostle of Christ,” the Holy Father said during the General Audience held on Wednesday, September 10, in the Paul VI Hall at the Vatican.

The Pope explained that, “in keeping with the Gospel, we normally identify the Twelve with the title of apostles, thus intending to indicate those who were life companions and hearers of Jesus' teaching. But Paul also feels himself a true apostle and it seems clear, therefore, that the Pauline concept of apostolate is not restricted to the group of Twelve...Paul also sees himself as apostle in the strict sense. It is true that, at the time of the Christian origins, no one traveled as many kilometers as he did, by earth and sea, with the sole object of proclaiming the Gospel.”

In his Letters, Saint Paul names three main characteristics for an apostle. The Pope commented on them, saying: “The first is to have ‘seen the Lord,’ namely, to have had a decisive encounter with him... it is the Lord who constitutes the apostolate, not one's presumption.” “The second characteristic is to ‘have been sent’... Once again the idea appears in the first place of another initiative, that of God in Jesus Christ, to whom one is fully obliged, but above all the fact is underlined that a mission was received from him to fulfill in his name, putting absolutely in second place all personal interests.”

“A typical element of the true apostle, brought well into the light by St. Paul, is a sort of identification between the Gospel and the evangelizer, both destined to the same end. No one like Paul, in fact, has evidenced how the proclamation of the cross of Christ appears as ‘a stumbling block’ and ‘foolishness,’ to which many react with incomprehension and rejection. This occurred at that time, and it should not be surprising that the same happens also today.” Thus, sharing with the Stoic philosophy of his time the idea of a tenacious constancy in all the difficulties that come his way, Paul “surpasses the merely humanistic perspective, recalling the component of the love of God and of Christ... This is the certainty, the profound joy that guides the Apostle Paul in all these affairs: Nothing can separate us from the love of God. And this love is the true wealth of human life.”

Concluding the catechesis, the Holy Father mentioned that “St. Paul gave himself to the Gospel with all this life; we can say 24 hours out of 24,” carrying out his ministry “with fidelity and joy,” placing himself in an attitude of complete service towards Churches and declaring, “Not that we lord it over your faith; rather, we work together for your joy, for you stand firm in the faith" (2 Corinthians 1:24). This remains the mission of all the apostles of Christ in all times: to be fellow workers of true joy.” 

At the end of the Audience, the Pope read a Message he wrote for the French on the occasion of his apostolic journey to Paris and Lourdes, September 12-15, his “first pastoral journey to France as Successor of Peter.” Sending his cordial greetings to the French people and all the inhabitants of that beloved nation, the Pope said: “I go as a messenger of peace and fraternity. Your country is not unknown to me. On several occasions I have had the joy to visit it and to appreciate its generous tradition of hospitality and tolerance, as well as the solidity of its Christian faith and its lofty human and spiritual culture.” The reason for his trip is the celebration of the 150th anniversary of the apparitions of the Virgin Mary in Lourdes, and thus he “will have the great joy to join the crowd of pilgrims who are going to follow the stages of the jubilee journey, after St. Bernadette, to the Massabielle grotto. My prayer will intensify at the feet of Our Lady for the intentions of the whole Church, in particular for the sick, the abandoned, as well as for peace in the world. May Mary be for all of you, in particular for young people, the Mother always attentive to the needs of her children, a light of hope that illuminates and guides your ways!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/9/2008)

“Our faith is not born from a myth or an idea, but from an encounter with the Risen One, in the life of the Church.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI, arriving from his summer residence in Castel Gandolfo, met with pilgrims and faithful yesterday in Saint Peter’s Square, for the General Audience. In his catechesis, the Pope continued his reflections on Saint Paul, as we celebrate the Year of St. Paul, focusing mainly on his relationship with the Apostles. The Holy Father explained that “these relationships were always marked by profound respect and by the frankness that in Paul stemmed from the defense of the truth of the Gospel. Although he was practically a contemporary of Jesus of Nazareth, he never had the opportunity to meet him during his public life. Because of this, after the dazzling light on the road to Damascus, he saw the need to consult the first disciples of the Master, who had been chosen by [Christ] to take the Gospel to the ends of the earth.” 

Benedict XVI then mentioned how Paul himself, in the Letter to the Galatians, “Paul elaborates an important report on the contacts maintained with some of the Twelve,” above all with Peter, then James and John, who Paul sees as the “pillars” of the Church. As to the information that Paul received on Jesus in the three years following his encounter with Him on the road to Damascus, the Holy Father highlighted the fact that Paul insists “on fidelity to what he himself has received and transmits faithfully to the new Christians. They are constitutive elements and concern the Eucharist and the Resurrection... the words of Jesus in the Last Supper really are for Paul the center of the life of the Church. The Church is built from this center, being in this way herself. In addition to this Eucharistic center, from which the Church is always reborn -- also for all Paul's theology, for all his thought -- these words have a notable impact on Paul's personal relationship with Jesus. On one hand, they attest that the Eucharist illumines the curse of the cross, changing it into a blessing , and on the other, they explain the breadth of the very death and resurrection of Jesus.” In the other text of the Resurrection (1 Cor 15:3-5) as well, Paul “underlines the gift that Jesus has made of himself to the Father, to deliver us from sin and death. From this gift of himself, Paul draws the most moving and fascinating expressions of our relationship with Christ.”

The Pope later mentioned that in the original transmission by word of mouth, the term “has risen” instead of “rose” (which would have been more logical), to emphasize the fact “that Christ's resurrection affects up to the present the existence of believers: We can translate it as ‘has risen and continues to be alive’ in the Eucharist and in the Church.”

The enumeration of the Risen One's apparitions to Cephas, to the Twelve, to more than 500 brethren, and to James closes with the reference to the personal apparition received by Paul on the road to Damascus: “Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me” (1 Corinthians 15:8). The Pope explained that “because he had persecuted the Church of God, he expresses in this confession his unworthiness to be considered an apostle, at the same level as those who preceded him: but God's grace has not been in vain in him. Hence, the boastful affirmation of divine grace unites Paul with the first witnesses of Christ's resurrection. ‘Whether then it was I or they, so we preach and so you have believed’ (1 Corinthians 15:11). The identity and unity of the proclamation of the Gospel is important: both they and I preach the same faith, the same Gospel of Jesus Christ dead and risen who gives himself in the most holy Eucharist.”

In concluding his catechesis, the Holy Father focused on the importance that Paul gives to the living Tradition of the Church, which she transmits to her communities, “demonstrates how mistaken is the view of those who attribute to Paul the invention of Christianity: Before proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ, he encountered him on the road to Damascus, and met him in the Church, observing his life in the Twelve, and in those who had followed him on the roads of Galilee... The more we try to follow in the footsteps of Jesus of Nazareth on the roads of Galilee, so much the more will we understand that he has taken charge of our humanity, sharing in everything except sin. Our faith is not born from a myth or an idea, but from an encounter with the Risen One, in the life of the Church.”

At the end of the audience, in greeting the Italian-speaking pilgrims present, the Pope gave a special salutation to the youth from the “Rondine-Cittadella della Pace” Association of Arezzo, among whom were various youth from the Caucasus region. He told them: “Dear friends, it is my hope that your meeting may contribute to affirming a culture of peaceful coexistence among peoples and to promoting understanding and reconciliation.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 25/9/2008)

“With the distinct charisms entrusted to Peter and Paul, let us all be guided by the Spirit, trying to live in the liberty that finds its orientation in faith in Christ and is made tangible in service to our brothers.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “Today, we wish to pause on two episodes that show this veneration, and at the same time, the freedom with which the Apostle addressed Cephas and the other apostles: the so-called Council of Jerusalem and the incident in Antioch of Syria, related in the Letter to the Galatians.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in announcing the topic for his catechesis given in the General Audience held on Wednesday, October 1, in Saint Peter’s Square.

The so-called “Council” of Jerusalem “took place in a moment of not little tension within the community of the origins. It regarded responding to the question of whether it was opportune to demand circumcision of the pagans who were converting to Jesus Christ, the Lord, or whether it was licit to leave them free of the Mosaic law,” the Pope said. “On this occasion, Paul presents to the Twelve, defined as those of repute, his gospel of freedom from the law. In light of his encounter with the risen Christ, he had understood that in the moment of passing to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, circumcision was no longer necessary for the pagans, nor the laws regarding food and regarding the Sabbath, as a sign of justice: Christ is our justice and ‘just’ is all that which conforms to him. Other signs are not necessary in order to be just.”

The Holy Father mentioned that “The two forms with which Paul and Luke describe the Assembly of Jerusalem are united in the liberating action of the Holy Spirit, because ‘where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom,’ he would say in the Second Letter to the Corinthians.” Reflecting on the theme of Christian liberty, as it appears in the Letters of Saint Paul, Benedict XVI mentioned that it “is never identified with license or with the freewill to do what one wants. It is carried out in conformity with Christ, and therefore, in the authentic service of man, above all, of the most needy.”

The Pope then illustrated the meaning given by Paul and his community to the collection taken up for the poor of Jerusalem: “It was a totally new initiative in the panorama of religious activities. It was not obligatory, but free and spontaneous. All of the Churches founded by Paul in the West participated. The collection expressed the debt of these communities to the mother Church of Palestine, from which they had received the ineffable gift of the Gospel.” The value that Paul attributes to this gesture of solidarity is so great that he uses various terms to describe it, among which is “liturgy,” and the Pope explained that this term, “confers on the collection of money a value even of veneration: On one hand, it is a liturgical gesture or ‘service,’ offered by each community to God, and on the other, it is an action of love carried out in favor of the people. Love for the poor and divine liturgy go together; love for the poor is liturgy. These two horizons are present in every liturgy celebrated and lived in the Church, which by its nature opposes a separation between worship and life, between faith and works, between prayer and charity toward the brothers.”

The second episode is the what is known as the “incident in Antioch,” in Syria, “which allows us to understand the interior liberty that Paul enjoyed. How should one behave on the occasions of communion at the table between believers of Jewish origin and those of Gentile background?” After an initial period in which Peter had shared the table with both, Christians linked to James led him to avoid contact at the table with pagans, so as not to scandalize those who continued observing the rules regarding food purity. “This behavior, which truly threatened the unity and liberty of the Church, brought a fiery reaction from Paul, who arrived to the point of accusing Peter and the rest of hypocrisy,” the Pope said. “If justification was brought about only in virtue of faith in Christ, of conformity with him, without any work of the law, then what sense was there in still observing the [rules on] purity of food when participating at the table? Very probably the perspectives of Peter and Paul were different: for the first, not losing the Jews who had embraced the Gospel, for the second, not diminishing the salvific value of the death of Christ for all believers.”

Concluding his catechesis, Benedict XVI pointed out that “The incident in Antioch showed itself to be a lesson both for Peter and for Paul. Only sincere dialogue, open to the truth of the Gospel, could guide the path of the Church... It is a lesson that we should also learn: With the distinct charisms entrusted to Peter and Paul, let us all be guided by the Spirit, trying to live in the liberty that finds its orientation in faith in Christ and is made tangible in service to our brothers. It is essential to be ever more conformed to Christ. It is in this way that one is truly free, in this way the deepest nucleus of the law is expressed in us: the love of God and neighbor.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 2/10/2008)

“The words and actions of Jesus for Paul do not pertain to a historic time, to the past. Jesus lives now and speaks with us now, and lives for us”: catechesis of the Pope in the General Audience

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – After speaking in the most recent General Audiences on Saint Paul’s encounter with the Risen Christ and his relationship with the 12 Apostles and the Church of Jerusalem, in his catechesis on October 8, the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on “what St. Paul knew of the earthly Jesus: of his life, his teachings, his passion.” Saint Paul himself, in his writings, distinguishes two ways of knowing Jesus and, in general, two ways of knowing a person, the Holy Father said: “according to the flesh,” meaning “to know only from the outside, with external criteria: one can see a person many times…yet even knowing someone in this way, one does not really know the person, one doesn't know the nucleus of the person. Only with the heart is one able to truly know a person. In fact the Pharisees, the Sadducees, knew Christ from the outside, they heard his teachings, and knew many details of him, but they did not know him in his truth….On the other hand, thanks to their friendship, and the role of their hearts, the Twelve at least substantially understood and began to learn more of who Christ really was. This distinctive manner of knowing also exists today: There are learned individuals who know many details of Christ, and simple people who don't know these details, but they know Christ in his truth.” 

Returning to this central question, the Holy Father continued: “it seems he never met Christ during his early life. Surely he learned the details of Christ's earthly life from the apostles and the nascent Church. In his letters we find three forms of reference to the pre-Easter Jesus.” 

First, there are explicit and direct references that show that Paul knows of the unfolding of the Last Supper and the words of Jesus in various circumstances, for example on the indissolubility of marriage. Secondly, Paul “knew the passion of Christ, his cross, and the way in which he lived the last moments of his life. The cross of Jesus and the tradition regarding the fact of the cross is at the center of the Pauline Kerygma. Another pillar of the life of Jesus that Paul knew was the Sermon on the Mount, some elements of which he cites almost literally when he writes to the Romans.” The third mode of presence of Jesus’ words in the Letters of Saint Paul, the Pontiff said, “is when he transposed the pre-Easter tradition to the post-Easter period. A typical example is the theme of the Kingdom of God. This is certainly at the center of the preaching of the historical Christ. In Paul the transposition of this theme is revealed, for after the resurrection it is evident that Jesus, the Resurrected One, is the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom, then, is where Jesus is. And then necessarily the theme of the Kingdom of God, in which the mystery of Christ had been anticipated, is transformed into Christology. Jesus' own instructions for entering the Kingdom of God are valid for Paul in regard to the justification by faith: Both require an attitude of great humility and availability, free of presumptions, to receive the grace of God.” 

Later, in referring to the “title” for Jesus that is attributed to Paul, the Holy Father mentioned that before Easter, Jesus “called himself "Son of Man"; after Easter it is evident that the Son of Man is also the Son of God. Therefore, the preferred title of Paul for Jesus is "Kyrios" -- Lord (cf Phillipians 9:11) -- that indicates the divinity of Jesus. With this title the Lord Jesus appears in the full light of his resurrection.” One last commentary from the Holy Father referred to the saving dimension of Jesus’ death, as we see in the Gospel: “the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45; Matthew 20:28). “The faithful expression of this phrase of Jesus appears in the Pauline doctrine on the death of Jesus as a rescue, as redemption, as liberation, and as reconciliation. Here is the center of Pauline theology, which is based in this phrase of Jesus.” In concluding his catechesis, Benedict XVI affirmed: “St. Paul did not think Jesus was something historical, as a person from the past…The words and actions of Jesus for Paul do not pertain to a historic time, to the past. Jesus lives now and speaks with us now, and lives for us. This is the true manner to get to know Jesus, and to learn the tradition of him.”

After having greeted the people in various languages, Pope Benedict XVI recalled that “the month of October, dedicated to the Holy Rosary, offers a special occasion for increasing our appreciation of this Marian prayer,” and he invited all to “recite the Rosary every day, trustfully abandoning themselves into Mary’s hands.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/10/2008)

“Paul shows he knows well and he brings us to understand that the Church is not his and is not ours: the Church is the body of Christ, it is ‘Church of God,’ ‘field of God,’ construction of God … ‘temple of God.’”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Paul’s teaching on the Church was the main focus of the catechesis given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI in his General Audience held on Wednesday, October 15. The Pope primarily focused on the origin of the word “Church,” which comes from the Greek "ekklēsía" and that in the Old Testament “means the assembly of the people of Israel, gathered by God, and particularly the model assembly at the foot of Sinai.” “The term ‘ekklēsía’ only appears in the writings of Paul, who is the first author of a Christian writing.” “This word ‘Church’ has a multifaceted meaning: It indicates on one hand the assemblies of God in particular places (a city, a country, a house), but it also means all of the Church taken together. And thus we see that ‘the Church of God’ is not just the sum of the particular local Churches, but that these are at the same time the actualization of the one Church of God. All together they are the ‘Church of God,’ which precedes each local Church and which is expressed and actualized in them.”

Benedict XVI then referred to the fact that “nearly always the word "Church" appears with the added descriptor "of God": It is not a human association, born from ideas or common interests, but a gathering of God. He has gathered it together and because of this it is one in all of its actualizations. The unity of God creates the unity of the Church in all of the places where it is found.” In the Letter to the Ephesians, Paul elaborates on the concept of the unity of the Church, “in continuation with the concept of the people of God, Israel, considered by the prophets as the "spouse of God," called to live a spousal relationship with him. Paul presents the only Church of God as "spouse of Christ" in love, one spirit with Christ himself.” Although the early Church of Christ was harshly persecuted by Saul, he had seen threatened in this new movement the fidelity to the tradition of the people of God, animated by faith in the one God, after his encounter with the Risen Christ, “Paul understood that the Christians weren't traitors; on the contrary, in the new situation, the God of Israel, through Christ, had extended his call to all people, becoming the God of all peoples. In this way, fidelity to the only God was fulfilled; the distinctive signs made up of particular norms and observances were no longer necessary, because all were called, in their differences, to form part of the one people of God in the ‘Church of God,’ in Christ.”

One thing was clear to Paul: “the fundamental and foundational value of Christ and the ‘word’ he proclaimed. Paul knew that not only is one not a Christian by coercion, but that rather in the internal configuration of the new community, the institutionally component was inevitably linked to the ‘living word,’ the proclamation of the living Christ in which God opens himself to all peoples and unites them in the one people of God... Concretely, this word is made up of the cross and resurrection of Christ, in which the Scriptures have been fulfilled.”

At the center of the preaching of the Apostle is Christ’s Paschal Mystery, the Holy Father said, that “announced in the word, is fulfilled in the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist, and materializes in Christian charity. The evangelizing work of Paul does not have any other goal than to firmly establish the community of the believers in Christ. This idea is within the same etymology of the term ‘ekklēsía,’ which Paul, and with him all of Christianity, prefers to the other term ‘synagogue,’ ... The believers are called by God, who gathers them in a community, his Church.” 

The exclusively Pauline concept of the Church is that of her as “Body of Christ.” The Pope reflected on this, pointing out two dimensions: “One is of a sociological character, according to which the body is formed by its components and wouldn't exist without them... The other interpretation makes reference to the very Body of Christ. Paul sustains that the Church is not just an organism, but rather becomes truly the Body of Christ in the sacrament of the Eucharist, where all receive his Body and truly become his Body. Thus is fulfilled the spousal mystery, that all are one body and one spirit in Christ.” 

“Paul shows he knows well and he brings us to understand that the Church is not his and is not ours: the Church is the body of Christ, it is ‘Church of God,’ ‘field of God,’ construction of God … ‘temple of God’... The relationship between Church and temple assumes therefore two complementary dimensions: On one hand, the characteristic of separation and purity, which the sacred building had, is applied to the ecclesial community; on the other hand, the concept of a material space is surpassed, to transfer this value to the reality of a living community of faith. If before, temples were considered places of the presence of God, now it is known and seen that God does not dwell in buildings made of stone, but that the place of the presence of God is in the world of the living community of the believers.”

Concluding his speech, Benedict XVI made one last reflection: “In the Letter to Timothy, Paul qualifies the Church as "house of God" (1 Timothy 3:15); and this is a truly original definition, because it refers to the Church as a community structure in which warm interpersonal relationships of a familial character are lived. The Apostle helps us to understand ever better the mystery of the Church in its distinct dimensions of assembly of God in the world. This is the greatness of the Church and the greatness of our call: We are the temple of God in the world, the place where God truly dwells, and we are, at the same time, community, family of God, who is love. As family and house of God we should carry out in the world the charity of God and thus be, with the strength that comes from faith, the place and sign of his presence.”(SL) (Agenzia Fides 16/10/2008)

For Saint Paul, Christ is “the standard to evaluate events and things, the purpose of every effort that he makes to announce the Gospel, the great passion that sustains his steps along the paths of the world.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Today I would like to speak of the teaching St. Paul left us about the centrality of the risen Christ in the mystery of salvation, about his Christology...Christ is for the Apostle the standard to evaluate events and things, the purpose of every effort that he makes to announce the Gospel, the great passion that sustains his steps along the paths of the world. And he is a living Christ, concrete.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI began his audience during the General Audience on Wednesday, October 22, in Saint Peter's Square.

Paul does not bother describing isolated facts from Jesus' life, the Holy Father explained, “His pastoral and theological work was so directed toward the edification of the nascent communities, that it was natural for him to concentrate everything on the announcement of Jesus Christ as 'Lord,' alive today and present among his own. Here we see the essentiality that is characteristic of Pauline Christology, which develops the depths of the mystery with a constant and precise concern: To announce, with certainty, Jesus and his teaching, but to announce above all the central reality of his death and resurrection as the culmination of his earthly existence and the root of the successive development of the whole Christian faith, of the whole reality of the Church. For the Apostle, the Resurrection is not an event in itself that is separated from the Death. The risen One is the same One who was crucified. The risen One also had his wounds.”

The Apostle Paul contemplates the mystery of the Crucified-Risen Lord and “through the sufferings endured by Christ in his humanity (earthly dimension) arrives to this eternal existence in which he is one with the Father (pre-temporal dimension).” These two dimensions were already present in the Old Testament, in the figure of Wisdom and the exaltation of he role of Wisdom pre-existent to the creation of the world. The Pope continued, saying, “The same wisdom texts that speak of the eternal pre-existence of Wisdom also speak of its descent, of the abasement of this Wisdom, which has made for itself a tent among men. Thus we can already feel resonate the words from the Gospel of John that speak of the tent of the flesh of the Lord.” Saint Paul, in his Christology “refers precisely to this wisdom perspective: He recognizes in Jesus the eternal Wisdom existing from all time, the Wisdom that descends and creates a tent among us,” and clarifies that “Christ, like Wisdom, can be rejected above all by the rulers of this age, such that in the plans of God a paradoxical situation is created: the cross, which will become the path of salvation for the whole human race.”

The Letter to the Philippians shows that “faith in the divinity of Christ is not a Hellenistic invention, arising after the earthly life of Christ, an invention that, forgetting his humanity, had divinized him. We see in reality that the early Judeo-Christianity believed in the divinity of Jesus. Moreover, we can say that the apostles themselves, in the great moments of the life of the Master, had understood that he was the Son of God.” The hymn from the Letter of the Philippians illustrates the principle moments of the journey undertaken by Christ: his pre-existence, his voluntary self-emptying to the point of self-humbling, the Father's response to the Son's humiliation. “What is impressive is the contrast between the radical abasement and the resulting glorification in the glory of God,” the Pope explained. “The initiative of abasement, of the radical humility of Christ, which contrasts with human pride, is really the expression of divine love; from it follows this elevation to heaven to which God attracts us with his love.” 

Finally, the Pope made reference to the First Letter of Paul to Timothy, as an example of “other places in Pauline literature where the themes of the pre-existence and the descent of the Son of God to earth are united,” along with references to the Letters to the Colossians and Ephesians. “In the first, Christ is designated as the 'firstborn of all creation' (1:15-20). This word 'firstborn' implies that the first among many children, the first among many brothers and sisters, has lowered to draw us and make us brothers and sisters.” In the Letter to the Ephesians, there is a “beautiful exposition of the divine plan of salvation, when Paul says that in Christ, God wanted to recapitulate all things. Christ is the recapitulation of everything, he takes up everything and guides us to God. And thus is implied a movement of descent and ascent, inviting us to participate in his humility, that is, in his love for neighbor, so as to thus be participants in his glorification, making ourselves with him into sons in the Son.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/10/2008)

“Centuries after Paul, we see that the cross, and not the wisdom that opposes the cross, has triumphed. The Crucified is wisdom, because he manifests in truth who God is, that is, the power of love that goes to the point of the cross to save man.” 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “In the encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, Paul understood the central significance of the cross: He had understood that Jesus had died and risen for all and also for [Paul], himself. Both elements were important -- the universality: Jesus had truly died for everyone; and the subjectivity: He had died also for me. On the cross, therefore, the gratuitous and merciful love of God had been manifested.” With these words, the Holy Father began his Catechesis during the General Audience on Wednesday, October 29, dedicated to the “theology of the Cross” in Paul's preaching. “Day after day, in his new life, he experiences that salvation is 'grace,' that everything descended from the love of Christ and not from his merits, which in any case, didn't exist. The 'gospel of grace' thus became the only way to understand the cross, the criteria not only for his new existence, but also the answer for those who questioned him,” the Holy Father explained. 

For Saint Paul, therefore, “the Cross has a fundamental priority in the history of humanity...because to say Cross means to say salvation as grace given to every creature. The theme of the Cross of Christ becomes an essential and primary element in the preaching of the Apostle,” Benedict XVI said, recalling the fact that Paul wishes to remind us all that “the Risen One is always the One who has been Crucified. The "scandal" and the "foolishness" of the cross are precisely in the fact that there, where there seems to be only failure, sorrow and defeat, precisely there, is all the power of the limitless love of God, because the cross is the expression of love and love is the true power that is revealed precisely in this apparent weakness...If for the Jews the reason to reject the cross is found in revelation, that is, in fidelity to the God of their fathers, for the Greeks, that is, the pagans, the criteria for judgment in opposing the cross is reason. For this latter group, in fact, the cross is blight, foolishness, literally insipience, that is, food lacking salt; therefore, more than an error, it is an insult to good sense.” 

Paul himself, the Pope says, “on more than one occasion had the bitter experience of the rejection of the Christian pronouncement judged "insipid," irrelevant, not even worthy of being taken into consideration on the level of rational logic.” For the Greeks, it was unacceptable that God became man, submerging himself in all the limits of space and time. Therefore it was decidedly inconceivable to believe that a God could end up on the cross! “And we see how this Greek logic is also the common logic of our time,” Benedict XVI pointed out, reflecting on how Paul made the cross the fundamental part of his preaching, as it reveals “the power of God” which is different than human power, as it reveals His love. “Centuries after Paul, we see that the cross, and not the wisdom that opposes the cross, has triumphed. The Crucified is wisdom, because he manifests in truth who God is, that is, the power of love that goes to the point of the cross to save man. God avails of ways and instruments that to us appear at first glance as only weakness. The Crucified reveals, on one hand, the weakness of man, and on the other, the true power of God, that is, the gratuitousness of love: Precisely this gratuitousness of love is true wisdom.”

“St. Paul has experienced this even in his flesh, and he gives us testimony of this in various passages of his spiritual journey, which have become essential reference points for every disciple of Jesus. The Apostle identifies himself to such a degree with Christ that he also, even in the midst of so many trials, lives in the faith of the Son of God who loved him and gave himself up for his sins and those of everyone. This autobiographical detail of the Apostle is paradigmatic for all of us.” 

Concluding his Catechesis, Benedict XVI recalled the “admirable synthesis of the theology of the cross in the Second Letter to the Corinthians (5:4-21),” and said, “St. Paul has renounced his own life, giving himself totally for the ministry of reconciliation, of the cross that is salvation for all of us. And this is what we should also know how to do: We can find our strength precisely in the humility of love and our wisdom in the weakness of renunciation to thus enter into the strength of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 31/10/2008)

 “We can say with Paul that the true believer obtains salvation professing with his lips that Jesus is Lord and believing in his heart that God has raised him from the dead”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - The “decisive importance” that Paul gives to Christ's Resurrection was the focus for the Catechesis given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the General Audience on November 5. “On its own, the cross could not explain Christian faith; on the contrary, it would be a tragedy, a sign of the absurdity of being. The Paschal mystery consists in the fact that this Crucified One 'was raised on the third day, according to the Scriptures' (1 Corinthians 15:4) -- thus testifies the proto-Christian witness. Here is the central key to Pauline Christology: Everything revolves around this gravitational center point. The whole teaching of the Apostle Paul departs from and always arrives at the mystery of the One whom the Father has risen from the dead. The Resurrection is a fundamental fact...He who has been crucified, and who has thus manifested the immense love of God for man, has risen and is alive among us.”

The Holy Father then reflected on the link between the announcement of the resurrection made by Paul and that of the first pre-Pauline Christian communities, where we see “the importance of the tradition that preceded the Apostle and that he, with great respect and attention, wanted in turn to convey.” Saint Paul, in his Letter to the Corinthians, highlights the “the unity of the kerygma, of the proclamation for all believers and for all those who would announce the resurrection of Christ...The originality of his Christology is never in detriment to fidelity to tradition. The kerygma of the apostles always prevails over the personal re-elaboration of Paul... And in this way, Paul offers a model for all times of how to do theology and how to preach. The theologian and the preacher do not create new visions of the world and of life, but rather are at the service of the truth transmitted, at the service of the real fact of Christ, of the cross, of the resurrection.”

Pope Benedict XVI clarified that “Saint Paul, in announcing the Resurrection, does not concern himself with presenting an organic doctrinal exposition -- he does not want to practically write a theology manual -- but rather to take up the theme, responding to uncertainties and concrete questions that are posed him by the faithful.” A concentration of the essential is found in him: We have been "justified," that is, made just, saved, by Christ, dead and risen, for us. Without the Resurrection, “Christian life would simply be absurd.” On that Easter morning something “extraordinary and new happened, but at the same time, something very concrete, verified by very precise signs, attested by numerous witnesses. Also for Paul, as for the other authors of the New Testament, the Resurrection is united to the testimony of those who have had a direct experience of the Risen One. It is about seeing and hearing not just with the eyes and the ears, but also with an interior light that motivates recognizing what the external senses verify as an objective datum.”

The theme of the apparitions are also of great importance for Paul, in as much as they reveal two important facts: the tomb is empty and Jesus really appeared. The Pope explained: “Thus is built this chain of tradition that, by way of the testimony of the apostles and the first disciples, would reach successive generations, up to us. The first consequence, or the first way to express this testimony, is preaching the resurrection of Christ as a synthesis of the Gospel message and as the culminating point of the salvific itinerary.” In both the Letters and the Acts of the Apostles, it is evident that the essential focus for Paul is testifying to the Resurrection.

The affirmation “Christ is risen” is for Paul and for us, today, a fundamental subject. “Paul knows well and he says many times that Jesus was the Son of God always, from the moment of his incarnation. The novelty of the resurrection consists in the fact that Jesus, elevated from the humility of his earthly existence, has been constituted Son of God 'with power.' The Jesus humiliated till death on the cross can now say to the Eleven: 'All power on heaven and on earth has been given to me' (Matthew 28:18)...That's why with the resurrection begins the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ to all peoples -- the Kingdom of Christ begins; this new Kingdom that does not know another power other than that of truth and love. The Resurrection therefore definitively reveals the authentic identity and the extraordinary stature of the Crucified: An incomparable and most high dignity -- Jesus is God!...It can be said, therefore, that Jesus has risen to be the Lord of the living and the dead or, in other words, our Savior.” 

All this has important implications in our life of faith, as the Pope himself pointed out: “We are called to participate from the depths of our being in the whole of the event of the death and resurrection of Christ...This translates into sharing the sufferings of Christ, as a prelude to this full configuration with him through the resurrection, which we gaze upon with hope. This is also what has happened to Paul...To live in faith in Jesus Christ, to live truth and love implies renunciations every day; it implies sufferings. Christianity is not a path of comfort; it is rather a demanding ascent, but enlightened with the light of Christ and with the great hope that is born from him.”

The Holy Father concluded the Catechesis with these words: “we can say with Paul that the true believer obtains salvation professing with his lips that Jesus is Lord and believing in his heart that God has raised him from the dead. Important above all is the heart that believes in Christ and in faith 'touches' the Risen One. But it is not enough to carry faith in the heart; we should confess it and give testimony with the lips, with our lives, thus making present the truth of the cross and the resurrection in our history.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 6/11/2008)

Paul describes the parousía of Christ with very living tones and symbolic images, but transmitting a simple and profound message: At the end, we will be always with the Lord. 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – During the General Audience held on November 12, in St. Peter's Square, the Holy Father Benedict XVI continued his catechesis on the Apostle St. Paul, highlighting his preaching on the second coming of the Lord. “Every Christian discourse on the last things, called eschatology, always starts from the event of the Resurrection: In this event the last things have already begun, and in a certain sense, are already present,” the Pope explained, recalling that Saint Paul, in the First Letter to the Thessalonians makes reference to this return of Jesus, called the parousia, advent. “Paul describes the parousía of Christ with very living tones and symbolic images, but transmitting a simple and profound message: At the end, we will be always with the Lord. That is, beyond the images, the essential message: Our future is 'to be with the Lord.' As believers, in our lives we already are with the Lord -- our future, eternal life, has already begun.”

In the Second Letter to the Thessalonians, Paul “speaks of negative events that must precede that conclusive end...But the intention of this letter of St. Paul is above all practical... he awaiting of the parousía of Jesus does not dispense with the work of this world, but on the contrary, brings responsibilities before the divine Judge regarding our way of acting in this world.”

The relationship between the return of the Judge/Savior and our commitment in life also appears in the Letter to the Philippians. As the Pope recalled, “Paul is in jail and awaiting his sentence, which might be death. In this situation, he thinks of his future being with the Lord, but he also thinks of the community of Philippi, which needs its father, Paul...Paul is not afraid of death, on the contrary, it means in fact the complete being with Christ. But Paul also participates in the sentiments of Christ, who has not lived for himself, but for us. Living for others becomes the program of his life and because of that, he shows his perfect readiness to do the will of God, [readiness] for what God decides... We see that his being with Christ creates a great interior freedom: freedom before the threat of death, but freedom also before all the tasks and sufferings of life. He was simply available to God and truly free.”

Benedict XVI then went on to address the fundamental attitudes of a Christian toward the “last things.” “The first attitude is the certainty that Jesus has risen, is with the Father, and because of that, is with us forever. And no one is stronger that Christ, because he is with the Father, is with us. Because of this, we are secure and free of fear,” said Benedict XVI. “Fear of spirits and gods was spread throughout the entire ancient world. And today as well, missionaries find -- together with so many good elements in natural religions -- the fear of spirits and the ill-fated powers that threaten us. Christ is alive; he has overcome death and has overcome all these powers. With this certainty, with this freedom, with this joy, we live.” 

The second attitude comes from the certainty that “Christ is with me. And that in Christ the future world has already begun -- this also gives the certainty of hope. The future is not a darkness in which no one gets one's bearings. It is not like that. Without Christ, also for the world today, the future is dark; there is fear of the future -- a lot of fear of the future. The Christian knows that the light of Christ is stronger and because of this, lives in a hope that is not vague, in a hope that gives certainty and courage to face the future.”

The third attitude addresses the “ responsibility toward the world, toward our brothers before Christ, and at the same time, also certainty of his mercy. Both things are important...We have talents, we have to work so this world opens itself to Christ, so that it is renewed. But even working and knowing in our responsibility that God is a true judge, we are also sure that he is a good judge. We know his face -- the face of the risen Christ, of Christ crucified for us.”

One final aspect of Pauline doctrine on eschatology, “is the fact of the universality of the call to faith, which unites Jews and Gentiles, that is, the pagans, as a sign and anticipation of the future reality.” In concluding his catechesis, the Holy Father mentioned that “St. Paul in the conclusion of his Second Letter to the Corinthians repeats and also puts on the lips of the Corinthians, a prayer originating in the first Christian communities of the area of Palestine: Maranà, thà!, which literally means, 'Our Lord, come!'...It seems to me that for us today, in our lives, in our world, it is difficult to sincerely pray so that this world perishes, so that the new Jerusalem comes, so that the final judgment and Christ the judge come... Certainly, we don't want the end of the world to come now. But, on the other hand, we want this unjust world to end. We also want the world to be deeply changed, the civilization of love to begin, [we want] a world of justice and peace, without violence, without hunger, to arrive. We all want this -- and how can it happen without the presence of Christ? Without the presence of Christ, a just and renewed world will never really arrive. And though in another way, totally and deeply, we too can and should say, with great urgency and in the circumstances of our time, Come, Lord! Come to your world, in the way that you know. Come where there is injustice and violence. Come to the refugee camps, in Darfur and in North Kivu, in so many places in the world. Come where drugs dominate. Come, too, among those rich people who have forgotten you and who live only for themselves. Come where you are not known. Come to your world and renew the world of today. Come also to our hearts. Come and renew our lives. Come to our hearts so that we ourselves can be light of God, your presence. In this sense, we pray with St. Paul: Maranà, thà! Come, Lord Jesus! And we pray so that Christ is really present today in our world, and that he renews it.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 13/11/2008)

Paul knows that in the double love of God and neighbor the whole law is fulfilled we are just when we enter into communion with Christ, who is love...communion with Christ, faith in Christ, creates charity. 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “How is a man just in the eyes of God?” This was the question posed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the General Audience held on Wednesday, November 19, dedicated to the preaching of Saint Paul on justification. He said: “When Paul met the Risen One on the road to Damascus he was a fulfilled man: irreproachable in regard to justice derived from the law; he surpassed many of his contemporaries in the observance of the Mosaic prescriptions and was zealous in upholding the traditions of his forefathers. The illumination of Damascus changed his life radically...The Letter to the Philippians gives us a moving testimony of Paul's turning from a justice based on the law and achieved by observance of the prescribed works, to a justice based on faith in Christ.”

For Paul, “Christ was not only his life, but his living,” the Pope said. “It was not because he did not appreciate life, but because he understood that for him, living no longer had another objective; therefore, he no longer had a desire other than to reach Christ, as in an athletic competition, to be with him always...Only concern for the growth in faith of those he had evangelized and solicitude for all the Churches he had founded (cf. 2 Corinthians 11:28), induced him to slow down the run toward his only Lord, to wait for his disciples, so that they would be able to run to the goal with him.”

At the center of his Letters, Paul places the alternative “between justice through the works of the law and justice through faith in Christ.” The Holy Father stressed the importance of clarifying “what is the 'law' from which we have been freed and what are those 'works of the law' that do not justify.” Already in the community at Corinth, there was the opinion that Christian freedom consisted in liberation from ethics, yet, “it is obvious that this interpretation is erroneous: Christian liberty is not libertinism; the freedom of which St. Paul speaks is not freedom from doing good...or St. Paul, as well as for all his contemporaries, the word law meant the Torah in its totality, namely, the five books of Moses. In the Pharisaic interpretation, the Torah implied what Paul had studied and made his own, a collection of behaviors extending from an ethical foundation to the ritual and cultural observances that substantially determined the identity of the just man.” 

All these observances had become important in the Hellenistic culture, which was the universal culture of the time and was a threat to Israel's identity, with the consequent loss of “the precious inheritance of the faith of their Fathers, of faith in the one God and in God's promises.” Against this cultural pressure, it was necessary to build a wall of defense that consisted in the Jewish observances and prescriptions. “Paul, who had learned these observances precisely in their defensive function of the gift of God, of the inheritance of the faith in only one God, saw this identity threatened by the freedom of Christians: That is why he persecuted them. At the moment of his encounter with the Risen One he understood that with Christ's resurrection the situation had changed radically. With Christ, the God of Israel, the only true God became the God of all peoples... The wall was no longer necessary. It is Christ who guarantees our true identity in the diversity of cultures; and it is he who makes us just. To be just means simply to be with Christ and in Christ. And this suffices. Other observances are no longer necessary.” 

The Holy Father recalled that, “Luther's expression 'sola fide' is true if faith is not opposed to charity, to love. Faith is to look at Christ, to entrust oneself to Christ, to be united to Christ, to be conformed to Christ, to his life. And the form, the life of Christ, is love; hence, to believe is to be conformed to Christ and to enter into his love. That is why, in the Letter to the Galatians, St. Paul develops above all his doctrine on justification; he speaks of faith that operates through charity.” 

The Pontiff concluded his catechesis by saying that, “Paul knows that in the double love of God and neighbor the whole law is fulfilled,” and that “we are just when we enter into communion with Christ, who is love...communion with Christ, faith in Christ, creates charity. And charity is the realization of communion with Christ. Thus, being united to him we are just, and in no other way. At the end, we can only pray to the Lord so that he will help us to believe. To really believe; belief thus becomes life, unity with Christ, the transformation of our life. And thus, transformed by his love, by love of God and neighbor, we can really be just in the eyes of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides, 20/11/2008)

“Christian ethics is not born from a system of commandments, but rather is the consequence of our friendship with Christ.”
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “This fraternal visit is a significant occasion for strengthening the bonds of unity already existing between us, as we journey towards that full communion which is both the goal set before all Christ's followers and a gift to be implored daily from the Lord.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI greeted the Catholicos of Cilicia of the Armenians, Aram I, present, at the beginning of the General Audience held on Wednesday, November 26.

Benedict XVI then asked those present to pray that the visit and meetings during these days “will mark a further step along the path towards full unity,” expressing his “particular gratitude” for the constant personal efforts made by Aram I in the area of ecumenism. The presence of the statue of Saint Gregory the Illuminator, founder of the Armenian Church, erected in front of Saint Peter's Basilica, “evokes the sufferings he endured in bringing the Armenian people to Christianity, but it also recalls the many martyrs and confessors of the faith whose witness bore rich fruit in the history of your people. Armenian culture and spirituality are pervaded by pride in this witness of their forefathers, who suffered with fidelity and courage in communion with the Lamb slain for the salvation of the world,” the Pope explained.

In his Catechesis with the pilgrims, the Holy Father Benedict XVI reflected on the preaching of Saint Paul on justification: “Saint Paul tells us: It is not our works, but our faith that makes us "just." This faith, nevertheless, is not a thought, opinion or idea. This faith is communion with Christ, which the Lord entrusts to us and that because of this, becomes life in conformity with him. Or in other words, faith, if it is true and real, becomes love, charity -- is expressed in charity.”

In his Letter to the Galatians, Saint Paul places an emphasis on the gratuitousness of justification not by our efforts, and, at the same time, he emphasizes as well the relationship between faith and charity, between faith and works: there are on one hand the 'works of the flesh,' which are fornication, impurity, debauchery, idolatry...all of which are contrary to the faith. On the other hand is the action of the Holy Spirit, which nourishes Christian life stirring up .love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control.' These are the fruits of the Spirit that arise from faith. At the beginning of this list of virtues is cited ágape, love, and at the end, self-control.” 

Thus, recalling his first Encyclical, “Deus caritas est,” Benedict XVI explained how “Believers know that in mutual love the love of God and of Christ is incarnated by means of the Spirit...Justified by the gift of faith in Christ, we are called to live in the love of Christ toward others, because it is by this criterion that we will be judged at the end of our existence. In the First Letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul becomes expansive with his famous praise of love. It is the so-called hymn to charity...Christian love is so demanding because it springs from the total love of Christ for us: this love that demands from us, welcomes us, embraces us, sustains us, even torments us, because it obliges us to live no longer for ourselves, closed in on our egoism, but for 'him who has died and risen for us.' The love of Christ makes us be in him this new creature, who enters to form part of his mystical body that is the Church.” 

Over the course of Christian history, oftentimes there has been an unfounded contra-position observed between the theology of Paul and James: “while Paul concerns himself above all with demonstrating that faith in Christ is necessary and sufficient, James highlights the consequent relationship between faith and works (cf. James 2:2-4). Therefore, for Paul and for James, faith operative in love witnesses to the gratuitous gift of justification in Christ. Salvation, received in Christ, needs to be protected and witnessed...Often we tend to fall into the same misunderstandings that have characterized the community of Corinth: Those Christians thought that, having been gratuitously justified in Christ by faith, 'everything was licit.' And they thought, and often it seems that the Christians of today think, that it is licit to create divisions in the Church, the body of Christ, to celebrate the Eucharist without concerning oneself with the brothers who are most needy, to aspire to the best charisms without realizing that they are members of each other, etc. The consequences of a faith that is not incarnated in love are disastrous, because it is reduced to a most dangerous abuse and subjectivism for us and for our brothers.”

Thus, following Saint Paul, we should renew our awareness of the fact that, precisely because we have been justified in Christ, we should glorify God in our bodies and with the whole of our existence. “To what would be reduced a liturgy directed only to the Lord but that doesn't become, at the same time, service of the brethren, a faith that is not expressed in charity?” the Pope asked, later recalling how the Apostle often puts his communities before the Final Judgment, which will be according to love, and “this thought on the Final Judgment should illumine us each day of our life.” 

The Pope concluded his Catechesis, emphasizing that the ethics proposed by Paul are also valid for us today, because “Christian ethics is not born from a system of commandments, but rather is the consequence of our friendship with Christ. This friendship influences life: If it is true, it incarnates and fulfills itself in love for neighbor.” He then said that we should let ourselves be overtaken by the reconciliation that God has given us in Christ, by God's 'crazy' love for us: No one and nothing could ever separate us from his love.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/11/2008)

“Christ crucified and risen, the new Adam, opposed the filthy river of evil with a river of light. And this river is present in history.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Holy Father Benedict XVI, at his General Audience held on Wednesday, December 3, focused on the relationship between Adam, the first man, and Christ in the preaching of Saint Paul. “Paul reviews the history of salvation from Adam to the Law and from the latter to Christ,” the Pope explained. “Adam is not at the center of the scene with the consequences of sin on humanity, but Jesus Christ and grace that, through him, was poured in abundance on humanity.” The gift received in Christ surpasses the sin of Adam and its consequences on humanity “Hence, the encounter Paul traces between Adam and Christ brings to light the inferiority of the first man vis-à-vis the prevalence of the second.” “If, in the faith of the Church the awareness matured of the dogma of original sin it is because it is indissolubly connected with the other dogma, that of salvation and freedom in Christ.”

Thus, the Holy Father posed several questions: What is this original sin? What does St. Paul teach, what does the Church teach? Is this doctrine still tenable today? Many think that, in the light of the history of evolution, “there is no longer a place for the doctrine of a first sin, which then spread to the whole history of humanity. And, consequently, the question of the Resurrection and of the Redeemer would also lose its foundation.” On the existence of original sin, the Pope indicated two aspects: empirical and mystical. “Every man knows that he must do good and he profoundly wants to do so. However, at the same time, he also feels the other impulse to do the contrary, to follow the path of egoism, violence, of doing only what pleases him even while knowing that he is acting against the good, against God and against his neighbor...This interior contradiction of our being is not a theory. Each one of us experiences it every day. And above all we always see around us the prevalence of this second will...As a consequence of this power of evil in our souls, a filthy river has developed in history, which poisons the geography of human history.” This contradiction of the human soul still provokes even today, the desire for redemption, the desire that the world change, and “it is precisely this expression of the desire that there be a liberation from the contradiction we experience in ourselves.”

Demonstrating the power of evil in the human heart and in human history, the Holy Father affirmed that “in the history of thought, except for the Christian faith, there is a principal model of explanation, with several variations. This model says: being itself is contradictory, it bears within it good and evil. In ancient times this idea implied the opinion that two equally original principles existed: a good principle and an evil principle. This dualism was insurmountable.” In the evolutionist, atheist vision of the world, being itself is not simply good, “but open to good and evil. Evil is equally original as good...That which we Christians call original sin is in reality only the mixed character of being, a mixture of good and evil, according to this theory, it belonged to the very fabric of being. Deep down, it is a despairing vision: If it is so, evil is invincible.” 

According to the faith, witnessed to by St. Paul, the competition between the two natures is confirmed, however “faith tells us that there are not two principles, one good and one evil, but only one principle, the creator God, and this principle is good, only good, without a shadow of evil. As well, being is not a mixture of good and evil; being as such is good...Then a mystery of darkness, of night follows. Evil does not come from the source of being itself, it is not equally original. Evil comes from a created liberty, from an abused liberty...Evil is not logical. Only God and the good are logical, are light. Evil remains mysterious.” 

Referring to chapter 3 of the book of Genesis, with the vision of the two trees, the serpent, sinful man, the Holy Father explained that this great image “makes us guess, but it cannot explain how much in itself is illogical.” “Evil comes from a subordinate source. With his light, God is stronger and, because of this, evil can be overcome. Therefore, the creature, man, is curable...God has introduced healing. He entered in person into history. To the permanent source of evil he has opposed a source of pure good. Christ crucified and risen, the new Adam, opposed the filthy river of evil with a river of light. And this river is present in history: We see the saints, the great saints but also the humble saints, the simple faithful. We see that the river of light that comes from Christ is present, is strong.” 

The Pope concluded his catechesis by recalling the two-fold meaning of the season of Advent that the Church is living. Advent is present as “the light is present, Christ is the new Adam, he is with us and in our midst. The light already shines and we must open the eyes of the heart to see the light and to enter the river of light. Above all to be grateful for the fact that God himself has entered history as new source of goodness. But Advent also means expectation. The dark night of evil is still strong. And that is why we pray in Advent with the ancient people of God: 'Rorate caeli desuper.' And we pray with insistence: Come Jesus; come, give force to light and goodness; come where falsehood, ignorance of God, violence and injustice dominate; come, Lord Jesus, give force to the good of the world and help us to be bearers of your light, agents of peace, witnesses of truth. Come Lord Jesus!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2008)

 “Through the Word and the Sacraments, the Lord is near in every aspect of our life”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In beginning the catechesis held during the General Audience on December 10, the Holy Father Benedict XVI repeated what he had spoke of the week before, on the beginnings of human history, “polluted by the abuse of created freedom, which tries to separate itself from the Divine Will,” and then spoke of the “new beginning of history and history in Jesus Christ, Who is man and God. With Him...while the first history begins, so to speak, with biology, the second begins with the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of the Risen Christ. This Spirit created at Pentecost the beginning of the new humanity, the new community, the Church, the Body of Christ.”

The Pope then explained how the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit, becomes “my Spirit.” “The Spirit of Christ knocks on the doors of my heart, it touches me from within,” Benedict XVI said. “But, as the new humanity must be a true body, as the Spirit must unite us and truly create a community, since it is a characteristic of the new beginning that capacity to overcome divisions and build bridges among the dispersed, this Spirit of Christ uses two visible elements of union: the Word of announcement and the Sacraments, especially Baptism and the Eucharist...The faith is not a product of our own thought, our reflection; it is something new that we cannot invent, but can only receive as a gift, as something entirely new, made by God. Faith comes not from reading but from listening. It is not only an interior experience but a relationship with Someone. It implies an encounter with what is announced, and implies the existence of another who announces and creates communion.”

In regards to the announcement, the Holy Father mentioned that “he who announces does not speak of himself, but is sent. He enters into a plan of mission that begins with Jesus' being sent by the Father, passing along to the Apostles – the word 'apostle' means 'one who is sent' – and continues with the minister, in the missions handed down by the Apostles. The new fabric of history appears in this plan of mission, in which in the end we hear of God Himself, His personal Word, the Son speaks to us, comes to us. The Word has become flesh, Jesus, in order to truly create a new humanity. Thus, the Word of announcement becomes Sacrament in Baptism, which is rebirth by water and the Spirit.”

Taking up what Saint Paul affirms regarding Baptism in the Letter to the Romans (6:3-4), Benedict XVI said, “No one can baptize himself, he needs another person. No one can become Christian by himself. Becoming Christian is a passive process. Only by another person's intervention can we become Christians. And this 'other' that makes us Christians, that gives us the gift of faith, is in the first place, the community of believers, the Church...A Christianity that is autonomous, self-produced, is a contradiction in itself...The community must live in the same passive process: only Christ can build the Church. Christ is the true giver of the Sacraments...The second thing is this: Baptism is more than a washing. It is death and resurrection...A new life truly begins in that moment. Becoming Christian is more than a cosmetic operation that adds on a little something more to an already more or less complete life. It is a new beginning, it is rebirth: death and resurrection. Obviously, in the resurrection all the goodness of the previous life re-emerges. The third thing is: the matter forms a part of the Sacrament. Christianity is not a purely spiritual reality. It implies the body. It implies the cosmos. It extends towards the new heavens and new earth.”

Taking into consideration the Sacrament of the Eucharist, the Holy Father mentioned “with what profound respect Saint Paul verbally transmits the tradition of the Eucharist that he has received from the testimonies of those the Last Supper,” and observed that: “In giving us the chalice, the Lord offers us the true sacrifice. The only true sacrifice is the love of the Son. With the gift of this love, this eternal love, the world enters into the new covenant. Celebrating the Eucharist means that Christ offers us Himself, His love, in order to conform us to Himself and thus create a new world.” The second important aspect of the doctrine of the Eucharist concerns “the personal and social character of the Sacrament of the Eucharist. Christ unites Himself to each one of us in a personal manner, and the same Christ also unites Himself with the man and the woman I have at my side. The bread is for me and for the others. Thus, Christ unites us all to Himself and unites us all with one another. We receive Christ in communion. And yet, Christ likewise unites Himself to my neighbor: Christ and our neighbor are inseparable in the Eucharist. Thus, we are one bread, one body. A Eucharist without solidarity with others is an abuse of the Eucharist...Christ gives us His Body in the Eucharist, He gives Himself in His Body and thus makes us His Body, uniting us to His risen body...We are truly united to the risen body of Christ, and thus united to one another. The Church is not simply a corporation like the State, she is a body. She is not a mere organization, but an authentic organism.” 

The Pope's final comments were on the Sacrament of Marriage, that Paul defines as a “great mystery.” The mutual submission should adopt a vocabulary of love, taking the love of Christ for the Church as its model. This Christ-Church relationship makes the theological aspect of matrimonial love a priority, and elevates the affective relationship between spouses. People will enjoy a rewarding experience of true marriage if a constant human and emotive development remains united to the effectiveness of the Word and the significance of Baptism.” Benedict XVI then concluded his catechesis by affirming that “through the Word and the Sacraments, the Lord is near in every aspect of our life,” and encouraged all to pray “that we may be increasingly more touched in the intimacy of our very being by this nearness, so that joy may come forth – the joy that comes forth when Jesus is truly near.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2008)

“Paul sees in the cross of Christ, a historic turning point, which radically transforms and renews the reality of worship ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – After expressing new year greetings to visitors gathered in the Paul VI Audience Hall, - “only if we are united with Jesus, the new year will be good and happy ” – the Holy Father Benedict XVI devoted his teaching during the first general audience of 2009, on Wednesday 7 January, to Christian worship, according to the teaching of St Paul. “ Paul sees in the cross of Christ, a historic turning point, which radically transforms and renews the reality of worship” the Pope said and reflected on three parts of the Letter to the Romans where we find this new vision of worship.

In the first passage (Romans 3,25) Saint Paul refers to the rite in which on the great day of reconciliation, the cover of the Arc of the Covenant, considered the point of contact between God and man, was aspersed with the blood of the sacrificed animals, “blood which – the Pope explained - symbolically brought the sins of the past year into contact with God and so the sins thrown into the abyss of divine goodness were almost absorbed by God's power, forgotten, forgiven. Life began all over again. Saint Paul mentions this rite and says: "the rite was an expression of the desire that our faults could be flung into the abyss of divine mercy and so disappear. But this process cannot be achieved with the blood of animals. What was necessary was truer contact between human faults and divine love. This contact happened in the cross of Christ ”. The Holy Father went on to recall that according to the Apostle, “With the cross of Christ – the supreme act of divine love – the old worship with the sacrifice of animals in the temple in Jerusalem came to an end. That symbolic worship of desire, was replaced with true worship: God's love incarnate in Christ and brought to completion in death on the cross … the cross of Christ, his love with flesh and blood is the true worship, corresponding to the reality of God and of humanity”.

The second part of the Letter to the Romans on which the Pope dwelt during his catechesis, was verse one, chapter 12: " I urge you, then, brothers, remembering the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, dedicated and acceptable to God; that is the kind of worship for you, as sensible people ". “The encouragement to ‘offer your bodies' – Pope Benedict XVI explained - refers to the whole person… it is a question of honouring God in our daily concrete life, facts of relational and perceptible visibility. This behaviour is described by Paul as a ‘living sacrifice, dedicated and acceptable to God’.” Correctly used the word “sacrifice” means the slaughtering of an animal in a sacred context. Whereas Paul applies it to the life of the Christian using three adjectives: "living" expressing vitality; "dedicated" recalls Paul's idea of holiness not connected with places or objects, but with the Christian's own person; "acceptable to God" recalls perhaps the frequent biblical expression of a sacrifice "of soave odour”. Immediately after this, Paul describes this new way of living "your spiritual worship". Despite difficulties and incompleteness in the translation, the Pope concluded, we can say that “whatever the case, this sort of worship rather than less real or even metaphoric, is instead more concrete and realistic – worship in which the whole human person, gifted with reason, becomes adoration, glorification of the living God”.

Describing some aspects of religious experience in the centuries before Christ, the Pope mentioned strong criticism in the Prophets and many Psalms with regard to bloody sacrifices in the Temple. “In the destruction of the sanctuary and worship, in a situation of privation of all signs of God's presence, the believer offers as a true holocaust, a contrite heart – his longing for God. We note an important development, beautiful but dangerous. There is a spiritualisation, a moralisation of worship: worship belongs only to the heart, to the spirit. But the body, the community, is missing”. Saint Paul “is the heir to these developments, of a longing for true worship, in which man becomes the glory of God, living adoration with all his being… But here there is also a danger of misunderstanding: this new worship could easily be interpreted in a moralistic sense: offering our life we offer true worship. In this way worship with animals would be replaced with moralism: man would act on his own, with his moral force. This was certainly not the intention of Saint Paul”. Paul always holds that we are "one in Christ Jesus ", we died in baptism and we now live with Christ, for Christ, in Christ. “In this union – and only in this union – we become in Him and with Him, a ‘living sacrifice', offering ‘true worship'. Sacrificed animals were meant to take the place of man, the gift of self. Jesus Christ, with his donation of self to the Father and to us, is not a replacement, within himself he truly carries the human person, our faults and our longing; he truly represents us, he assumes us into himself. In communion with Christ, achieved in faith and in the sacraments, despite all our failings, we become a living sacrifice: this is "true worship"… The Church knows that in the Most Holy Eucharist, the self-giving of Christ, his sacrifice is truly present. But the Church prays that the celebrating community may be truly united to Christ, transformed; she prays that we may become something which we cannot become with our own strength alone: a "rationable" offering pleasing to God.”

The last passage of the Letter to the Romans examined by the Holy Father, was taken from chapter 15, and the Pope dwelt on two aspects: “Firstly, Saint Paul interprets his missionary activity among the peoples of the world in order to build up the universal Church as a priestly activity. Announcing the Gospel to unite the nations in communion with the Risen Christ, is a 'priestly' action. The apostle of the Gospel is a true priest, acting at the centre of the priesthood, he prepares the true sacrifice. The second aspect: the goal of missionary activity is– we might say – a cosmic liturgy: that all peoples united in Christ, may, as such, become the glory of God … Christ's self giving implicates the tendency to draw everyone into the communion of his Body, to unite the world. Only in communion with Christ, the exemplary Man, one with God, can the world become as we all desire it to be: a reflection of divine love”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 8/1/2009; righe 68, parole 1.076)

The Letters to the Colossians and the Ephesians “are a great catechesis, from which we can learn not just how to be good Christians, but also how to come to be truly persons”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his catechesis given at the General Audience on January 14, the Holy Father Benedict XVI spoke of the two “twin” letters of Saint Paul: the Letter to the Colossians and the Letter to the Ephesians. “Both have ways of speaking that are only found in those two,” the Pope explained, in addition to the fact that that both offer a so-called “domestic code,” “a series of recommendations directed to husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and slaves.” 

“Even more important is to see that only in these two letters is confirmed the title 'head,' kefalé, given to Jesus Christ. And this title is used on two levels. In the first sense, Christ is understood as the head of the Church. This means two things: above all, that he is the governor, the director, the one in charge who guides the Christian community as its leader and lord,” the Pope said. “And the other meaning is that it is as the head that he raises and vivifies all the members of the body of which he is head...That is, he is not just one who directs, but one who is organically connected to us, from whom comes also the strength to act in an upright way. In both cases, the Church considers itself submitted to Christ, both to follow his superior leading -- the commandments -- and to welcome all of the vital flow that come from him. His commandments are not just words, mandates, but are vital forces that come from him and help us...That's why, if we are united to Christ, we should fear no enemy and no adversity; but, this also means that we should remain closely united to him, without letting go!” 

Continuing his explanation, the Holy Father recalled that for the pagan world, the world was full of spirits, many of them being dangerous and against which one had to defend himself, “the proclamation that Christ is the only victor and that he who is united to Christ did not have to fear anyone, appeared as a true liberation.” “The same is true also for the paganism of today, because also the current followers of these ideologies see the world as full of dangerous powers. To these people, it is necessary to announce that Christ is the conqueror, such that one who is with Christ, who remains united to him, should not fear anything or anyone...Even the whole cosmos is submitted to him, and to him it converges as to its own head...Therefore, there is not, on one hand, a great material world and on the other hand, this small reality of the history of our land, the world of people: Everything is one in Christ. He is the head of the cosmos; also the cosmos has been created by him, it has been created for us insofar as we are united to him. This is a rational and personalistic vision of the universe.” In this perspective, “the Church recognizes that Christ is greater than she is, given that his lordship also extends beyond her limits, and...only the Church is classified as the body of Christ, not the cosmos. All of this means that we should consider positively earthly realities, because Christ recapitulates them in himself, and at the same time, we should live our specific ecclesial identity in plenitude, which is the most homogeneous to the identity of Christ himself.” 

One of the typical concepts that arises in these two Pauline letters is that of “mystery,” which “makes reference to the inscrutable divine design over the destiny of man, of peoples and of the world.” The Holy Father explained that the two Epistles tell us that in Christ is found the fulfillment of this mystery. “If we are with Christ, even though we cannot intellectually understand everything, we know that we are in the nucleus and on the path of truth. He is in his totality, and not only one aspect of his person or one moment of his existence, he who gathers in himself the plenitude of the unsearchable divine plan of salvation...Mere intellectual categories here prove insufficient, and recognizing that many things are beyond our rational capacities, we should trust in the humble and joyful contemplation, not just of the mind, but also of the heart. The fathers of the Church, on the other hand, tell us that love understands much more than reason alone.”

In the final part of the catechesis, the Pope returned to the concept of the Church as the Spouse of Christ. “The Church is not just a fiancé, but the real spouse of Christ. He, we could say, has conquered her for himself, and he has done this with the price of his life...But moreover, he is concerned for her beauty, not just that already acquired in baptism, but also that which should grow each day thanks to a blameless life...From here to the common experience of Christian marriage, the step is a small one; conversely, it's not even clear what is the author's point of initial reference -- whether it is the relationship Christ-Church, from whose light the union between man and woman should be conceived; or if instead it is the datum of the experience of conjugal union, from whose light the relationship between Christ and the Church should be conceived. But both aspects mutually enlighten one another.”

Benedict XVI concluded by recalling that these two Letters of the Apostle Paul “are a great catechesis, from which we can learn not just how to be good Christians, but also how to come to be truly persons.If we begin to understand that the cosmos is the footprint of Christ, we learn our right relationship with the cosmos, with all of the problems of its conservation. We learn to see [the problems] with reason, but with reason moved by love, and with the humility and the respect that permits acting in a correct way. And if we think that the Church is the body of Christ, that Christ has given himself for her, we learn how to live with Christ in reciprocal love, the love that unites us to God and that makes us see the other as an image of Christ, as Christ himself.”

Greeting the pilgrims present in various languages, the Pope especially named the French pilgrimage that accompanied the relics of Blesseds Louis and Zelie Martin, the parents of Saint Therese of Lisieux, recently beatified on World Mission Sunday, and then asked all to join in praying for the 6th World Meeting of Families which is taking place during these days in Mexico City: “May this important event in the Church once again manifest the beauty and value of the family, filling everyone with a new energy to work in favor of this irreplaceable fundamental cell of society and of the Church.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/1/2009)

“Let us make our own the desire of St. Paul, who dedicated his entire life for the one Lord and for the unity of his mystical body, the Church, giving with his martyrdom, a supreme testimony of fidelity and love for Christ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Four times, in His prayer to the Father from the Upper Room – before suffering His Passion – Jesus prays that his disciples may be “one,” and twice, He mentions the reason for this unity: that the world may believe. “Full unity is connected, therefore with the life and the very mission of the Church in the world,” Benedict XVI said during the General Audience on January 21. “[The Church] should live a unity that can only be derived from her unity with Christ, with its transcendence, as a sign that Christ is the truth. This is our responsibility: That the gift of unity be visible for the world, in virtue of which our faith is made credible.” The Holy Father dedicated his catechesis during the Audience to the theme of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, which began January 18 and concluded on January 25, feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul the Apostle.

“Aware that unity is above all a 'gift' of the Lord,” the Pope said, “there is also a need to pray for it with untiring and trusting prayer. Only going out of ourselves and toward Christ, only in this relationship with him can we come to be truly united among ourselves. This is the invitation that, with the present week [of prayer], is directed to believers in Christ of every Church and ecclesial community; to him, dear brothers and sisters, we should respond with generosity.” 

The Week of Prayer this year bears the theme of a verse taken from the Prophet Ezekiel: “That They May Become One in Your Hand” (37:17), chosen by an ecumenical group from Korea. “In the passage of the book of the prophet Ezekiel from which the theme has been taken, the Lord orders the prophet to take two sticks, one as a symbol of Judah and his tribes and the other as a symbol of Joseph and of the whole house of Israel united to him, and he asks him to "join" the two such that they form "just one stick" in his hand. The parable of unity is transparent...The hand of the prophet, which joins the two shoots, is considered as the hand of God himself that gathers and unites his people and finally, the whole of humanity.” The words of the prophet can be interpreted as an exhortation to Christians, “to pray and to work, doing everything possible so that the unity of all the disciples of Christ is fulfilled, to work so that our hand is an instrument of the unifying hand of God. This exhortation appears particularly moving and urgent in the words of Jesus after the Last Supper.”

In the second part of the Biblical reading, the dispersion among the people is recalled. “The Israelites had learned erroneous cults, had assimilated mistaken concepts of life, had taken on customs foreign to divine law.” The Lord then declares the need to free them from sin, purify their hearts, for an interior renewal that is the necessary prerequisite for unity. Ezekiel's vision is particularly eloquent for the whole ecumenical movement because it “makes clear the unavoidable demand of an authentic interior renewal in every component of the People of God, which only the Lord can bring about. We too should be open to this renewal, because we too, dispersed among the peoples of the world, have learned customs very far from the Word of God. The Pope then mentioned the Decree on Ecumenism issued by the Second Vatican Council: “There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of heart. For it is from renewal of the inner life of our minds, from self-denial and an unstinted love that desires of unity take their rise and develop in a mature way" ("Unitatis Redintegratio," 7). 

The Week of Prayer for Unity, is thus for all of us “a stimulant toward a sincere conversion and an ever more docile listening to the Word of God, toward an ever deeper faith,” as well as an “occasion for thanking the Lord for how much he has conceded already 'to join' one to another, divided Christians, and the Churches themselves and ecclesial communities.” Benedict XVI then mentioned the various stages of the ecumenical path which “has progressed with firm conviction and sure hope” in the past year, as the Church has taken on the task of “implementing every effort for the restoration of full unity.” In particular, the Pope recalled the “encouraging signs of spiritual convergence,” between the Churches and the theological dialogues; the encounters held at the Vatican and on apostolic journeys, with “Christians from every horizon”; the three visits made by His Holiness Bartholomew I to the Vatican; the reception of the two Catholicoi of the Armenian Apostolic Church, His Holiness Karekin II of Etchmiadzin and His Holiness Aram I of Antelias; the shared sorrow with the Patriarchate of Moscow at the passing of our beloved brother in Christ, Patriarch His Holiness Alexy II. In addition, he mentioned the encounters with the representatives of the various Christian Churches of the West “with whom continues the dialogue about the important testimony that Christians should give today in harmony, in a world ever more divided and facing so many challenges of a cultural, social, economic and ethical character.” 

In concluding his catechesis, the Holy Father recalled that in the context of the Year of St. Paul, “what the Apostle Paul left written for us regarding the unity of the Church” and made an exhortation: “Let us make our own the desire of St. Paul, who dedicated his entire life for the one Lord and for the unity of his mystical body, the Church, giving with his martyrdom, a supreme testimony of fidelity and love for Christ. Following his example and counting on his intercession, may each community grow in the determination for unity, thanks to the diverse spiritual and pastoral initiatives and the assemblies of common prayer, which tend to become more numerous and intense in this week, bringing us to already foretaste, in a certain way, the joy of full union. Let us pray so that between the Churches and ecclesial communities, dialogue in the truth continues, indispensable for resolving divergences, and [dialogue] in charity, which conditions the theological dialogue and helps to live united for a common testimony.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 22/1/2009)

The faithful are called to pray to the Lord and to Saint Paul, that “as Christians, we can be ever more characterized, in relation with the society in which we live, as members of the 'family of God'...and that the pastors of the Church have increasingly more paternal sentiments, both gentle and strong, in the formation of the house of God, of the community, of the Church.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The final letters of Saint Paul, called the pastoral letters, two sent to Timothy, and one to Titus, his close collaborators, were the focus of the catechesis of the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the general audience on Wednesday, January 28. To Timothy, who later became the first Bishop of Ephesus, the Apostle entrusted important missions and wrote him flattering praise of him. Titus was also placed in charge of very delicate missions in which he comforted Paul. According to the Letter addressed to him, it seems he was Bishop of Crete. The Pope commented that: “It seems to the majority of exegetes today that these letters wouldn't have been written by Paul himself, and that their origin would be in the 'Pauline school' and reflected his inheritance to a new generation, perhaps integrating some brief writing or word from the Apostle himself. For example, some words from the Second Letter to Timothy seem so authentic that they could only have come from the heart and lips of the Apostle.” 

“Undoubtedly the ecclesial situation that emerges in these letters is distinct from that of the central years of Paul's life,” the Holy Father said, also mentioning the new cultural contexts and the appearance of teachings considered totally erroneous or false that anticipate “that successive erroneous orientation we know by the name of Gnosticism.” In contrast to these doctrines, Saint Paul firstly calls for a return to a spiritual reading of sacred Scripture, that is, a reading that considers it truly as 'inspired' and coming from the Holy Spirit, such that with it one can be 'instructed for salvation'...The other call consists in the reference to the good 'deposit': It is a special word from the pastoral letters with which is indicated the tradition of the apostolic faith that must be protected with the help of the Holy Spirit who dwells in us. This so-called deposit should be considered as the sum of apostolic Tradition and as the standard for fidelity to the proclamation of the Gospel...The apostolic proclamation, that is, Tradition, is necessary to introduce oneself in the understanding of Scripture and capture in it the voice of Christ.”

From the Pastoral Letters, one can also see that “ the Christian community goes configuring itself in very clear terms, according to an identity that not only stays distant from incongruent interpretations, but above all affirms its own anchor in the essential points of the faith, that here is synonymous with 'truth'...In any case, it remains as an open community, of universal reach, that prays for all men of every class and condition so they come to know the truth. "God wants everyone to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth...Thus the sense of universality, though the communities are still small, is strong and determinant for these letters...This is a first important component of these letters: the universality of the faith as truth, as the reading key to sacred Scripture, to the Old Testament, and thus it delineates a unity in the proclamation of Scripture and a living faith open to all and witness of the love of God for all.”

As for the ministerial structure of the Church, for the first time the Pastoral Letters present the triple subdivision of the bishops, presbyters and deacons. In fact, in the Pauline letters of the central years of his life, Paul speaks of the “bishops” and “deacons,” according to the structure that was the typical structure of the Church that formed in the epoch of the pagan world. The figure of the apostle himself remains, therefore, dominant, and because of this only little by little are the rest of the ministries developed.” In the Churches formed in the Judeo-Christian world, the presbyters are the dominant structure. “At the end in the pastoral letters, the two structures unite: Now appears the 'episcopo' (the bishop), always in singular, accompanied by the determinant article 'the.' And together with the 'episcopo' we find the presbyters and deacons...Thus is noted initially the reality that will later be called 'apostolic succession'...And thus we have the essential of the catholic structure: Scripture and Tradition, Scripture and proclamation, forming a whole; but to this structure that we could call doctrinal, should be added the personal structure, the successors of the apostles, as witnesses of the apostolic proclamation.”

The Holy Father's final point on the Pastoral Letters of St. Paul was on the fact that “the Church understands herself in very human terms, in analogies with the house and the family.” There are very detailed instructions on how a Bishop should act: he must manage his own household well...for if a man does not know how to manage his own household, how can he take care of the church of God? This, the importance of an attitude of teaching and a special personal characteristic of paternity. “The episcopo in fact is considered as father of the Christian community,” Benedict XVI said, adding at the close of the catechesis the need to pray to the Lord and Saint Paul “as Christians, we can be ever more characterized, in relation with the society in which we live, as members of the 'family of God.' And let us pray also that the pastors of the Church have more and more paternal sentiments, simultaneously gentle and strong, in the formation of the house of God, of the community, of the Church.”

Before greeting Italian pilgrims, the Holy Father made the following three announcements.

First: “I have received with joy the news of the election of Metropolitan Kirill as the new Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia. I invoke upon him the light of the Holy Spirit for a generous service to the Russian Orthodox Church, entrusting him to the special protection of the Mother of God.”

Second: In the homily delivered on the occasion of the solemn inauguration of my pontificate, I said that the "call to unity" is an "explicit" duty of the pastor and I commented on the Gospel passages about the miraculous catch of fish, saying: "Though there were so many fish, the net did not break." I continued after these Gospel words: "Alas, beloved Lord, with sorrow we must now acknowledge that it has been torn!" And I continued, "But no -- we must not be sad! Let us rejoice because of your promise, which does not disappoint, and let us do all we can to pursue the path towards the unity you have promised. … Do not allow your net to be torn, help us to be servants of unity!" Precisely in fulfilling this service to unity, which determines in a specific way my ministry as the Successor of Peter, I decided some days ago to concede the remission of the excommunication incurred by four bishops ordained without pontifical mandate in 1988 by Archbishop Lefebvre. I have carried out this act of paternal mercy because repeatedly these prelates have manifested their sharp suffering in the situation in which they found themselves. I trust that following from this gesture of mine will be the prompt effort on their part to complete final necessary steps to arrive to full communion with the Church, thus giving testimony of true fidelity and true recognition of the magisterium and the authority of the Pope and the Second Vatican Council.”

Third: “In these days in which we remember the Shoah, my memory turns to the images taken in during my repeated visits to Auschwitz, one of the concentration camps in which was carried out the brutal massacre of millions of Jews, innocent victims of a blind racial and religious hate. As I renew with affection the expression of my total and indisputable solidarity with our brother recipients of the First Covenant, I hope that the memory of the Shoah moves humanity to reflect on the unpredictable power of evil when it conquers the human heart.

May the Shoah be for everyone a warning against forgetting, against negating or reductionism, because violence committed against even one human being is violence against all. No man is an island, a well-known poet has written. May the Shoah teach especially, as much the old generations as the new ones, that only the tiring path of listening and dialogue, of love and pardon, leads peoples, cultures and religions of the world to the desired encounter of fraternity and peace in the world. May violence never again humiliate the dignity of man!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 29/1/2009)

Saint Paul: “ remains a luminous figure of an extremely fruitful and deep apostle and Christian thinker, from whose closeness, every one of us can benefit” 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his General Audience on February 4, the Holy Father Benedict XVI concluded his series of catecheses on the Apostle Saint Paul, focusing on his death and his legacy. “Ancient Christian tradition testifies unanimously that the death of Paul came as a consequence of martyrdom suffered here in Rome,” the Pope mentioned in his catechesis, highlighting that the writings of the New Testament do not take up this fact. The Acts of the Apostles ends its report indicating the Apostle's condition as a prisoner. The Pope explained that “the first explicit testimony about the end of St. Paul comes to us from the middle of the 90s of the first century, and therefore, something more than 30 years after his death took place. It comes precisely from the letter that the Church of Rome, with its bishop, Clement I, wrote to the Church of Corinth. In that epistolary text, the invitation is made to have the example of the apostles before our eyes” and that is where there is mention of the martyrdom of Peter and immediately following, that of Paul. The Pope then observed that “it is very interesting, in the letter from Clement, the succession of the two names of Peter and Paul...Though no ancient source speaks of a contemporary ministry of theirs in Rome, the successive Christian awareness, on the basis of their common burial in the capital of the empire, will also associate them as founders of the Church of Rome.”

Focusing on the figure of Paul, Benedict XVI mentioned that “His martyrdom comes recounted for the first time in the Acts of Paul, written toward the end of the second century. These report that Nero condemned him to death by beheading, carried out immediately afterward. The date of the death varies according to the ancient sources, which place it between the persecution unleashed by Nero himself after the burning of Rome in July of 64 and the last year of his reign, in 68...Successive traditions would pin down two other elements. One, the most legendary, is that the martyrdom took place on the Acquae Salviae, on the Via Laurentina, with a triple bounce of the head, each one of which caused a current of water to spring out, due to which even today the place is called 'Tre Fontane.' The other...is that the burial occurred 'not only outside of the city, in the second mile of the Via Ostiense,' but more precisely 'in the field of Lucina,' who was a Christian matron. There in the fourth century, the emperor Constantine erected a first church, later enormously amplified after the fourth and fifth century by Emperors Valentinianus II, Theodosius and Arcadius. After the fire of 1800, there was erected the current Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls.”

Benedict XVI then highlighted the “extraordinary spiritual heritage” left by Paul: already in the book of Acts of the Apostles, there appears a great veneration for the Apostle Paul and his Letters soon enter to form part of the Liturgy; “it is obvious that the fathers of the Church and afterward all the theologian have drawn form the Letters of St. Paul and his spirituality. He has remained during the centuries, until today, as true teacher and apostle to the Gentiles.”

The historical-critical studies of the last 2 centuries have above all focused on how the concept of freedom is central to Pauline thought. “Above all in the last 200 years, the convergences between Catholic and Protestant exegesis also grow, thus bringing about a notable consensus precisely in the point that was at the origin of the greatest historical dissent. Therefore a great hope for the cause of ecumenism, so central for the Second Vatican Council.”

The Pope concluded his catechesis by speaking of the legacy left behind by Saint Paul especially in the various religious movements, “arising in the modern age in the heart of the Catholic Church, that refer back to St. Paul” and explained that “there remains luminous before us the figure of an extremely fruitful and deep apostle and Christian thinker, from whose closeness, every one of us can benefit...To tend toward him, as much to his apostolic example as to his doctrine, would be therefore a stimulus, if not a guarantee, to consolidate the Christian identity of each one of us and for the renewal of the whole Church.”

After greeting the people in various languages, Benedict XVI launched an appeal for Sri Lanka with these words: “The situation in Sri Lanka continues to cause worry. News of a worsening of the conflict and the growing number of innocent victims moves me to offer a pressing appeal to the combatants to respect humanitarian law and people's freedom of movement. May they do everything possible to guarantee assistance for the wounded and security for civilians, and permit their urgent food and medical needs to be satisfied. May Our Lady of Madhu, so venerated by Catholics and also by members of other religions, hasten the day of peace and reconciliation in that dear country.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/2/2009)

Saint Paul and the saintly Cure of Ars “differ considerable in the path of life which characterised them, however they have something fundamental in common: total identification with the ministry, their communion with Christ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “Why a Year of the Priesthood? Why commemorate the saintly Cure of Ars who apparently did nothing extraordinary?” These two questions were posed by the Holy Father Benedict XVI at the beginning of the general audience on Wednesday 24 June, held in St Peter's Square. “As we come to the close of the Year of St Paul– the Pope said in his catechesis -, dedicated to the Apostle of the nations, an extraordinary model of evangeliser who undertook several missionary journeys in order to spread the Gospel, this new Jubilee year invites us to think of this poor peasant boy who became a humble curate, carrying out his pastoral service in a small village. Although the two saints differ considerable in the path of life which characterised them – one went from region to region to announce the Gospel, the other cared for thousands and thousands of faithful without ever leaving his small parish -, nevertheless they have something fundamental in common: total identification with their ministry, their communion with Christ … The purpose of the Year for Priests, as I wrote in a letter addressed to all priests for the occasion - is therefore to encourage priests to tend ‘towards the spiritual perfection on which depends above all the effectiveness of the ministry, to help priests first of all, and with them the whole People of God, to rediscover and reinvigorate awareness of the extraordinary and indispensable gift of Grace which the ordained ministry represents for the one who has received it, for the whole Church and for the world, which without the presence of Christ would be lost.”

Underlining the profoundly changed “historic and social conditions compared with those in which the Cure of Ars found himself”, the Holy Father asked “how can priests imitate him identifying themselves with present day globalised societies ”. In fact in our day “the common vision of life includes less and less the sacred ” and “the Catholic understanding of the priest is in danger of losing its natural consideration, at times even within ecclesial consciousness”. Benedict XVI then mentioned two different concepts of the priesthood which today “confront and at times oppose one another”. The first, "a social-functional concept which defines the essence of the priesthood with the concept of 'service': service of the community, the exercise of a function … On the other hand there is the sacramental-ontological understanding , which naturally does not deny the priesthood's character of service, but sees it anchored to the being of the minister and believes that this being is determined by a gift granted by the Lord through the mediation of the Church, the name of which is sacrament ". Nevertheless “these two concepts are not counterposed ” the Holy Father explained, citing the Decreto Presbyterorum ordinis Decree of Vatican II which states: " Through the apostolic proclamation of the Gospel, the People of God are called together and assembled. All belonging to this people, since they have been sanctified by the Holy Spirit, can offer themselves as "a sacrifice, living, holy, pleasing to God" (Rom 12:1), Through the ministry of the priests, the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful is made perfect in union with the sacrifice of Christ. He is the only mediator who in the name of the whole Church is offered sacramentally in the Eucharist and in an unbloody manner until the Lord himself comes.(" (n. 2).

The Holy Father then explained what it means for priests to evangelise and in what the so-called primate of proclamation consists, with these words: “Christian preaching proclaims not words but the Word and proclamation coincides with the very person of Christ, ontologically open to relationship with the Father and obedient to His will. Therefore, authentic service to the Word, demands on the part of the priest that he tend to ever deeper self denial… The priest cannot consider himself ‘master’ of the word, but servant. Now, to be the ‘voice’ of the Word is, for the priest, not merely a functional aspect. On the contrary it presupposes a substantial ‘losing self’ in Christ, participating in his mystery of death and resurrection with one's whole self: intelligence, freedom will and offering of the body, as a living sacrifice. Only participation in the sacrifice of Christ, in his Kenosis, renders proclamation authentic!…Therefore proclamation entails self sacrifice, a condition for proclamation to be authentic and effective ”. 

In the last part of his catechesis the Pope said “precisely because he belongs to Christ, the priest is radically at the service of the people: he is the minister of their salvation, their happiness, their authentic liberation, maturing this progressive assumption of the will of Christ, in prayer, in being 'heart to heart' with Him. This then is the indispensable condition for all proclamation, which entails participation in the sacramental offering of the Eucharist and docile obedience to the Church”. The Holy Father concluded saying he hoped the Year of the Priesthood would lead “all priests to become totally identified with Jesus, crucified and risen”, and that “following the example of the Cure of Ars, they may be continually and ever more deeply aware of the responsibility of their mission, which is a sign and presence of the infinite mercy of God ”. 

After greeting those present in different languages, Pope Benedict XVI addressed a Delegation led by the under secretary of the United Nations Organisation and special representative for Children in situations of armed conflict expressing his appreciation for the efforts made by Ms. Coomaraswamy and her collaborators "to defend the child victims of violence and arms, I am thinking of all the children of the world, especially those who suffer fear, abandonment, hunger, abuses, sickness and death. The Pope remains close to all these young victims and always remembers them in his prayers".

Lastly he mentioned the 150th anniversary of the Red Cross organisation – “an important stronghold of humanity and solidarity in many contexts of war and conflict and in many emergency situations While expressing the hope that human beings in all their dignity and integrity will remain at the centre of the Red Cross's humanitarian efforts, - the Holy Father said - I particularly encourage young people to make a concrete commitment to this most worthy organisation. I also take advantage of this moment", Benedict XVI concluded, "to ask for the release of all people held hostage in areas of conflict and, once again, for the release of Eugenio Vagni, Red Cross worker in the Philippines". (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 25/6/2009; righe 69, parole 996)

“If the ‘diptych’ consecration-mission is not taken into account, it becomes very difficult to understand the identity of the priest and of his ministry in the Church ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – “As a precious legacy of the Year of St Paul, we can heed the Apostle's call to deepen our knowledge of the mystery of Christ, so He may be the heart and the core of our personal and community existence. This is in fact the indispensable condition for genuine spiritual and ecclesial renewal”. With these words the Holy Father, Benedict XVI began his weekly Wednesday audience on 1 July in St Peter's Square. The Pope's catechesis was devoted to the Year of the Priesthood opened a few days ago. The Pope said he hoped the year “will be for every priest an opportunity for interior renewal and consequently of sound reinvigoration of commitment to his mission ”.

“Just as during the Year of St Paul our constant reference was St Paul –Benedict XVI continued- , in the coming months we will take a look first of at Saint Jean Marie Vianney, the holy Cure of Ars, recalling the 150th anniversary of his death. In the Letter which I addressed to priests on this occasion, I underlined what shines most brightly in the life of this humble minister of the altar: ‘total identification with his ministry.”

Considering the double term "identity-mission" and the theme of the Year of the Priesthood - Fidelity of Christ, fidelity of the priest Cristo,– the Pope said “the gift of divine grace precedes all possible human response or pastoral achievement, therefore, in the life of the priest, missionary proclamation and worship are inseparable, just as ontological-sacramental identity and evangelising mission are inseparable ”. The goal of the mission of every priest is to lead all men and women “to offer themselves to God as a living offering, holy and pleasing to Him, which in creation and in human persons, becomes worship, praise to the Creator, receiving from Him that charity which they are called to dispense abundantly to one another”. After recalling that “love of neighbour, concern for the poor are not only themes of social morals, they are expressions of a sacramental understanding of Christian morals ”, the Holy Father underlined the “principal dimension, essentially missionary and dynamic of the priest's identity and ministry: by proclaiming the Gospel they generate faith in those who do not yet believe, so they may unite with the sacrifice of Christ, their sacrifice which becomes love of God and love of neighbour”.

The Pope then stressed the necessity to rediscover “clear and unequivocal judgement of the absolute primacy of divine grace” in the face of “so much uncertainty and fatigue in the exercise of the priestly ministry”. “The mission of every individual priest will depend, therefore, also and principally on awareness of the sacramental reality of his 'new being'’. On the certainty of one's identity, not artificially constructed but freely and divinely given and received, depends ever new enthusiasm for mission … having received such an extraordinary gift of grace with their ‘consecration’, priests become permanent witnesses of their encounter with Christ. Starting precisely from this interior awareness, they can fulfil their 'mission' through the proclamation of the Word and the administration of the Sacraments”. With regard to certain interpretations of the priestly mission in our day, connected primarily with “building a new society”, the Holy Father dwelt on two essential elements of the priestly ministry mentioned in the Gospel: “Jesus sends, then and now, Apostles to announce the Gospel and gives them the power to expel evil spirits. ‘Announcement’ and ‘power’, that is word’ e ‘sacrament’ are therefore the two main pillars of the priestly service, over and above its possible multiple configurations”.

In the final part of his catechesis, Benedict XVI affirmed “if the ‘diptych’ consecration-mission is not taken into account, it becomes very difficult to understand the identity of the priest and of his ministry in the Church. Who in fact is the priest, of not a man converted and renewed by the Spirit who lives a personal relationship with Christ, making his evangelical criteria continually his own? Who is the priest, of not a man of unity and truth, aware of his limits and at the same time of the extraordinary greatness of the vocation received, that is, the vocation to help extend the Kingdom of God to the far corners of the earth? Yes! The priests is wholly a man of the Lord, since God himself called and constituted him in his apostolic service. Since he belongs entirely to the Lord, he belongs entirely to men, for men”. 

Last of all the Pope urged Catholics to pray during this Year of the Priesthood, for the sanctification of the clergy and for priestly vocations: “prayer is the first duty, the true path for the sanctification of priests, and the soul of authentic vocation pastoral’. The numerical scarcity of priestly ordinations in some countries, should not discourage, it should lead to the multiplication of room for silence and listening to the Word, to giving better attention to spiritual direction and the sacrament of confession, because the voice of God, who continues to call and to confirm, may be heard and promptly followed by many young men. A person who prays is never afraid. A person who prays is never alone; a person who prays will be saved!” 

Addressing Italian speaking visitors the Holy Father greeted members of the Istituto di Cristo Redentore – Missionari Identes, who are marking the 50th anniversary of their foundation. The Pope said: “I pray you may continue with great generosity to announce Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the world ”. Thanking the members of the Consulta Nazionale Antiusura “for their important and appreciated activity to assist victims of this social scourge ”, the Pope urged them to strive “for renewed effective commitment to counter the devastating phenomenon of usury and extortion, which constitute humiliating slavery. May there never lack on the part of the state adequate assistance and support for less fortunate families in difficulty, may they find the courage to denounce those who take advantage of their often tragic condition”. Greetings the members of an inter-parliamentary Association "Cultori dell’etica", the Holy Father underlined the “importance of ethic and moral values in politics”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 2/7/2009; righe 60, parole 834)

LITURGICAL CELEBRATIONS

The Pope opens the Year of Saint Paul: “We thank the Lord for calling Paul and making him the light of the nations and our teacher and we pray: give us today witnesses of the resurrection, filled with your love and able to carry the light of the Gospel in our times”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Pope Benedict XVI went on Saturday 28 June at 6pm to the Roman Basilica of St Paul's outside the Walls to preside First Vespers of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul on the occasion of the opening of a special Year of Saint Paul with the participation of the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I as well as representatives of other Christian Churches and communities. Before entering the Basilica, the Pope, the Ecumenical Patriarch and a representative of the Archbishop of Canterbury, lit a lamp in the Hall of the Basilica which will burn throughout the Year of Saint Paul. The procession entered the Basilica through the Door of St Paul and after veneration at the tomb of the Apostle, Vespers began. 

In his homily Pope Benedict said “For us Paul is not a figure of the past whom we recall with veneration. For us He is a teacher, an apostle and a herald of Jesus Christ. We have come here together not to reflect on past history, never to return. Paul wishes to speak with us - today. This is why I have called a special Year of St Paul: to listen to him and learn from him as our teacher, the faith and the truth, in which are rooted the reasons for unity of all disciples of Christ ”. 

After greeting the numerous delegates and representatives of other Christian Churches and communities the Pope asked: “Who is Paul? What does he say to me?”. The reply is found in three New Testament texts illustrated by the Holy Father. In the Letter to the Galations “he gave us a most personal profession of faith... his faith is the experience of being loved by Jesus Christ in a personal way; it is knowledge of the fact that Christ faced death not for something anonymous but for love of him - of Paul - and that, as the Risen Lord, He still loves him, Christ gave himself for him. His faith is being struck by the love of Jesus Christ, a love which overwhelms and transforms him. His faith is not a theory, an opinion on God and the world. His faith is the impact of God's love on his heart. So this faith is in fact love for Jesus Christ”.

In the Letter to the Thessalonians we read “for Paul the truth was too great to be sacrificed for any external success. The truth he had experience in his encounter with the Risen Christ was for him worth strife, persecution, suffering. He was deeply motivated by the fact that he felt loved by Jesus Christ and felt a desire to share this love with others. Paul was a man struck by a great love, and his work and suffering are explained by this nucleus”. The Holy Father then illustrated one key word: freedom. “Paul was free as a man loved by God and who, through God, was able to love with Him…anyone who loves Christ as Paul loved Him, can do anything, because his love is united with the will of Christ and so with the will of God; because his will is anchored in the truth and his will is not only his will, arbitrary of the autonomous I, instead it is integrated in the freedom of God and from this receives the way it is to walk”.

Citing Jesus' words to Paul on the road to Damascus - “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” - the Pope explained “by persecuting the Church, Paul was persecuting Jesus Himself... Christ did not retire to heaven leaving a host of followers on earth to 'run his cause'. The Church is not an association which promotes a cause. In the Church it is not a matter of a cause. It is a question of the person of Jesus Christ, who even as the Risen Lord was still 'flesh'... he ahs a body. He is personally present in his Church... In all this we glimpse the Eucharistic Mystery, in which Christ continues to give his Body and make us into his Body... Continually Christ draws us into his Body, he builds up his Body starting from the Eucharistic centre, which for Paul is the heart of Christian life, through which all of us and as every individual can experience, in a personal way: He loved me and gave himself for me”.

The Pope concluded him homily with these words: “We thank the Lord because he called Paul making him light of the nations and teacher for us all and we pray: give us today witnesses of the resurrection, filled with your love and able to carry the light of the Gospel in our times. Saint, pray for us! Amen.”

Before the final Blessing the Ecumenical Patriarch, Bartholomew I addressed those present and he said “radical conversion and the apostolic kerygma of Saul of Tarsus 'shook' history in the literal sense of the word and outlined the actual identity of Christianity... This holy place outside the Walls is most appropriate for commemorating and celebrating a man who combined the Greek language and the Roman mentality of his day, stripping Christianity, once and for all, of any mental restriction and forging for ever the Catholic foundation of the ecumenical Church. Let us hope that the life and the Letters of St Paul may continue to be for us a source of inspiration that all peoples may obey faith in Christ (cfr. Rom 16,27)”.(S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2008)

On the Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul: “The blood of martyrs does not call for revenge — but reconciles... it presents itself as the power of love which overcomes hate and violence.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, June 29, Solemnity of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, the Holy Father Benedict XVI celebrated the Mass in the Vatican Basilica, accompanied by the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I. Concelebrating with the Holy Father were the new Metropolitan Archbishops, on whom he had conferred the pallium. Following the proclamation of the Gospel in Latin and Greek, the Patriarch and the Holy Father gave the homily. 

Each year, for the great feast of Saints Peter and Paul – the Pope said, as he gave the introduction to the homily of the Patriarch – a fraternal delegation from the Church of Constantinople arrives in Rome. This year, given that it coincides with the inauguration of the Year of St. Paul, it is led by the Patriarch himself, His Holiness Bartholomew I. “I address my cordial greeting to him as I express my joy of once again having the happy opportunity of exchanging the kiss of peace with him in the common hope of seeing the coming of the day of "unitatis redintegratio" -- the day of full communion between us.”

The Ecumenical Patriarch spoke in his homily of his “joy and emotion” for the Holy Father’s participation in the patronal feast of Constantinople, in honor of the Apostle Saint Andrew, in November 2006. Today, “And we have come to you” – he continued – “returning the honor and love, celebrating with our beloved brother in the land of the West... the holy apostles Peter, brother of Andrew, and Paul -- these two great, central pillars of the whole Church stretched out toward heaven, which, in this historic city, also offered the ultimate shining confession of Christ and gave their souls to the Lord here through martyrdom, one on the cross and the other by the sword, and thus sanctified this city.”

Bartholomew I mentioned that “In both Churches...we duly honor and greatly venerate Peter -- he who made his salvific confession of the divinity of Christ, as much as Paul -- the vessel of election, who proclaimed this confession and faith to the ends of the universe in the midst of the most unimaginable difficulties and dangers.” Making reference to the theological dialogue between the two Churches, that goes forward despite the considerable difficulties that exist, the Patriarch said, “We truly desire and fervently pray that these difficulties will be overcome and that the problems will disappear as soon as possible so that we may reach the desired final goal for the glory of God.” Finally, the Ecumenical Patriarch said, “Your Holiness, we too have proclaimed the year 2008 "Year of the Apostle Paul" on the 2,000 anniversary of the great apostle's birth,” and concluded by calling upon the intercession of the Holy Apostles, that “the Thrice-Holy God” may grant “all his children of the Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Church throughout the world ‘union of faith and communion in the Spirit’ in the ‘bond of peace’ and there above eternal life and great mercy.”

Pope Benedict XVI began his homily mentioning that “From the earliest times, the Church of Rome has celebrated the solemnity of the great apostles Peter and Paul as a single feast on the same day, June 29. Through their martyrdom, they became brothers; together, they are the founders of the new Christian Rome... The blood of martyrs does not call for revenge — but reconciles... it presents itself as the power of love which overcomes hate and violence... By virtue of their martyrdom, Peter and Paul are in reciprocal relationship forever. A favorite image of Christian iconography is the embrace of the two apostles on the way to martyrdom. We can say that their martyrdom itself, in its deepest reality, is the realization of a fraternal embrace. They die for the one Christ and, in the witness for which they give their lives, they are one.”

Recalling the writings of the New Testament that describe the meeting of the two Apostles and their unity “in witness and in mission” to the one Gospel of Jesus Christ, Benedict XVI pointed out that although they met at least twice in Jerusalem, Peter and Paul arrive in Rome at the end of their trajectory, “Paul arrived in Rome as a prisoner, but at the same time as a Roman citizen who, after his arrest in Jerusalem, as a Roman citizen appealed to the emperor, to whose tribunal he was brought. But in a more profound sense, Paul came to Rome voluntarily.” In fact, for Paul, Rome was a stage on the way to Spain, “that is — according to his conception of the world — towards the extreme end of the earth,” in order to fulfil the mission he has received from Christ in taking the Gospel to the ends of the earth. Moreover, “going to Rome is part of the universality of his mission as one sent to all peoples... Going to Rome is for him the expression of his mission’s catholicity. Rome must make the faith visible to the whole world, it must be the meeting place in the one faith.”

Peter also went to Rome, leaving “the leadership of the Christian-Jewish Church to James the Less, in order to dedicate himself to his true mission: to the ministry of the unity of the one Church of God made up of Jews as well as pagans... St. Peter’s journey to Rome, as representative of the peoples of the world, is above all associated with the word “una” ["one"]: he has the task of creating the “unity” of the “catholica,” of the Church made up of Jews and pagans, the Church of all peoples. And this is the permanent mission of Peter: to make sure that the Church never identifies herself with any one nation, any one culture or any one state. That it may always be the Church of all. That it may unite mankind beyond every frontier and, amidst the divisions of this world, make God’s peace present, the reconciling power of his love.”

The Pope pointed out that today, thanks to technology, the global information network, and the linking of common interests, “there are new modes of unity in the world, which have caused the explosion of new oppositions and given new impetus to old ones. In the midst of this external unity, based on material things, we have all the more need of interior unity which comes from the peace of God - the unity of all those who, through Jesus Christ, have become brothers and sisters. This is the permanent mission of Peter, as well as the special task entrusted to the Church of Rome.” Addressing his brother Metropolitan Archbishops, present in Rome for the reception of the pallium, the Pope explained that this event “reminds us of the Shepherd who puts the lost sheep upon his shoulders — the lost sheep who by himself can no longer find the way home... the pallium becomes a symbol of our love for the Shepherd Christ and our loving together with him... it becomes the symbol of the calling to love men as he does, together with him.” A second meaning of the pallium was explained by the Holy Father: “No one is a shepherd by himself. We are in the succession of the apostles thanks only to being in the communion of the college in which the college of apostles finds its continuation. The communion — the ‘we’ — of the shepherds is part of being shepherds, because there is only one flock, the one Church of Jesus Christ. Finally, this ‘co’- also refers to communion with Peter and his successor as a guarantee of unity. Thus, the pallium speaks to us of the catholicity of the Church, of the universal communion of shepherd and flock. And it refers us to apostolicity: to communion with the faith of the apostles on which the Church is founded.”

The Pope concluded his homily reflecting on Saint Paul and his mission: “When the whole world will have become the liturgy of God, when in its reality it will have become adoration, then it will have reached its goal, then it will be whole and saved. And this is the ultimate objective of St. Paul’s apostolic mission and of ours. It is to such a mystery that the Lord calls us. Let us pray in this hour that he may help us carry it out in the right way, to become true liturgists of Jesus Christ.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2008)

Opening of the Synod of Bishops at the Basilica of Saint Paul: “if preaching the Gospel is the reason behind her existence and mission, it is indispensable that the Church know and live that which she preaches, so that her preaching can be credible, in spite of the weaknesses and poverty of the men that she is made up of.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, October 5, in the Basilica of Saint Paul Outside the Walls, the Holy Father Benedict XVI presided a Mass concelebrated with the Synodal Fathers, for the opening of the XII General Ordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, which will be taking place at the Vatican until October 26, on the theme: “The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church.” In his homily, the Holy Father reflected on the readings from the Mass for the day, the 27th Sunday in Ordinary Time, which included the image of a vineyard, used to “describe the divine plan of salvation, and which establishes itself as a moving allegory of God’s Alliance with His People.” In the Gospel, the emphasis is on the workers of the vineyard: the servants sent by the owner to collect the rent and are abused and killed. The same happens to the owner’s son. The Pope said that, “here we can clearly see how the despise for the order given by the owner becomes despise towards the owner himself: it is not merely disobedience of a divine precept, but an authentic rejection of God. Here, the mystery of the Cross appears.”

“This page of the Gospel applies to our own way of thinking and acting,” the Holy Father continued. “It not only speaks of Christ’s ‘hour,’ of the mystery of the Cross in that moment, but also of the presence of the Cross in all times. The people who have heard the preaching of the Gospel have a special role. If we look at history, we are forced to recognize that it is not rare for inconsistent Christians to be cold and rebellious. As a result of this, although God never fails his promise of salvation, he has often had to resort to punishment. It is spontaneous to think, in this context, of the first proclamation of the Gospel, which gave rise to Christian communities that at first were flourishing, but later disappeared and are now remembered only in the history books. Could not the same thing happen in our time? Nations that at one time were rich in faith and vocations are now losing their identity, under the harmful and destructive influence of a certain modern culture. There are those who, having decided that 'God is dead', declare themselves 'gods', believing themselves the sole creators of their own destiny and the absolute owners of the world. In casting off God and not awaiting salvation from him, man believes that he can do whatever he likes and set himself up as the sole measure of himself and his action. But when man eliminates God from his horizon, is he truly more happy? Does he truly become more free? When men proclaim themselves the absolute owners of themselves, and the sole masters of creation, can they truly build a society in which freedom, justice, and peace reign? Does it not instead happen - as daily events abundantly demonstrate - that there is the expansion of arbitrary power, egoistic interest, injustice and exploitation, violence in all of its expressions? The result, in the end, is that man finds himself more alone, and society is more divided and confused. But Jesus’ words hold a promise: the vineyard will not be destroyed. Although he leaves the unfaithful keepers of the vineyard to their fate, the owner does not abandon his vineyard, and he entrusts it to other servants, who are faithful. This indicates that, if in some regions faith becomes weak to the point of disappearing, there will always be other peoples ready to accept it.”

The Pope then pointed out that “The message of consolation that we take from these biblical texts is the certainty that evil and death do not have the last word, but it is Christ who overcomes in the end. Always! The Church does not tire of proclaiming this Good News,” and recalled how it should be especially so in this Year of Saint Paul, Apostle to the Gentiles, “who was the first to spread the Gospel in the vast regions of Asia Minor and Europe.” After greeting the Synodal Fathers and all those present in the encounter with great affection, Benedict XVI mentioned that “when God speaks, He always demands a response; His work of salvation calls for human cooperation.” He continued, saying: “The Word of God alone can change man in the depths of his heart, and it is important, therefore, that with this individual believers and the community can enter into an ever greater intimacy with it. In effect, if preaching the Gospel is the reason behind her existence and mission, it is indispensable that the Church know and live that which she preaches, so that her preaching can be credible, in spite of the weaknesses and poverty of the men that she is made up of.” 

In concluding his homily, the Holy Father reflected on the pertinence of the exclamation of the Apostle to the Gentiles: “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel,” and the invitation of Christ, “The harvest is abundant” (Mt. 9:37). “Many have not yet known Him and are still awaiting the first announcement of the Gospel; others, having received a Christian upbringing, have lost their enthusiasm and maintain a merely superficial contact with the Word of God; others have fallen away from practicing the faith and are in need of a new evangelization. Thus, there are plenty of people of an upright conscience, that ask themselves the fundamental questions about life and death, questions to which only Christ can fully respond. Thus, it becomes necessary that Christians in every continent be prepared to respond to every question with the hope that is in them, joyfully announcing the Word of God and living the Gospel without compromise...All of us experience the need to place the Word of God at the center of our lives, accepting Christ as our only Redeemer, as the Kingdom of God in person, to make his light illumine every part of humanity: the family, the school, culture, the workplace, leisure time, and all other sectors of society and our lives.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 6/10/2008)

Closing Mass for the Synod: “The Church's priority, at the beginning of this new millennium, is above all to nourish itself with the Word of God, so as to promote the new evangelization, the preaching of the Gospel in our times".

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “All of us who have taken part in the Synod sessions, come away with a renewed awareness of the fact that the Church's priority, at the beginning of this new millennium, is above all to nourish itself with the Word of God, so as to promote the new evangelization, the preaching of the Gospel in our times. Now we must take this ecclesial experience to each community; there is a need to understand the necessity that exists of translating the word that has been heard into gestures of love, since only in this way is the proclamation of the Gospel made believable, despite human weaknesses. This requires above all a more intimate familiarity with Christ and constant docility in listening to His word.” These are words taken from the homily given by the Holy Father Benedict XVI on October 26, at the Closing Mass with the Synodal Fathers in St. Peter's Basilica, for the closure of the XII Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on the theme: “The Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church.” 

Commenting the passages from Sacred Scripture read during the Mass, the Pope reflected on the fact that “being Christ's disciples means placing his teachings into practice, namely, the greatest commandment of Divine Law, the commandment of love. The First Reading, from the Book of Exodus, also insists on the obligation to love; a love that is borne witness to in interpersonal relationships, which should be relationships of respect, collaboration, and generous assistance...In the Second Reading, we see a concrete application of the greatest commandment of love in one of the first communities of Christians. Saint Paul writes the Thessalonians, telling them that although he has known them for a brief time, he esteems them and carries them affectionately in his heart...They experience a certain weakness and difficulty in that recently-founded community, but love is what overcomes everything, renews everything, is victorious over everything: the love of the person who, aware of their own limitations, with docility follows the words of Christ, the Divine Teacher, transmitted by His faithful disciple.” 

The Pope then reflected on “link between a loving listening to the Word of God and disinterested service towards our brothers,” noting that in the Synod, they addressed “the growing need today for a more intimate listening to God, for a clearer understanding of His saving word, for a more sincere sharing of the faith that is constantly nourished at the table of the Divine Word.” He then thanked all the Synodal Fathers for their contribution to their reflections on the themes, asking that once they return to their homes, they may express “the affectionate greetings from the Bishop of Rome” to everyone. “A special thought goes out to the Bishops of continental China, who were unable to attend the Synod. I wish to here give voice to, and give thanks to God for, their love for Christ, their communion with the universal Church and their fidelity to the Successor of the Apostle Peter. They are present in our prayer, together with the faithful entrusted to their pastoral care. We ask the “Supreme Pastor of the Flock” to grant them joy, strength, and apostolic zeal in order to guide the Catholic community in China, which we hold so dear, with wisdom and foresight.”

Recalling the strong expression of the Apostle Paul - “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel” (1 Cor 9:16) – the Pope expressed his hope that “in every community there may be an increased commitment to this longing of Paul, in the vocation to work at the service of the Gospel throughout the world... Many people are seeking, perhaps without realizing it, to encounter Christ and his Gospel; many need to find in him the meaning of their lives. Giving a clear and shared testimony of a life according to the Word of God, demonstrated by Jesus, is therefore an indispensable criteria for verifying the mission of the Church.”

Benedict XVI continued, saying: “One who thinks they've understood Scripture, or at least a part of them, without making the effort to build, through his intelligence, the double love for God and for neighbor, shows that in reality he is still far from having understood its profound sense.” The Second Vatican Council has done much in making the Sacred Scripture more accessible to the faithful, “an indispensable requisite today for evangelization,” however, “a dynamic and credible pastoral promotion of Sacred Scripture is indispensable for preaching, celebrating, and living the Word in the Christian community, dialoguing with the culture of our time, placing it at the service of the truth and not the current ideologies and promoting the dialogue that God wishes to have with all men. In a special manner, this is linked to the preparation of priests, especially in supporting the spreading the Bible. There are also current efforts to bring about a biblical movement among the laity and formation of group leaders, with a special focus on the youth. There is a need to support the effort to teach the faith using the Word of God also to those who are 'far away' and especially to those who are sincerely seeking the meaning of their lives.”

In concluding his homily, Benedict XVI focused on the privileged place where the Word of God resounds and edifies the Church: the liturgy. “Here the Bible shows itself to be the book of a people and for a people; an inheritance, a testament entrusted to readers, so that they can live out written salvation history in their lives...Scripture and liturgy converge, therefore, in the same goal of bringing the people to a dialogue with the Lord and to obedience to the Lord's will.” Entrusting the fruits of this Synod and that of the second Special Assembly of the Synod of Africa, which will take place in Rome in October 2009, to the maternal intercession of the Virgin Mary, Benedict XVI announced his first trip to Africa: “It is my intention to travel next March to Cameroon, to give the bishops of the continent the 'instrumentum laboris' of the synod. From there, I will continue on, God willing, to Angola, on the occasion of the 500th anniversary of the evangelization of that country.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/10/2008)

On the solemnity of the Epiphany in the Year of St Paul: “What was the life of St Paul after his conversion, if not a 'race’ to carry the light of Christ to the nations and viceversa, to lead people to Christ? The grace of God made Paul a ‘star' for the nations. His ministry is an example and an encouragement for the Church to rediscover that she is essentially missionary and to renew her commitment to announce the Gospel”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Tuesday 6 January, the solemnity of the Epiphany, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, celebrated Mass in St Peter's Basilica. In his homily the Pope dwelt first of all on the “ multiform mystery” of the Epiphany, the "manifestation" of Our Lord Jesus Christ, which takes on different connotations in the Latin and Eastern traditions. “And what should we say dear brothers and sisters, - said the Pontiff - especially those of us who are priests of the new Covenant, every day witnesses and ministers of the ‘epiphany’ of Jesus Christ in the Holy Eucharist? The Church celebrates all the mysteries of the Lord in this most holy and most humble Sacrament, in which He both reveals himself and hides His glory”. 

Recalling that the year 2009, the 4th centenary of the first observations of Galileo through a telescope, is dedicated in a special way to astronomy, the Holy Father reflected on the symbol of the star, “so important in the Gospel narration of the Three Wise Men”, who were probably astronomers. They “ noted the appearance of a new star and interpreted this heavenly phenomenon as the announcement of the birth of a king, and precisely, according to Sacred Scripture, the King of the Jews. The Church Fathers saw in this singular episode told by Saint Matthew, also a sort of cosmological 'revolution', caused by the entrance of the Son of God into the world … whereas pagan theology divinised the elements and forces of the cosmos, Christian faith, bringing Biblical revelation to completion, contemplates one God, Creator and Lord of the entire universe … Therefore cosmic elements are not to be divinised, indeed on the contrary, in everything and above everything there is a personal will, the Spirit of God, who in Christ revealed himself as Love”. In this reality, the Holy Father explained, human beings are not slaves of the "elements of the cosmos", they are free persons, capable of relating to the creative freedom of God, who is at the origin of everything “and governs everything, not like a cold and anonymous motor, but as a Father, Spouse, Friend, Brother, as Logos, ‘Word-Reason’ who united himself with once and for all our mortal flesh and shared to the full our conditions, revealing the superabundant power of his grace”. 

The Holy Father continued his homily recalling that Christian thought likens the cosmos to a “book”, “considering it the work of an Author who expresses himself through the ‘symphony’ of creation”. In this symphony there is, at a certain point, a "solo", a theme entrusted to one instrument or one voice so important that on it depends the significance of the whole opera. This "solo" is Jesus, “likened by the early Christian writers to a new sun … the earthly Jesus is the culmination of creation and history, but the Risen Christ is even more: the passage, through death, to eternal life, brings forward the ‘recapitulation’ of all things in Christ… and with the resurrection of the dead he obtained ‘primacy over all things’… no shadow, however dark, can obscure the light of Christ. This is why believers in Christ never lose hope, even today, in the face of the serious social and economic crisis which travail humanity, in the face of hatred and destructive violence which continues to shed blood in many regions of the world, in the face of the selfishness and arrogance of man who makes of himself a god, and doing so tends to dangerously thwart the divine plan with regard to human life and human dignity, the family and the harmony of creation ”. 

Benedict XVI went on to recall that “Christ exercises his universal Lordship in a special way over the Church” and therefore the “the Epiphany is the manifestation of the Lord and as a reflection, the manifestation of the Church, since the Body cannot be separated from the Head… The Church knows that her humanity, her limits and poverty, highlight the working of the Holy Spirit. She can boast of nothing except her Lord: the light comes not from her, hers is not the glory. And precisely this is her joy, which no one can take from her”.

The Holy Father concluded his homily with a call to live the missionary dimension of the Epiphany in the light of the testimony of St Paul the Apostle, in this special Year of St Paul: “What was the life of St Paul after his conversion, if not a 'race’ to carry the light of Christ to the nations and viceversa, to lead people to Christ? The grace of God made Paul a ‘star' for the nations. His ministry is an example and an encouragement for the Church to rediscover that she is essentially missionary and to renew her commitment to announce the Gospel, especially to those who have yet to hear it.” Lastly, contemplating St Paul Paolo and his preaching nourished by Scripture, the Pope reaffirmed “ the Church and individual Christians can be light which leads to Christ, only if they nourish themselves with the Word of God assiduously and profoundly. It is the Word which illuminates, purifies and converts, certainly not us.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 7/1/2009; righe 56, parole 852)

To close the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity: “St. Paul's conversion offers us a model that shows us the way to full unity.” 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “St. Paul's conversion offers us a model that shows us the way to full unity. Unity in fact requires a conversion: from division to communion, from broken unity to healed and full unity. This conversion is the gift of the Risen Christ, as it was for St. Paul.” These were the words of the Holy Father Benedict XVI in the Basilica of Saint Paul Outside the Walls, where on Sunday, January 25, he celebrated the second Vespers of the Conversion of the Apostle Saint Paul, for the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.

“Conversion implies two dimensions. In the first step we recognize our faults in the light of Christ, and this recognition becomes sorrow and repentance, desire for a new beginning. In the second step we recognize that this new road cannot come from us. It consists in letting ourselves be conquered by Christ...Conversion demands our yes, my "pursuit"; it is not ultimately my activity, but a gift, a letting ourselves be formed by Christ; it is death and resurrection...And only in this renunciation of ourselves, in this conforming to Christ are we also united among ourselves; we become "one" in Christ. It is communion with the risen Christ that gives us unity.”

Commenting on the theme for the Week of Prayer this year - “That they may become one in your hand” (Ez 37:17) – the Pope mentioned that this passage of the Bible from the Prophet Ezekiel “is presented by two sticks being joined into one in the prophet's hand, which represents God's future action.” The first part of Chapter 37 contains the famous passage of the dry bones and the resurrection of Israel, by the work of God's Spirit. “There follows from this a theological pattern analogous to that of St. Paul's conversion: God's power is first and he works the resurrection as a new creation by his Spirit. This God, who is the Creator and is able to resurrect the dead, is also able to bring a people divided in two back to unity. Paul -- like Ezekiel but more than Ezekiel -- becomes the chosen instrument of the preaching of the unity won by Christ through his cross and resurrection: the unity between the Jews and the pagans, to form one new people. Christ's resurrection extends the boundary of unity: not only the unity of the tribes of Israel, but the unity of the Jews and the pagans; the unification of humanity dispersed by sin and still more the unity of all who believe in Christ.”

This verse of the Prophet Ezekiel was chosen as the theme of the Week of Prayer 2009, by Koreans, who “in the division of the Jewish people into two kingdoms, saw themselves reflected, the children of one land who, on account of political events, have been divided, north from south. Their human experience helped them to better understand the drama of the division among Christians.” The Pope continued, saying “God allows his people a new unity, which must be a sign and an instrument of reconciliation and peace, even at the historical level, for all nations. The unity that God gives his Church, and for which we pray, is naturally communion in the spiritual sense, in faith and in charity; but we know that this unity in Christ is also the ferment of fraternity in the social sphere, in relations between nations and for the whole human family.”

The prayer for these days, the Pope said, has also become intercession for the various situations of conflict that afflict humanity: “the prophetic power of the Word of God does not weaken and it repeats to us that peace is possible, and that we must be instruments of reconciliation and peace. For this reason our prayer for unity and peace always requires confirmation by courageous gestures of reconciliation among us Christians. Once again I think of the Holy Land: how important it is that the faithful who live there, and the pilgrims who travel there, offer a witness to everyone that diversity of rites and traditions need not be an obstacle to mutual respect and to fraternal charity. In the legitimate diversity of different positions we must seek unity in faith, in our fundamental 'yes' to Christ and to his one Church. And thus the differences will no longer be an obstacle that separates but richness in the multiplicity of the expressions of a common faith.”

In the conclusive part of the homily, the Holy Father mentioned that on January 25, 1959, 50 years ago, Blessed Pope John XXIII first mentioned - in the chapter room of the Monastery of St. Paul, after having celebrated solemn Mass in the Basilica - his desire to convoke “an ecumenical Council for the universal Church.” “From the providential decision, suggested to my venerable predecessor, according to his firm conviction, by the Holy Spirit, there also derived a fundamental contribution to ecumenism...The fruits of theological dialogues, with their convergences and with the more precise identification of the differences that still remain, led to a courageous pursuit in two directions: in the reception of what was positively achieved and a renewed dedication to the future.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

Ash Wednesday: “Paul had an extraordinary experience of the power of God's grace, the grace of the Paschal Mystery which gives life to Lent itself.”
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the afternoon of Wednesday, February 25, Ash Wednesday, the Holy Father Benedict XVI traveled to the Church of Saint Anselm on the Aventine Hill and, after a moment of prayer, he proceeded on the penitential procession towards the Basilica of Santa Sabina. At the end of the procession, inside the Basilica, the Pope celebrated Mass with the rite of blessing and distribution of ashes.

In his homily, the Pope mentioned that the call to conversion is a dominant theme in all the parts of the liturgy on Ash Wednesday, “liturgical door that opens into Lent.” In the commemorative Jubilee Year of the 2,000th anniversary of the birth of Saint Paul, the Holy Father focused on the exhortation in the Second Letter to the Corinthians: “We ask you in Christ's name: be reconciled with God” (5:20). “This invitation of the Apostle resounds as a final petition to take the Lenten call to conversion seriously. Paul had an extraordinary experience of the power of God's grace, the grace of the Paschal Mystery which gives life to Lent itself. He presents himself to us as 'ambassador' of the Lord. Who better than him to help us take full advantage of this path to interior conversion?”

“The Apostle is aware of having been chosen as an example. This exemplarity status concerns conversion, the transformation of his life brought about thanks to the merciful love of God...All his preaching, and even more so, his entire missionary existence was sustained by an interior strength that came forth from his fundamental experience of 'grace'...It is an awareness evident in every one of his writings and that has served as an interior 'lever' with God was able to carry him forward, towards new frontiers, not only geographic ones, but also spiritual ones.”

Benedict XVI then mentioned how “St. Paul recognized that everything in him was the work of divine grace, yet he did not forget the need to accept freely the gift of new life received at Baptism.” From here, we can see the baptismal vision of Lent: “on the one hand, it affirms the victory of Christ over sin, which was gained once and for all times with his death and resurrection; on the other hand, we are called to not offer our members to sin, that is, not to grant any victory to sin. The disciple should make Christ's victory his own, and this occurs above all with Baptism.”

In order to carry out the baptismal vocation, being victorious in the struggle between good and evil, the Holy Father recalled three “useful means” that the Lord indicates in the Gospel passage of Ash Wednesday – prayer, almsgiving, and fasting – of which we find references in the “experience and writings of Saint Paul.”

In the conclusion of his homily, the Pope recalled in what the Christian vocation consists: “risen with Christ, they have passed through death and now their life is hidden with Christ in God. To live this 'new' existence in God, there is a fundamental need to feed off the Word of God. Only in this manner can we really be united to God, live in His presence, if we enter in dialogue with Him...In this as well, the Apostle is above all a witness: his letters are the eloquent proof of the fact that he lived in constant dialogue with the Word of God: in thought, action, prayer, theology, preaching, exhorting, everything in him was fruit of the Word, received when he was a young man in the Jewish faith, fully manifested before his eyes in the encounter with the dead and risen Christ, and which he preached during the rest of his life in his missionary 'career.' He was revealed the fact that God, in Jesus the Word, pronounced His definitive Word, He Himself, the Word of salvation that coincides with the Paschal Mystery, the gift of Himself on the Cross that later becomes resurrection, because love is stronger than death.” 

Benedict XVI concluded his homily with this invitation: “May Lent, marked by more frequent contact with the Word of God, by more intense prayer, and by a severe and penitential lifestyle, be a stimulus to convert and to love our brothers and sisters, especially the poor and needy.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/2/2009)

On Easter Sunday: “ let us open our spirit to Christ, who has died and is risen in order to renew us, in order to remove from our hearts the poison of sin and death, and to pour in the life-blood of the Holy Spirit: divine and eternal life”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Easter Sunday, 12 April, Pope Benedict XVI in his homily reflected on St Paul's words ‘Christ, our Passover,, has been immolated!’(1 Cor 5,7), which “ already contain, in an impressive synthesis, a full awareness of the newness of life in Christ. The central symbol of salvation history – the Paschal lamb – is here identified with Jesus, who is called “our Paschal lamb”. The Hebrew Passover, commemorating the liberation from slavery in Egypt, provided for the ritual sacrifice of a lamb every year, one for each family, as prescribed by the Mosaic Law. In his passion and death, Jesus reveals himself as the Lamb of God, “sacrificed” on the Cross, to take away the sins of the world. He was killed at the very hour when it was customary to sacrifice the lambs in the Temple of Jerusalem. The meaning of his sacrifice he himself had anticipated during the Last Supper, substituting himself – under the signs of bread and wine – for the ritual food of the Hebrew Passover meal. ”. 

Then the Pope guided reflection on the interpretation of the “unleavened bread”, given by St Paul: “ we can also understand Saint Paul’s interpretation of the “leaven”. The Apostle is referring to an ancient Hebrew usage: according to which, on the occasion of the Passover, it was necessary to remove from the household every tiny scrap of leavened bread. On the one hand, this served to recall what had happened to their forefathers at the time of the flight from Egypt: leaving the country in haste, they had brought with them only unleavened bread. At the same time, though, the “unleavened bread” was a symbol of purification: removing the old to make space for the new. Now, Saint Paul explains, this ancient tradition likewise acquires a new meaning, once more derived from the new “Exodus”, which is Jesus’ passage from death to eternal life.”. 

Pope Benedict XVI concluded: “ Christ has truly risen from the dead. Yes, indeed! This is the fundamental core of our profession of faith; this is the cry of victory that unites us all today. And if Jesus is risen, and is therefore alive, who will ever be able to separate us from him? Who will ever be able to deprive us of the love of him who has conquered hatred and overcome death? The Easter proclamation spreads throughout the world with the joyful song of the Alleluia. Let us sing it with our lips, and let us sing it above all with our hearts and our lives, with a manner of life that is “unleavened”, that is to say, simple, humble, and fruitful in good works. ”. (Agenzia Fides 12/4/2009, righe 23, parole 388)

Easter Greetings: Let us contemplate Saul of Tarsus, “ His teaching and example inspire us to go in search of the Lord Jesus. They encourage us to trust him, because that sense of emptiness, which tends to intoxicate humanity, has been overcome by the light and the hope that emanate from the resurrection."
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Easter Sunday the Holy Father Benedict XVI addressed an Easter Message to the whole world, a message of hope: “Jesus rose again so that we, though destined to die, should not despair, worrying that with death life is completely finished; Christ is risen to give us hope (cf. ibid.).”. Assuming that every person wonders about what comes after death the Pope said “ To this mystery today’s solemnity allows us to respond that death does not have the last word, because Life will be victorious at the end. This certainty of ours is based not on simple human reasoning, but on a historical fact of faith: Jesus Christ, crucified and buried, is risen with his glorified body. ” 

“ Ever since the dawn of Easter – the Pontiff continued –a new Spring of hope has filled the world; from that day forward our resurrection has begun, because Easter does not simply signal a moment in history, but the beginning of a new condition: Jesus is risen not because his memory remains alive in the hearts of his disciples, but because he himself lives in us, and in him we can already savour the joy of eternal life. ”. Benedict XVI then underlined the historic reality of the Resurrection “ It is neither a myth nor a dream, it is not a vision or a utopia, it is not a fairy tale, but it is a singular and unrepeatable event: Jesus of Nazareth, son of Mary, who at dusk on Friday was taken down from the Cross and buried, has victoriously left the tomb”.

The Holy Father then looked at the present day context with “dark regions” permeated by materialism and nihilism “ a vision of the world that is unable to move beyond what is scientifically verifiable, and retreats cheerlessly into a sense of emptiness which is thought to be the definitive destiny of human life. It is a fact that if Christ had not risen, the “emptiness” would be set to prevail. If we take away Christ and his resurrection, there is no escape for man, and every one of his hopes remains an illusion. Yet today is the day when the proclamation of the Lord’s resurrection vigorously bursts forth, and it is the answer to the recurring question of the sceptics, that we also find in the book of Ecclesiastes: “Is there a thing of which it is said, ‘See, this is new’?” (Ec 1:10). We answer, yes: on Easter morning, everything was renewed. “Death and life have come face to face in a tremendous duel: the Lord of life was dead, but now he lives triumphant” (Easter Sequence). This is what is new! A newness that changes the lives of those who accept it, as in the case of the saints. This, for example, is what happened to Saint Paul. Many times, in the context of the Pauline year, we have had occasion to meditate on the experience of the great Apostle. Saul of Tarsus, the relentless persecutor of Christians, encountered the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, and was “conquered” by him. The rest we know. In Paul there occurred what he would later write about to the Christians of Corinth: “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, behold, the new has come” (2 Cor 5:17). Let us look at this great evangelizer, who with bold enthusiasm and apostolic zeal brought the Gospel to many different peoples in the world of that time. His teaching and example inspire us to go in search of the Lord Jesus. They encourage us to trust him, because that sense of emptiness, which tends to intoxicate humanity, has been overcome by the light and the hope that emanate from the resurrection."

“ It is no longer emptiness that envelops all things, but the loving presence of God. The very reign of death has been set free, because the Word of life has even reached the “underworld”, carried by the breath of the Spirit [...].Even if through Easter, Christ has destroyed the root of evil, he still wants the assistance of men and women in every time and place who help him to affirm his victory using his own weapons: the weapons of justice and truth, mercy, forgiveness and love. ”. 

Looking at the continent of Africa, which he visited recently, which “ suffers disproportionately from the cruel and unending conflicts” and the Holy Land which he will visit in a few weeks time to announce Christ's message of peace, Benedict XVI concluded: “ Let no one draw back from this peaceful battle that has been launched by Christ’s Resurrection. For as I said earlier, Christ is looking for men and women who will help him to affirm his victory using his own weapons: the weapons of justice and truth, mercy, forgiveness and love. Resurrectio Domini, spes nostra! The resurrection of Christ is our hope! This the Church proclaims today with joy. She announces the hope that is now firm and invincible because God has raised Jesus Christ from the dead. She communicates the hope that she carries in her heart and wishes to share with all people in every place, especially where Christians suffer persecution because of their faith and their commitment to justice and peace”. The Holy Father then invoked the maternal help of Our Lady, Star of Hope, and imparted his Blessing Urbi et Orbi. (Agenzia Fides 12/4/2009, righe 38, parole 660)

Opening of the Year of the Priesthood: “ Allow oneself to be totally captured by Christ! This was the goal of the whole life of Saint Paul"

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the solemnity of the Most Scared Heart of Jesus, Friday 19 June, in St Peter's Basilica the Holy Father, Benedict XVI presided the Celebration of second Vespers of the Solemnity on the occasion of the opening of the Year of the Priesthood to mark the 150th anniversary of the death of Saint Jean Marie Vianney. The celebration was preceded by an address given by Archbishop Mauro Piacenza, secretary of the Congregation for the Clergy, followed by a procession with the relics of Saint Jan Marie Vianney from the Chapel of the Pietà to the alter of the Confession and to the Choir Chapel. On arriving in the Basilica, the Pope stopped at the Choir Chapel to venerate the relics of the holy Curé d'Ars. 

“The Old Testament speaks 26 times of the heart of God, considered the organ of his will: compared with the heart of God man is judged – the Holy Father said in his homily during Vespers -. Because of the sorrow which his heart feels for the sins of man, God decides to send the deluge, but then moved by human frailty, he forgives… the heart of God trembles with compassion! On this solemnity of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Church offers for our contemplation this mystery, the mystery of the heart of a God who is moved and pours out his love upon humanity. A mysterious love which in the texts of the New Testament, is revealed to us as God's incommensurable passion for man. He does not surrender in the face of ingratitude nor even in the face of the rejection of the people he chose to be his own; indeed, with infinite mercy, he sends into the world his Only Son to take upon himself the destiny of love destroyed; so that, escaping the power of evil and death, he is able to restore the dignity of children of God, to human beings rendered enslaved by sin ”. 

After thanking the numerous people present for the Vespers to open the Year of the Priesthood, the Holy Father urged the faithful to contemplate the pierced heart of the Crucified Christ. “In the Heart of Jesus– the Pope said - is expressed the essential nucleus of Christianity; revealed and given to us in Christ, the revolutionary news of the Gospel: Love which saves us and allows us to live here and now in the eternity of God … His divine Heart calls to our own heart; inviting us to go out of ourselves, to put aside our human certainties and put our trust in Him, to follow his example, offering ourselves as a gift of unreserved love”.

Benedict XVI then recalled that of Jesus' call to "remain in his love" (cfr Jn 15,9) is addressed to every baptised Christian, all the more “does it resound even more powerfully for we who are priests, and especially this evening ”. Citing the Catechism of the Catholic Church (n. 1589) the Pontiff underlined that priests are consecrated “in order to serve, humbly and authoritatively, the priesthood of the lay faithful ” and that their “mission is indispensable for the Church and for the world, which requires total faithfulness to Christ and unbroken unity with Him; that is, it demands that, like Saint Jean Marie Vianney, we strive continually for holiness”. The Pope then mentioned the Letter he has addressed to priests for this Jubilee Year, in which he highlights certain distinguishing aspects of the priestly ministry, referring to the example of the holy Cure d'Ars, and he said he hoped his Letter “will be of help and encouragement to make this year an opportunity to grow in intimacy with Jesus, who relies on us, his ministers, to spread and consolidate his Kingdom”. 

“Allow oneself to be totally captured by Christ! This was the goal of the whole life of Saint Paul, to whom we have turned our attention during this Year of St Paul which is now coming to a close– the Pontiff continued -; this was the goal of the whole ministry of the saintly Cure d'Ars, who we will invoke during this Year of the Priesthood; may this also be the principal objective of each of us. To be ministers at the service of the Gospel, study is certainly useful, but even more necessary is the ‘science of love’ which can only be learned ‘heart to heart' with Christ ”. 

The heart of Jesus pierced on the cross “is the source of Love” from which priests must never stray. “Even our frailty, our limits and failings can lead us back to the Heart of Jesus – the Pope continued -. If by contemplating Jesus, sinners learn the necessary ‘sorrow for sins' which leads them back to the Father, this is even more true for sacred ministers… we too dear priests, are called to conversion and to have recourse to Divine Mercy, we too should turn with sincere humility and incessant request to the Heart of Jesus to preserve us from the terrible risk of harming those whom it is our duty to save ”.

Concluding his homily, the Pope once again urged those present to follow the example of the saintly Cure d'Ars, “a heart enflamed with divine love, which is moved at the thought of the dignity of the priest and spoke to the faithful with words touching and sublime”, recalling that “the Church needs holy priests; ministers who help the faithful to experience God's loving mercy and to bear convincing witness to it ”. The Pope concluded: “May we be accompanied by the Blessed Virgin, our Mother, in the Year of the Priesthood which we open today, that we may be secure and enlightening guides for the faithful whom the Lord entrusts to our pastoral care”. The Celebration of Vespers, concluded with Eucharistic Adoration. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 20/6/2009; righe 62, parole 908)

Benedict XVI closes the Year dedicated to St Paul who “ remains the ‘teacher of the nations, anxious to carry to all men and women the message of the Risen Lord, because Christ knows and loves them all and died and rose again for them ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - In the early evening of Sunday June 28, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI went to the Basilica of Saint Paul to preside First Vespers of the Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul to close the Year of St Paul. “The year to commemorate the birth of St Paul closes this evening - the Pope said in his homily -. We are gathered here at the tomb of the Apostle whose sarcophagus, preserved under the papal altar, was recently the object of careful scientific examination … (which) would seem to confirm the unanimous and unquestioned tradition that these are indeed the mortal remains of the Apostle Paul. This fills our soul with profound emotion ”.

After recalling that in the past months many people have followed “the ways of the Apostle, exterior paths and still more the interior paths which he walked during his life ”, Benedict XVI underlined: “The Year of St Paul closes, but to walk with Paul and through him to come to know Jesus and like him be illuminated and transformed by the Gospel – this will always be part of the Christian life. He will remain, beyond the circle of believers, the 'teacher of the nations', anxious to carry to all men and women the message of the Risen Lord, because Christ knows and loves them all and died and rose again for them ”.

Dwelling on the second part of the Letter to the Romans, the first two verses of chapter 12, the Pope explained that in this passage St Paul “first of all affirms, as something fundamental, that with Christ a new manner of venerating God has started,– a new form of worship. It consists in the fact that living man becomes himself adoration, a ‘sacrifice’ even of the body. Things are no longer offered to God. Our very life should offer praise to God ”. This is possible, according to St Paul, if we become “new persons, transformed in a new manner of living … speaking about becoming new persons, Paul alludes to his own conversion: his encounter with the living Christ … He is a new man, because he no longer lives for himself and of himself, but for Christ and in Him. However in the years that followed he came to realise that this process of renewal and transformation continues all through life”.

The Holy Father continued: “Paul clarifies further this process of ‘re-fusion’ saying that we become new if we change our manner of thinking…our manner of reasoning must become new… … our manner of looking at the world, of understanding reality– our whole way of thinking must change from the roots … we must learn to understand the will of God, allowing it to shape our will, until we desire what God's desires, because we realise that God wants only what is good and beautiful”.

The need to renew our way of being a human person, is expressed by Paul in two passage of the Letter to the Ephesians, upon which the Pope dwelt: “In chapter four of the Letter, the Apostle tells us that with Christ we must reach adult age, mature humanity … Paul wishes Christians to have faith which is ‘responsible’, ‘adult’ ” not be mistaken for “the attitude of those who have stopped listening to the Church and the Bishops, and who autonomously choose what to believe and what not to believe”. Benedict XVI then indicated as examples of adult faith, commitment to promote respect for the “inviolability of human life from the first moment” and “acknowledging matrimony between and man and a woman for life, as the order of the Creator, restored by Christ ”, and he underlined, “ adult faith does not let itself be carried here and there by different currents. It withstands the winds of fashion. It knows that these winds do not blow from the Holy Spirit”. 

Paul describes mature, truly adult faith in a positive manner with the expression "living according to truth in charity " (cfr Eph 4, 15). “The power of the faith, the power of God is truth. The truth about the world, about ourselves reveals itself if we contemplate God – the Pontiff explained -. God reveals himself to us in the face of Jesus Christ. Contemplating Christ we realise something else: truth and charity are inseparable… The Apostle tells us that, living according to the truth in charity, we help everything, the whole of the universe, to tend towards Christ… the ultimate purpose of the work of Christ is the universe– the transformation of the universe, of the whole human world, the whole of creation. Those who with Christ serve the truth in charity contribute towards the real progress of the world”. 

In the third chapter of the Letter to the Ephesians, the Apostle Paul speaks of the necessity to "strengthen the interior man " (3, 16). The Holy Father said “ interior emptiness – the weakness of the interior man– is one of the major problems of our day. It is necessary to reinforce interiority –perceptiveness of the heart; the capacity to see and to understand the world and man from within, with the heart. We need reason illuminated by the heart so we may learn to act according to the truth in charity. However this is not possible without an intimate relationship with God, without a life of prayer”. Paul tells us “only in communion with all the saints, with the great community of all the believers– not against or without this community– can we come to know the vastness of the mystery of Christ … the crucified Christ embraces the entire universe in all its dimensions. He takes the world in his hands and lifts it up to God”. 

Benedict XVI concluded his homily urging those present to pray the Lord “will help us realise the vastness of his love, so that his love and his truth may touch our hearts. Let us ask Christ to live in our hearts and make us new men, who act according to truth in charity ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2009; righe 66, parole 987)

ANGELUS/REGINA CAELI

The Pope encourages all the  faithful “to celebrate with faith this Pauline Year”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The difference “between human fears and the fear of God” was the focus of reflection for the Holy Father Benedict XVI prior to the recitation of the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter’s Square on Sunday, June 22. Recalling the two counsels of Jesus in Sunday’s Gospel - on the one hand "not to be afraid of men" and on the other hand to "fear" God (cf. Matthew 10:26, 28) – the Pope affirmed that “fear is a natural part of life” that we experience from childhood and that takes on various forms even in adulthood. In our day, as well, there is “a more profound form of fear of an existential type that sometimes overflows into anxiety: It is born from a sense of emptiness that is linked to a culture that is permeated by a widespread theoretical and practical nihilism.”

The Pope continued, saying that, “in the face of the ample and diversified panorama of human fears, the word of God is clear: He who ‘fears’ the Lord is ‘not afraid.’ The fear of God, which the Scriptures define as the ‘beginning of true wisdom,’ coincides with faith in God, with the sacred respect for his authority over life and the world... But he who fears God feels the inner security of a child in the arms of his mother. He who fears God is calm even in the midst of storms, because God, as Jesus has revealed to us, is a Father who is full of mercy and goodness... The believer, therefore, is not afraid of anything, because he knows that he is in the hands of God, he knows that evil and the irrational do not have the last word, and Christ alone is the Lord of the world and life, the Incarnate Word of God; he knows that Christ loved us to the point of sacrificing himself, dying on the cross for our salvation. The more we grow in this intimacy with God, impregnated with love, the more easily we will defeat every kind of fear.” 

Before praying the Angelus, Benedict XVI mentioned the testimony of Saint Paul, who, “strengthened by Christ's presence and comforted by his love, did not even fear martyrdom,” and he recalled the inauguration of the jubilee year that will celebrate the 2,000th anniversary of his birth. “May this great spiritual and pastoral event awaken in us, too, a renewed confidence in Jesus Christ, who calls us to announce and witness to his Gospel without being afraid of anything. I invite you, then, dear brothers and sisters, to prepare yourselves to celebrate with faith this Pauline Year, which, if it may please God, I will solemnly open next Saturday evening at 6 p.m. in the Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls. 

After the recitation of the Angelus, Benedict XVI mentioned the capsizing of a ferry in the Philippines, in a tragic consequence of Typhoon Fengshen: “As I assure the people of these islands who have suffered from Typhoon Fengshen of my spiritual nearness, I offer a prayer to the Lord for the victims of this new tragedy at sea in which many children also seem to have been involved.” He then congratulated the Congregation of Franciscan Sisters of the Cross of Lebanon for the beatification (in Beirut) of their founder, Blessed Yaaqub da Ghazir Haddad (whose name in the world was Khalil). The Pope also called upon his intercession, joined with that of the saints of Lebanon, that they may “obtain for that beloved and martyred country, which has suffered too much, progress toward a stable peace.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/6/2008)

“Today, in a world which has become a little smaller, but still many people have yet to encounter the Lord Jesus, the jubilee of Saint Paul is a call to all Christians to be missionaries of the Gospel”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - At the end of Mass celebrated in St Peter's Basilica on Sunday 29 June, the feast of Saints Peter and Paul, in his reflection before leading the recitation of the midday Angelus prayer, Pope Benedict spoke of the "special event, the Year of Saint Paul, which he had opened the previous evening in St Paul's Basilica, to mark the 2000th anniversary of the birth of the Apostle of the Nations. The Pope said the Jubilee he indicted will have its centre in Rome, especially at the tomb of St Paul and the place of his martyrdom, but it will involve the whole Church, including Tarsus Paul's birth place and places where he preached in what is today Turkey, as well as the Holy Land and the island of Malta where the Apostle was shipwrecked and sowed the seed of the Gospel. The Pope said, "the horizon of the Year of St Paul can only be universal because he was the Apostle par excellence for peoples considered by the Jews 'strangers' but who, through the blood of Christ, became 'neighbours'. So today, in a world which has become a little smaller, but still many people have yet to encounter the Lord Jesus, the jubilee of Saint Paul is a call to all Christians to be missionaries of the Gospel.” 

The missionary dimension is accompanied by the dimension of unity represented by Saint Peter, the "rock" upon which Christ built his Church. The Pope said “the charisma of the two great Apostles are complementary for the edification of the one People of God and Christians cannot be valid witnesses of Christ unless they are united. The theme of unity is today underlined by the traditional rite of the Pallium which was imposed during this Mass on the shoulders of the Archbishops appointed during the past year ”. Pope Benedict XVI concluded entrusting some 'special' intentions to the intercession of Most Holy Mary, Mother of the Church and Queen of the Apostles: the Year of Saint Paul, evangelisation, communion in the Church and full unity of all Christians. At the end of the prayer the Pope greeted Rome on the feast day of its patron saints, Peter and Paul: “May your patron saints help the city and the diocese safeguard and valorise Rome's rich heritage of treasures of faith, history and art”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2008)

“In St Stephen we see materializing the first fruits of salvation that the Nativity of Christ brought to humanity: the victory of life over death, of love over hate, of the light of truth over the darkness of falsehood”.
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his Angelus reflection on 26 December the Pope spoke of Saint Stephen, the first Christian martyr, “a young man "full of faith and of the Holy Spirit", ”, who was arrested and stoned  “ because of his passionate and courageous preaching ”. 

The Holy Father also mentioned the figure of Paul who appears for the first time during Stephen's martyrdom: “Here, with his Hebrew name of Saul, St Paul appears for the first time in the guise of a zealous persecutor of the Church (cf. Phil 3: 6), which he then perceived as a duty and as something to boast. It could be said a posteriori that precisely Stephen's witness was decisive for his conversion.”. In this Year of St Paul, Benedict, XVI  retraced St Paul's steps towards Damascus, “shortly after the martyrdom of Stephen […]still driven by zeal against the Christians”. “Saul – the Pontiff said –had been persecuting the Church and had also taken part in the stoning of Stephen; he had seen Stephen die, pelted by stones, and above all he had seen the way in which Stephen died: in all things like Christ, that is, praying and forgiving those who killed him (cf. Acts 7: 59-60). On the road to Damascus Saul realized that in persecuting the Church he was persecuting Jesus who had died and was truly risen; Jesus, alive in his Church and alive in Stephen who he had indeed seen dying but who now certainly lived together with his Risen Lord. We could almost say that in Christ's voice he recognized Stephen's, and also that through Stephen's intercession divine grace touched his heart. This is how Paul's life changed radically. From that moment, Jesus became his righteousness, his sanctification, his redemption (cf. 1 Cor 1: 30), his all. And one day he too was to follow Jesus in Stephen's very footsteps, shedding his own blood in witness to the Gospel, here, in Rome. ”. 

Meditating on the significance of Christmas the Holy Father affirmed “in St Stephen we see materializing the first fruits of salvation that the Nativity of Christ brought to humanity: the victory of life over death, of love over hate, of the light of truth over the darkness of falsehood”. 

Following the recitation of the Angelus, Pope Benedict said "My thoughts go, among others, to two consecrated Italian women: Maria Teresa Olivero and Caterina Giraudo, members of the contemplative missionary Movement of Father de Foucauld who were kidnapped more than a month ago, together with a group of their local collaborators in the village of El Waq, in the north of Kenya. I would like them to feel in this moment the solidarity of the Pope and of the whole Church. May the Lord, who in being born came to give us the gift of his love, move the hearts of the kidnappers and grant that these Sisters of ours be released as soon as possible so that they may continue their selfless service to our poorest brothers and sisters”. (Agenzia Fides 26/12/2008)

The Pope reminds migrants of the words of the Apostle Paul, “in the Church you are not foreigners or guests, but you are part of the family of God,” 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the World Day of Migrants and Refugees, Sunday January 18, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made reference to his Message for the occasion during his address prior to the recitation of the Angelus. As this is the Year of Saint Paul, “thinking of St. Paul as the great itinerant missionary of the Gospel,” the theme is “St. Paul Migrant, Apostle of the Gentiles.” “Paul became the "ambassador" of the risen Christ to make him known to all, in the conviction that in him all peoples are called to form the great family of the children of God,” the Pope said before praying the Angelus. “This is also the Church's mission, more than ever in this time of globalization. As Christians it is impossible for us not to feel the need to transmit Jesus' message of love, especially to those who do not know him, or who find themselves in difficult and painful situations.” 

Directing his thought towards immigrants, Benedict XVI mentioned that their situation “in some cases, thanks be to God, it is peaceful and they are well integrated; in other cases, unfortunately, it is painful, difficult and sometimes even dramatic.” He then assured that “the Christian community looks on every person and every family with attention and asks St. Paul for the strength of a renewed dedication to work in every part of the world for peaceful coexistence of men and women of different ethnicities, cultures and religions.” He then mentioned how all Christians, according to their vocation, wherever they live and work, are called to bear witness to the Gospel, “with a greater concern for those brothers and sisters who have come from different countries for various reasons to live among us, giving value to the phenomenon of migration as an occasion of the meeting of civilizations.” The Holy Father encouraged everyone to pray and act “so that this always takes place in a peaceful and constructive way, in respect and dialogue, preventing every temptation to conflict and abuse,” and added “a special word for sailors and fisherman, who for some time have been experiencing great uneasiness. Besides the usual difficulties, they are also suffering from the restrictions of bringing chaplains on board, as well as from the dangers of pirates and the damage of illegal fishing.” 

After the Angelus, the Pope once again addressed the conflict in the Gaza Strip with these words: “I continue to follow the conflict in the Gaza Strip with deep trepidation. Let us also bring before the Lord today the hundreds of children, old people, women who are innocent victims of the inconceivable violence, the wounded, those who are grieving for their loved ones and those who have lost their possessions. I also invite you to accompany with your prayers the efforts of numerous persons of good will who are trying to stop the tragedy. I sincerely hope that it is seen how to profit, with wisdom, from the space opened up to reinstate the truce and move toward peaceful and durable solutions. In this regard, I renew my encouragement of those who, on the one side and on the other, believe that in the Holy Land there is room for all, that they help their people to rise up from the rubble and terror and courageously take up again the thread of dialogue in justice and truth. This is the only way that they can effectively unlock a future of peace for the children of that dear land.” 

Then, recalling the Week of Prayer for the Unity of Christians, which is celebrated January 18-25, the Holy Father mentioned the Biblical theme of this year, proposed by an ecumenical group from Korea: “One in your hand” (Ez 37:17). He then said: “Let us too welcome this invitation and pray with greater intensity that Christians walk in a resolute way toward full communion with each other. I especially address Catholics throughout the world that, united in prayer, they do not tire to work to overcome obstacles that still impede full communion among Christ's disciples. The ecumenical task is even more urgent today, to give to our society, which is marked by tragic conflicts and lacerating divisions, a sign and an impulse toward reconciliation and peace. We will conclude this Week of Prayer in the Papal Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls with the celebration of vespers, next Sunday, the feast of the Conversion of St. Paul, Apostle, who made the unity of the body of Christ an essential nucleus of his preaching.” 

After greeting the pilgrims in various languages, Benedict XVI addressed representatives from the Catholic migrant communities present in Rome: “Dear friends, I repeat the words of the Apostle Paul: In the Church you are not foreigners or guests, but you are part of the family of God. Know how to insert yourselves well in the ecclesial and civil community, with the wealth of your faith and your traditions.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 19/1/2009)

May the experience of the Apostle Paul “be a model of every authentic Christian conversion” 

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The Gospel reading that tells of the Jesus' words in the first preaching in Galillea - “This is the time of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel” (Mk 1:15) – and the feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul, which the Church celebrates on January 25, is a “happy coincidence -- especially in this Pauline year -- which allows us, as we contemplate the experience of the Apostle, to understand the true meaning of evangelical conversion – 'metanoia,'”said the Holy Father Benedict XVI prior to the recitation of the Angelus with the faithful gathered in Saint Peter's Square on Sunday, January 25.

“The Apostle's experience can be a model of every authentic Christian conversion. Paul's conversion matured in the encounter with the Risen Christ; it was this encounter that radically changed his existence,” the Pope said. “That which Jesus asks in the Gospel today happened to him on the road to Damascus: Saul converted because, thanks to the divine light, 'he believed in the Gospel.' His conversion and ours consists in this: in believing in Jesus dead and risen and in opening up to the illumination of his divine grace...Converting means, for each one of us also, believing that Jesus 'gave himself up for me,' dying on the cross (cf. Galatians 2:20) and, risen, lives with me and in me. Entrusting myself to the power of his forgiveness, letting myself be led by the hand by him, I can get out of the quicksand of pride and sin, of lies and sadness, of selfishness and every false certainty, to know and live the richness of his love.”

The Holy Father then mentioned that “the invitation to conversion, confirmed by the witness of St. Paul, is particularly urgent today, at the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, even at the ecumenical level. The Apostle shows us the right spiritual attitude for progress toward communion.” And he also observed that “we Christians have not yet achieved the goal of full unity, but if we let ourselves be continually converted by the Lord Jesus, we will certainly arrive there.”

After the Angelus, Benedict XVI recalled World Leprosy Day, which was begun 55 years ago by Raoul Follereau. He expressed his joy at the fact that the United Nations recently “asked countries to protect those suffering from leprosy and their families. For my part, I assure them of my prayers and I renew my encouragement of those who struggle with them for complete healing and good social integration.” Then, addressing the people of various countries in Eastern Asia celebrating the lunar new year, the Pope said: “I wish them joy in their celebrations. Joy is an expression of being in harmony with oneself: and that can only come from being in harmony with God and with his creation. May joy always live in the hearts of the citizens of those nations, which are so dear to me, and spread throughout the world!” 

Lastly, he gave a special greeting to the youth of Catholic Action in Rome, who did a “Caravan of Peace” through the streets of Rome, which ended at Saint Peter's, after a month of peace initiatives. “Dear boys and girls, I thank you for your fidelity in the commitment to peace, a commitment not only in word but in decisions and actions,” the Pope said. Then, one of the two young people next to the Holy Father, from the window of his office, read a brief message on the theme of peace. At the end of the greetings in various languages, the Pope released two doves. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 26/1/2009)

May the pilgrimage of those who have come to Rome for the canonizations “ help each one [of you] to 'run' with more joy and energy toward the final 'goal,' toward 'the prize of God's upward calling, in Christ Jesus.'”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On Sunday, April 26, at the close of the Mass celebrated in Saint Peter's Square for the proclamation of the 5 new saints, the Holy Father Benedict XVI opened his address prior to the recitation of the Regina Caeli, giving that to all the pilgrims who had come, especially the delegation from the Italian government and civil authorities, and other numerous pilgrims: “I hope that this pilgrimage, lived in the mark of sanctity and supported by the grace of the Pauline year, can help each one [of you] to 'run' with more joy and energy toward the final 'goal,' toward 'the prize of God's upward calling, in Christ Jesus,' (cf. Philippians 3:13-14).”

The Pope then recalled the celebration of the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart. “Fifty years after the death of the founder, Father Agostino Gemelli, I hope that the Catholic University be always faithful to its inspiring principles so as to continue offering a valid formation to the young generations.”

Benedict XVI then greeted the pilgrims from Portugal, especially the Carmelites, who came to Rome for the canonization of Frei Nuno de Santa Maria, known as “Santo Condestável” to the poor of his era, who witnessed his compassion and generosity with the most marginalized of society.

In greeting the Polish-speaking pilgrims, the Holy Father recalled that “under the patronage of the Biblical Society named after John Paul II, the Church in Poland is celebrating its first Bible Sunday and Week,” and he blessed the hearts of “all those who study the Word of God.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 27/4/2009)

“Saint Paul is an example of a priest totally identified with his ministry - as the saintly Cure of Ars would be in later times -, aware that he carries an inestimable treasure, that is the message of salvation, but that he carries it within a vessel of clay"
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The closing of the Year of St Paul and the recent opening of the Year of the Priest were the subject of the Holy Father Benedict XVI's reflection before leading the recitation of the Angelus with people gathered in St Peter's Square on Sunday 28 June. The year of St Paul “was truly a time of grace in which, through pilgrimages, catechesis, numerous publications and various initiatives, the figure of St Paul was re-proposed to the whole Church and everywhere in Christian communities his vibrant message vivified passion for Christ and for the Gospel” said the Holy Father, inviting those present to thank God for the “Year of St Paul and all the spiritual gifts it brought with it”.

Benedict XVI then recalled that a few days ago, on 19 June, solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Year of the Priesthood was inaugurated. “As I wrote in the special letter addressed to priests, the intention is to foster interior renewal among all priest that they may render stronger and more effective witness to the Gospel in the world today. The Apostle Paul constitutes in this regard a splendid model to imitate not so much in concreteness of life - his life in fact was extraordinary – but instead in love for Christ, zeal for announcing the Gospel, dedication to the community, elaboration of an effective synthesis of pastoral theology. “Saint Paul is an example of a priest totally identified with his ministry - as the saintly Cure of Ars would be in later times -, aware that he carries an inestimable treasure, that is the message of salvation, but that he carries it within a vessel of clay " (cfr 2 Cor 4,7); therefore he is strong and humble at the same time, profoundly convinced that the merit for everything goes to God and to God's grace. ‘We are possessed by love for Christ – the Apostle writes, and this might well be a motto for every priest, ‘conquered’ by the Spirit (cfr Acts 20,22) and modelled into a faithful administrator of the mysteries of God (cfr 1 Cor 4,1-2): the priest must belong totally to Christ and totally to the Church, to which he is called to dedicate himself with undivided love, like a faithful husband is dedicated to his bride.”

Before the Marian prayer of the Angelus, the Pontiff invoked the intercession of Saints Peter and Paul and the Blessed Virgin Mary, “to obtain abundant blessings for priests in the Year of the Priesthood which has just begun. May Our Lady, whom St Jean Marie loved and made loved, today help every priest to vivify the gift received from God which is in him by virtue of his Holy Ordination, that he may grow in holiness and be ready to bear witness and if necessary for martyrdom, to the beauty of total and lasting consecration to Christ and to the Church ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2009; righe 30, parole 459)

May common veneration of these Martyrs be a pledge of ever fuller and ever more sincere communion among Christians today all over the world 
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On the solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul, patrons saints of the Church of Rome, in his Angelus reflection on 29 June, the Pope addressed the diocese of Rome, citizens and visitors in Rome: “As your Bishop, I urge you to be faithful to your Christian vocation and not to conform to the mentality of the world – as the Apostle of the nations wrote to the Christians in Rome - . let yourselves be continually transformed and renewed by the Gospel, so you follow what is truly good and pleasing to God. I pray continually that Rome may be faithful to its Christian vocation not only keeping unchanged its immense spiritual and cultural heritage, but also that the Roman people may express the beauty of the faith received in concrete ways of thinking and behaving, and so offer those who come to this City for many different reasons, an atmosphere imbued with humanity and the values of the Gospel ”. 

Underlining the universal nature of the Solemnity, which “expresses the universality and the catholicity of the Church”, the Pope mentioned the new metropolitan archbishops and the Pallium they receive, “a symbol of communion with the Successor of Peter”, and he greeted the delegation from the Patriarchate of Constantinople which, as every year, had come Rome for the celebration of Saints Peter and Paul. “May common veneration of these Martyrs be a pledge of ever fuller and ever more sincere communion among Christians today all over the world ” the Pontiff concluded, before invoking the “the maternal intercession of Mary, Mother of the One Church of Christ ”, with the recitation of the Angelus prayer.

After the Marian prayer, Benedict XVI announced his third encyclical with these words: “ My third Encyclical with the title Caritas in veritate, will soon be made public. This document, which bears the date of today, June 29, solemnity of the Apostles, Saints Peter and Paul, takes up the social issues contained in Populorum progressio, written by the Servant of God Paul VI in 1967. The document reflects on certain aspects of integral development in our epoch in the light of charity in truth. I entrust to your prayers this new contribution which the Church offers humanity for sustainable progress with full respect for human dignity and the real needs of all ”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 30/6/2009; righe 27, parole 392)

MESSAGES

World Day of Prayer for Vocations 2008: “The story of Paul, the greatest missionary of all times, brings out in many ways the link between vocation and mission

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Vocations at the Service of the Church on Mission,” is the theme that has been chosen by the Holy Father Benedict XVI for the next World Day of Prayer for Vocations, to be celebrated on the 4th Sunday of Easter, April 13, 2008. In his Message on the occasion, the Pope firstly recalled Jesus’ command entrusted to the Apostles: “Go, therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19), assuring them: “I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28: 20). The Pope continues, “The Church is missionary in herself and in each one of her members. Through the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation, every Christian is called to bear witness and to announce the Gospel, but this missionary dimension is associated in a special and intimate way with the priestly vocation. In the covenant with Israel, God entrusted to certain men, called by him and sent to the people in his name, a mission as prophets and priests.”

Jesus Christ, through whom the promises made to our fathers were fulfilled, “already in his public life, while preaching in Galilee, chose some disciples to be his close collaborators in the messianic ministry.” In what is called the “ ‘missionary discourse,’ we may take note of those aspects which distinguish the missionary activity of a Christian community, eager to remain faithful to the example and teaching of Jesus. To respond to the Lord’s call means facing in prudence and simplicity every danger and even persecutions... Having become one with their Master, the disciples are no longer alone as they announce the Kingdom of heaven; Jesus himself is acting in them... Precisely because they have been sent by the Lord, the Twelve are called “Apostles”, destined to walk the roads of the world announcing the Gospel as witnesses to the death and resurrection of Christ... The Book of the Acts of the Apostles also assigns a very important role in this task of evangelization to other disciples whose missionary vocation arises from providential, sometimes painful, circumstances such as expulsion from their own lands for being followers of Jesus (cf. 8,1-4). The Holy Spirit transforms this trial into an occasion of grace, using it so that the name of the Lord can be preached to other peoples, stretching in this way the horizons of the Christian community.”

The Holy Father then speaks of the figure of Paul of Tarsus: “The story of Paul, the greatest missionary of all times, brings out in many ways the link between vocation and mission. Accused by his opponents of not being authorized for the apostolate, he makes repeated appeals precisely to the call which he received directly from the Lord...what ‘impels’ the Apostles (cf. 2 Cor 5: 14) is always ‘the love of Christ.’ Innumerable missionaries, throughout the centuries, as faithful servants of the Church, docile to the action of the Holy Spirit, have followed in the footsteps of the first disciples... In fact, the love of Christ must be communicated to the brothers by example and words, with all one’s life.”

And the Holy Father continues: “Among those totally dedicated to the service of the Gospel, are priests, called to preach the word of God, administer the sacraments, especially the Eucharist and Reconciliation, committed to helping the lowly, the sick, the suffering, the poor, and those who experience hardship in areas of the world where there are, at times, many who still have not had a real encounter with Jesus Christ. Missionaries announce for the first time to these people Christ’s redemptive love.”

The number of Baptized increases each year, “thanks to the pastoral work of these priests, who are wholly consecrated to the salvation of their brothers and sisters. In this context, a special word of thanks must be expressed to the 'fidei donum' priests who work faithfully and generously at building up the community by proclaiming the word of God and breaking the Bread of Life, devoting all their energy to serving the mission of the Church.” Pope Benedict XVI invited the faithful to give thanks to God, “for all the priests who have suffered even to the sacrifice of their lives in order to serve Christ,” recalling the fact that “through His priests, Jesus becomes present among the men of today, even in the most remote corners of the earth.”

The Message also highlighted, “the main role in the evangelization of the world,” crowned with the hosts of religious brothers and sisters: “With their continual and community prayer, contemplatives intercede without ceasing for all humanity. Religious of the active life, with their many charitable activities, bring to all a living witness of the love and mercy of God.” Thus, the Pope also recommends that Christian communities never fail “to provide both children and adults with constant education in the faith. It is necessary to keep alive in the faithful a committed sense of missionary responsibility and active solidarity with the peoples of the world.” 

The vocations to the priestly ministry and to the consecrated life, “can only flourish in a spiritual soil that is well cultivated. Christian communities that live the missionary dimension of the mystery of the Church in a profound way will never be inward looking...The Church prays everyday to the Holy Spirit for the gift of vocations. Gathered around the Virgin Mary, Queen of the Apostles, as in the beginning, the ecclesial community learns from her how to implore the Lord for a flowering of new apostles, alive with the faith and love that are necessary for the mission.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 25/2/2008; righe 69, parole 944)

World Mission Sunday 2008: “In the contemplation of Saint Paul’s experience, we realize that missionary activity is a response to the love with which God loves us. His love redeems us and urges us on to the mission ad gentes.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “Servants and Apostles of Jesus Christ”: this is the theme for the Holy Father Benedict XVI’s Message for the 82nd World Mission Day, which will be celebrated this year on Sunday, October 19. The Pope writes: “On the occasion of World Missions Day, I would like to invite you all to reflect on the urgent need to announce the Gospel, also in our own times. The missionary mandate continues to be an absolute priority for all baptized persons, called to be ‘servants and apostles of Jesus Christ,’ at the dawn of this millenium.”

As a model of the apostolic work, the Holy Father points to Saint Paul, the Apostle of the Gentiles, in the year that we celebrate the jubilee dedicated to him: “The Pauline Year offers us an opportunity to preach the Gospel to the Gentiles, just as the Lord has preached it. How can we not take advantage of this opportunity that this jubilee year offers the local Churches, the Christian communities, and every believer, to propagate the announcement of the Gospel unto the ends of the earth, as the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes? (Rm.1:6).”

In the first paragraph of the Message, Benedict XVI recalls that even today humanity “awaits true liberty” and “redemption.” The international panorama offers a vision of both “promising signs of economic and social progress,” as well as “deep concerns regarding the very future of mankind.” Among these matters of apprehension, he names violence, poverty, discrimination and sometimes even persecution for racial, cultural and religious reasons; technological advancements, “when their end is not the dignity and good of man, and when it is not ordered towards a development of solidarity;” the threat in man’s relationship with the environment “due to the careless use of resources, which has repercussions on man’s physical and mental health.;” and the attacks on human life, that take on various forms and methods. “The answer to these questions about the future comes from the Gospel. Christ is our future. ... St. Paul understood that only in Christ can humanity find redemption and hope.”

While it is “an urgent task that all preach Christ and His saving message,” the Pope highlights that Saint Paul, “on the road to Damascus, he realized that redemption and the mission are the work of God and His love.” It was, in fact, the love of Christ that led him “to the roads of the Roman empire as herald, apostle, announcer and master of the Gospel.” “In the contemplation of Saint Paul’s experience, we realize that missionary activity is a response to the love with which God loves us. His love redeems us and urges us on to the mission ad gentes; it is the spiritual energy capable of making the human family grow in harmony, justice, communion among persons, races and peoples, to which all people aspire.” The Pope recalls that “the primary evangelization continues being necessary and urgent in many parts of the world.” Despite such difficulties as a shortage of priests and a lack of missionary vocations, “Christ's mandate to evangelize all people remains a priority. No reason can justify a relaxation or stopping.” Pope Benedict XVI later recalled: “Today there are a countless number of people awaiting the preaching of the Gospel; they are thirsting for hope and love. How many let themselves be moved in the depths of their hearts by this petition for help the comes forth from humanity, and leave everything for Christ to communicate the faith and love for Him to mankind!” “Let us cast out our nets without fear, trusting in His constant help,” the Holy Father said. He then offered words of advice. To his “dear brother Bishops,” he reminded them that the Bishop, like Saint Paul, is called to “reach out to those who are far off and who do not yet know Christ, or who have not experienced the love that gives freedom; their duty is that of making every diocese a missionary diocese, of willingly contributing, each according to his capacities, in sending priests and lay people to other Churches for the service of evangelization.” 

He later asks that priests be “generous pastors and enthusiastic evangelisers,” following in the footsteps of those who, in recent decades, have gone to mission lands as a consequence of the Encyclical Fidei Donum. “I hope that this missionary commitment in local Churches does not diminish despite the lack of priests.” To the religious men and women, the Pope entrusts them with the task of bringing the announcement of the Gospel to everyone, especially to those furthest away, by a coherent witness in Christ and a radical adherence to the Gospel.” Lastly, the lay faithful are called to play an ever more important role in “the spreading of the Gospel in the various sectors of society. Thus, a complex and multiform areopagus in need of evangelization is opened before you: the world.” 

Concluding his Message, the Holy Father expresses his hope that the World Missions Day will encourage everyone to “realize the urgent need to preach the Gospel,” and he especially thanks the Pontifical Missionary Societies for the support that they offer all the Dioceses: “They are an effective instrument in encouraging and awakening the missionary responsibility in the People of God and they foster the communion of persons and goods from the various parts of the Mystical Body of Christ. May the collection gathered in all parishes on World Mission Day be a sign of reciprocal communion and solicitude between Churches. Finally, may Christians intensify their prayers, the indispensable spiritual means for spreading the light of Christ among all peoples.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/7/2008)

To  29th  Meeting per l’amicizia tra i popoli: “ In his writings Paul never ceases to present Christ as an authentic source of respect among men, of peace among nations, of justice in coexistence”, ”

Castel Gandolfo (Agenzia Fides) – On behalf of Pope Benedict XVI the Cardinal secretary of state Tarcisio Bertone, sent a message to the organisers and participants at the 29th ‘Meeting per l’amicizia fra i popoli’. The Letter was read out at the beginning of the opening Mass celebrated by Bishop Francesco Lambiasi, of the diocese of Rimini. With regard to the Meeting's “challenging ” theme– ‘Either Protagonists or Nobodies?’ – the Cardinal recalled that the organisers intended: “to encourage reflection on the concept of the person’”. “The alternative to being a protagonist – he added – seems often to be a life without meaning, the grey anonymity of so many ‘nobodies’ lost in the folds of an inform masse, incapable of emerging with their own face deserving of attention ”. 

The alternative offered by the Meeting was explained by the Cardinal in this way: “What gives a face to man, what makes him unmistakable, assuring him a life of dignity?” Observing society today in which the media “are a powerful sound box”, he underlined the widespread conviction that “notoriety is an essential component of self-realisation. To emerge from anonymity, to succeed in imposing oneself on public opinion with any means and pretext, seems to be the goal of many”. 

In the light of this prevailing conviction, the Secretary of State denounced the appearance of “professions and careers idealised precisely because they offer a stage on which to […]‘appear’, to feel one is someone”. Cardinal Bertone pointed out however that also man today is “crushed by the dynamics of worldly success”, he ultimately seeks life in fullness: “Contemporary men and women, like all people down the ages, strive for their own happiness and pursue it wherever they think they can find it. Here then is the real question the word "protagonism" conceals, which this year's Meeting proposes for our reflection: in what does happiness consist? What can truly help people to achieve it? "

Then mentioning the Year of St Paul, called by the Holy Father, the Cardinal said Paul is a “‘champion’ of Christianity of all times […]after ferociously persecuting the early Church, he converted when the Lord's call "broke through" to him. From that moment he served the cause of the Gospel with total dedication, tirelessly travelling the then known world and helping to lay the foundations of what was to become the European culture, enlightened by Christianity”. “ In his writings– he added – Paul never ceases to present Christ as an authentic source of respect among men, of peace among nations, of justice in coexistence”, however not lacking are tribulations and hostility and “ difficulties to face rather than consolations and joys to enjoy”. This, as the Cardinal affirmed, is the “paradox of Christian life as such”: “ to Christians what does "succeeding" mean?”. 

The answer to this question is taken from the teaching of Benedict XVI, “ man was made for the eternal fulfilment of his life” and “ The fulfilment of the human being is knowledge of God, by whom every person was created and for whom he strives with every fibre of his being.”. Therefore, Cardinal Bertone, concluded “ The protagonist of one's own existence is someone who gives his life to God, who calls him to cooperate in the universal project of salvation. […]Christ alone can reveal to man his true dignity and communicate to him the authentic meaning of his life. When a believer follows him docilely, he can leave a lasting trace in history. It is the trace of Love, of which he becomes a witness precisely because he has been grasped by Love”. “Dio – he continued – God uses us in accordance with his plan of love according to the ways that he chooses and he asks us to support the action of his Spirit; he wants us to be his collaborators for the realisation of his Kingdom. He says to each one: "Come, follow me" (Lk 18: 22), and only by following him does man experience the true exaltation of his being.”. Urging all to follow the example of the saints, “ true protagonists of history, people who are totally fulfilled, living examples of hope and witnesses of a love that fears nothing, not even death”, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone assured the Pope's prayers for a fruitful Meeting, invoking a special Blessing upon all the participants. (Agenzia Fides 24/8/2008)

World Day of Migrants and Refugees: “Today too the message of salvation must be presented with the same approach as that of the Apostle to the Gentiles, taking into account the different social and cultural situations and special difficulties of each one as a consequence of his or her condition as a migrant or itinerant person.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – The life and preaching of Saint Paul “were wholly directed to making Jesus known and loved by all, for all persons are called to become a single people in him. This is the mission of the Church and of every baptized person in our time too, even in the era of globalization; a mission that with attentive pastoral solicitude is also directed to the variegated universe of migrants - students far from home, immigrants, refugees, displaced people, evacuees - including for example, the victims of modern forms of slavery, and of human trafficking. Today too the message of salvation must be presented with the same approach as that of the Apostle to the Gentiles, taking into account the different social and cultural situations and special difficulties of each one as a consequence of his or her condition as a migrant or itinerant person.” This is the exhortation that the Holy Father Benedict XVI made in his Message for the 95th World Day of Migrants and Refugees, which will be celebrated on Sunday, January 18, 2009 on “St Paul migrant, ‘Apostle of the peoples.’”

The Holy Father hopes that “every Christian community may feel the same apostolic zeal as St Paul” and that “his example also be an incentive for us to show solidarity to these brothers and sisters of ours and to promote, in every part of the world and by every means, peaceful coexistence among different races, cultures and religions.”

At the beginning of his Message, the Pontiff recalls that this Day is this year based on the Jubilee Year being held in honor of the apostle, on the 2,000th anniversary of his birth: “the preaching and mediation between the different cultures and the Gospel which Paul, "a migrant by vocation" carried out, are also an important reference point for those who find themselves involved in the migratory movement today.”

Later, recalling the various parts of Paul’s life, the Pontiff recalled that after his encounter with Christ on the road to Damascus, “His life changed radically (cf. Phil 3:7-11): Jesus became for him his raison d’être and the motive that inspired his apostolic dedication to the service of the Gospel. He changed from being a persecutor of Christians to being an Apostle of Christ. Guided by the Holy Spirit, he spared no effort to see that the Gospel which is "the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek" (Rm 1:16) was proclaimed to all, making no distinction of nationality or culture. On his apostolic journeys, in spite of meeting with constant opposition, he first proclaimed the Gospel in the synagogues, giving prior attention to his compatriots in the diaspora (cf. Acts 18:4-6). If they rejected him he would address the Gentiles, making himself - an authentic "missionary to migrants" - as a migrant and an ambassador of Jesus Christ "at large" in order to invite every person to become a "new creation" in the Son of God (2 Cor 5:17). The proclamation of the kerygma caused him to cross the seas of the Near East and to travel the roads of Europe until he reached Rome.”

The “missionary zeal” and “passion of the wrestler” that distinguished St. Paul “stemmed from the fact that since ‘Christ [had] made him his own’, (Phil 3:12), he remained so closely united to him that he felt he shared in his same life, through sharing in ‘his sufferings’. This is the source of the apostolic ardour of St Paul... no difficulty hindered him from persevering in his courageous evangelizing action in cosmopolitan cities such as Rome and Corinth, which were populated at that time by a mosaic of races and cultures.”

The Acts of the Apostles and the Letters of St. Paul are a model of the Church that “was not exclusive but on the contrary open to all, formed by believers without distinction of culture or race” and “In this perspective, fraternal solidarity expressed in daily gestures of sharing, joint participation and joyful concern for others, acquires a unique prominence. However, it is impossible to achieve this dimension of brotherly mutual acceptance, St Paul always teaches, without the readiness to listen to and welcome the Word preached and practiced, a Word that urges all to be imitators of Christ, to be imitators of the Apostle. And therefore, the more closely the community is united to Christ, the more it cares for its neighbor, eschewing judgement, scorn and scandal, and opening itself to reciprocal acceptance.”

Benedict XVI continues: “If we are aware of this, how can we fail to take charge of all those, particularly refugees and displaced people, who are in conditions of difficulty or hardship? How can we fail to meet the needs of those who are de facto the weakest and most defenceless, marked by precariousness and insecurity, marginalized and often excluded by society?”

The Holy Father hopes that the World Day of Migrants and Refugees may “be for all an incentive to live brotherly love to the full without making any kind of distinction and without discrimination, in the conviction that any one who needs us and whom we can help is our neighbour (cf. Deus Caritas Est, n. 15). May the teaching and example of St Paul, a great and humble Apostle and a migrant, an evangelizer of peoples and cultures, spur us to understand that the exercise of charity is the culmination and synthesis of the whole of Christian life... The entire Gospel message is condensed in love, and authentic disciples of Christ are recognized by the mutual love their bear one another and by their acceptance of all.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/10/2008)

To Bartholomew I for the celebration of the Feast of St Andrew: “ These experiences of encounter and shared prayer contribute to an increase in our commitment to attain the goal of our ecumenical journey ”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – As part of the exchange of Delegations for the respective feat days of the Patron Saints, 29 June for Rome with the celebration of Saints Peter and Paul and on 30 November in Istanbul for the celebration of Saint Andrew, Cardinal Walter Kasper led the Delegation of the Holy See for the feast of the Ecumenical Patriarchate 2008. The President of the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Unity among Christ ians carried a gift from the Holy Father to the Ecumenical Patriarch, a autoographed Message of Pope Benedict XVI, which the Cardinal read out:

To His Holiness Bartholomew I Archbishop of Constantinople, Ecumenical Patriarch, 

"Grace to you and peace from God the Father" (Gal 1:3) It is with deep joy that I address these words of Saint Paul to Your Holiness, the Holy Synod and all the Orthodox clergy and lay people assembled for the feast of Saint Andrew, the brother of Saint Peter and, like him, a great apostle and martyr for Christ. I am pleased to be represented on this festal occasion by a delegation led by my venerable brother Cardinal Walter Kasper, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, to whom I am entrusting this message of greetings. My own prayers join with yours as we plead with the Lord for the well-being and unity of the followers of Christ throughout the world. I give thanks to God that he has enabled us to deepen the bonds of mutual love between us, supported by prayer and ever more regular fraternal contact. In the course of the year that is now drawing to a close, we have been blessed three times by the presence of Your Holiness in Rome: on the occasion of your magisterial address at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, which is honoured to number you among its alumni; at the opening of the Pauline Year on the feast of Rome's patron saints, Peter and Paul; and at the Twelfth Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops of the Catholic Church, held in October on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church, when you delivered a most thoughtful address. As a sign of our growing communion and spiritual closeness, the Catholic Church for her part was represented at the celebrations of the Pauline Year overseen by Your Holiness, including a symposium and a pilgrimage to the Pauline sites in Asia Minor. These experiences of encounter and shared prayer contribute to an increase in our commitment to attain the goal of our ecumenical journey. In this same spirit, Your Holiness has informed me of the positive outcome of the Synaxis of the Primates and Representatives of the Orthodox Churches, which took place recently at the Phanar. The hopeful signs which emerged for inter–Orthodox relations and ecumenical engagement have been welcomed with joy. I believe and pray that these developments will have a constructive impact on the official theological dialogue between the Orthodox Churches and the Catholic Church, and will lead to a resolution of the difficulties experienced in the last two sessions. As Your Holiness remarked during your address to the Synod of Bishops of the Catholic Church, the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue between Catholics and Orthodox is now addressing a crucial issue which, once resolved, would draw us closer to full communion. On this feast of Saint Andrew, we reflect with joy and thanksgiving that the relations between us are entering progressively deeper levels as we renew our commitment to the path of prayer and dialogue. We trust that our common journey will hasten the arrival of that blessed day when we will praise God together in a shared celebration of the Eucharist. The inner life of our Churches and the challenges of our modern world urgently demand this witness of unity among Christ's disciples. It is with these brotherly sentiments that I extend to Your Holiness my cordial greetings in the Lord, who assures us of his grace and peace.From the Vatican, 26 November 2008

World Day for the Sick: “for as Christ's sufferings overflow to us, so through Christ does our encouragement also overflow” (2 Cor 1:5)
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Within the mark of the Year of St. Paul, the Message of the Holy Father Benedict XVI for the 17th World Day of the Sick, February 11, 2009 (celebrated on a diocesan level), invites the faithful to meditate with the Apostle Paul on the fact that “for as Christ's sufferings overflow to us, so through Christ does our encouragement also overflow” (2 Cor 1:5) and on the “spiritual link to Lourdes.” 

“This year our attention turns particularly to children, the most fragile and defenseless of all, especially sick and suffering children,” the Pope writes in his Message. “There are young human beings whose bodies bear the consequences of incapacitating illnesses, and others who struggle against sicknesses with cures yet unbeknown to medicine... There are children who have been injured in body and mind by wars, and other innocent victims of the mindless hatred of adults. There are street children who are denied the warmth of family life and left to themselves, and minors profaned by sordid individuals who wish to violate their innocence, inflicting psychological wounds which will stay with them for the rest of their lives. Nor must we forget the countless minors who die of thirst, hunger and lack of healthcare, and the young exiles who emigrate from their own land with their parents in search of better living conditions. All these children raise a silent cry of pain that appeals to our conscience as human beings and believers.”

The Pope then observed that the Christian community “cannot remain indifferent in the face of such dramatic situations,” expressing his hope that “the World Day of the Sick may give parish and diocesan communities the opportunity to become ever more aware of being the 'family of God', encouraging them to become a visible presence in their towns, neighborhoods, and cities of the Lord's love. From its early days, “the testimony of charity was a part of the life itself of every Christian community,” and today, the Message continues, “given the conditions of health care, there is a need for closer collaboration between healthcare professionals in the various institutions and the ecclesial community present in the area. In this regard, an institution linked to the Holy See, the 'Bambino Gesu' Children's Hospital – which this year celebrates its 140th anniversary - is confirmed in its valuable contributions.” The Pope then called for the need to help not only these sick children, but also “the families struck by the sickness of a son or daughter,” offering them “the support of our real solidarity,” creating “a climate of serenity and hope, and making them feel part of a larger family of brothers and sisters in Christ.”

In his Message, Benedict XVI affirmed the “supreme dignity of each human life” and the teaching of the Church, who will always proclaim that “human life is beautiful and must be lived to the full even when it is weak and enveloped by the mystery of suffering. It is to Christ Crucified that we should direct our gaze: dying on the Cross, He has shared in the suffering of all humanity. In His suffering out of love, we can perceive the ultimate co-participation in the sufferings of sick children and their parents.”

In the final part of the Message, the Pontiff expresses his “"appreciation and encouragement to the international and national organizations that care for sick children with generosity and self-sacrifice, especially in poor countries,” asking the leaders of nations to “promote laws and procedures in favor of sick children and their families.” He also expresses his spiritual closeness to all our brothers and sisters who suffer any kind of illness, and offers his affectionate greeting to all those who assist them. Lastly, he addresses sick children, saying: “My very special greetings to you dear children who are sick and suffering. The Pope embraces you, your parents and your families with paternal affection, and assures you of a special mention in his prayer, inviting you to trust in the maternal assistance of Mary Immaculate, whom this past Christmas we have once again contemplated, lovingly holding the Son of God become a child in her arms.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 9/2/2008)

Papal Message for 24th World Youth Day: “If you find your sustenance in Christ, my dear young people, and if you live profoundly in him as did the Apostle Paul, you will not be able to resist speaking about him and making him known and loved by many of your friends and contemporaries.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - “If you find your sustenance in Christ, my dear young people, and if you live profoundly in him as did the Apostle Paul, you will not be able to resist speaking about him and making him known and loved by many of your friends and contemporaries...The Church depends on you for this demanding mission. Do not be discouraged by the difficulties and trials you encounter.” This was the message that Pope Benedict XVI sent out to the youth of the world in his Message for the XXIV World Youth Day, which will be celebrated on Palm Sunday, April 5, 2009, on a diocesan level.

“My dear friends, follow the example of Paul and be witnesses to the Risen Christ! Make Christ known, among your own age group and beyond, to those who are in search of “the great hope” that would give meaning to their lives. If Jesus has become your hope, communicate this to others with your joy and your spiritual, apostolic and social engagement. Let Christ dwell within you, and having placed all your faith and trust in him, spread this hope around you.” The Pope exhorts the youth to make choices that demonstrate their faith, and not let themselves be attracted by “false illusions,” and not to give in to the “ rationale of selfish interests...True Christians are never sad, even if they have to face trials of various kinds, because the presence of Jesus is the secret of their joy and peace.” 

After recalling the encounter held in Sydney in July of last year, the journey towards the international encounter in Madrid in 2011, which will bear the theme from the words of Saint Paul: “Rooted and built up in Jesus Christ, firm in the faith” (cf. Col 2:7), he mentioned the reflection for 2009, on the affirmation of Saint Paul: “We have set our hope on the living God” (1 Tim 4:10), and in 2010, on the question put to Jesus by the rich young man: “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (Mk 10:17).

In making reference to the theme chosen for this year, Benedict XVI highlighted that “The question of hope is truly central to our lives as human beings and our mission as Christians, especially in these times. We are all aware of the need for hope, not just any kind of hope, but a firm and reliable hope, as I wanted to emphasize in the Encyclical Spe Salvi. Youth is a special time of hope because it looks to the future with a whole range of expectations.” In this time of our lives, we face certain existential questions and obstacles that sometimes seem insurmountable and we ask ourselves: “where can I obtain and how can I keep alive the flame of hope burning in my heart?”

“As I wrote in the Encyclical Spe Salvi, politics, science, technology, economics and all other material resources are not of themselves sufficient to provide the great hope to which we all aspire. This hope 'can only be God, who encompasses the whole of reality and who can bestow upon us what we, by ourselves, cannot attain' (no. 31). This is why one of the main consequences of ignoring God is the evident loss of direction that marks our societies, resulting in loneliness and violence, discontent and loss of confidence that can often lead to despair,” the Pope said, noting that “the crisis of hope is more likely to affect the younger generations. In socio-cultural environments with few certainties, values or firm points of reference, they find themselves facing difficulties that seem beyond their strength.” 

In light of this aspect, the Pope makes reference to the many youth who are “have been wounded by life. They often suffer from personal immaturity caused by dysfunctional family situations, by permissive and libertarian elements in their education, and by difficult and traumatic experience. For some – unfortunately a significant number – the almost unavoidable way out involves an alienating escape into dangerous and violent behavior, dependence on drugs and alcohol, and many other such traps for the unwary.” To speak of hope to these young people, we need “a new evangelization aimed at helping younger generations to rediscover the true face of God, who is Love.” To the youth “in search of a firm hope,” Benedict XVI addressed the very words that Saint Paul wrote to the persecuted Christians in Rome at that time: 'May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit' (Rom 15:13). During this Jubilee Year dedicated to the Apostle of the Gentiles on the occasion of the two thousandth anniversary of his birth, let us learn from him how to become credible witnesses of Christian hope.”

Reflecting on Saint Paul, “witness to hope,” the Pope mentioned that he “found himself immersed in difficulties and trials of various kinds” however he never lost hope, which had come from his encounter with the Risen Jesus on the road to Damascus, where “he was inwardly transformed by the Divine Love he had met in the person of Jesus Christ...For Paul, hope is not simply an ideal or sentiment, but a living person: Jesus Christ, the Son of God.”

“Just as he once encountered the young Paul, Jesus also wants to encounter each one of you, my dear young people,” Benedict XVI said, recalling that “when we express our faith in prayer, we find him even in times of darkness because he offers himself to us. Persevering prayer opens the heart to receive him.” The Pope then exhorted the youth to “Make space for prayer in your lives! To pray alone is good, although it is even more beautiful and fruitful to pray together, because the Lord assured us he would be present wherever two or three are gathered in his name. here are experiences, groups and movements, encounters and courses in which to learn to pray and thus grow in the experience of faith. Take part in your parish liturgies and be abundantly nourished by the word of God and your active participation in the Sacraments.” 

The Message concludes by recalling that also on the path is the Virgin Mary, Mother of Hope: “She who incarnated the hope of Israel, who gave the world its Saviour, and who remained at the foot of the Cross with steadfast hope, is our model and our support. Most of all, Mary intercedes for us and leads us through the darkness of our trials to the radiant dawn of an encounter with the Risen Christ.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 5/3/2009)

To Cardinal Envoys to closing celebrations in 'St Paul' places
Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) - Sunday 28 June at 6pm in St Paul's Basilica in Rome, the Holy Father, Benedict XVI, will preside solemn Vespers on the occasion of the closing of the Year of St Paul. Monday 29 June, at 5.30pm Cardinal Andrea Cordero Lanza di Montezemolo, Archpriest of St Paul's will preside Second Vespers at the end of which the St Paul's Door will be solemnly closed.

Special events to mark the occasion planned by the Benedictine Monks at the Abbey of St Paul's include: Friday 26 June 5.30pm Vespers presided by the Abbot of St Paul's Abbot Edmund Power, with representatives of different Christian communities present in Rome; Saturday 27 June, 5.30pm Vespers presided by Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples. Sunday 28 June, 10.30am solemn Mass for the Benedictine community presided by Cardinal Francis Rodé, Prefect of the Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life. In the early evening First Vespers of Saints Peter and Paul presided by the Holy Father. Monday 29 June will begin with solemn Morning Prayer presided by Abbot Edmund Power who will then celebrate Mass at 10.30am, whereas the evening Vespers will be presided by the Archbishop of the Basilica, Cardinal Andrea Cordero Lanza di Montezemolo, to close the Year of St Paul. In the evening at 8pm there will be a procession with the Chains of St Paul ( an old traditional now resumed) with the presence of large numbers of faithful. 

On the occasion of the closing of the Year dedicated to the Apostle Paul, on 29 June, celebrations in various parts of the world at the same time will be presided by seven Cardinals appointed by the Holy Father as his Special Envoys (see Fides 27/4/2009). In a Letter dated 16 May addressed to Cardinal Walter Kasper, Papal Envoy to the Holy Land, (similar letters were sent to each of the seven Cardinals), Benedict XVI writes: “As the Year dedicated to the Apostle Paul comes to an end we have decided to send eminent Cardinals to those places where this illustrious announcer of Christ's Gospel, lived and worked, and which can rightly be called 'places of St Paul' ”. The Pope also says in the Letter: “Blessed was the Apostle Paul who wrote ‘For me to live is Christ', he is for us an example of how to love and obey the will of God, to serve the Lord and his Church”. The Holy Father asked Cardinal Kasper to urge bishops, priests, religious and lay men and women to foster unity and to encourage the faithful so that through prayer and meditation, “with new energy and new zeal”, they may “do the will of God ”, and to remind religious and civil authorities of the importance of the teaching of the Apostle of the Gentile and his concern for the salvation of the whole of humanity. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 23/6/2009; righe 35, parole 476)
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In Sydney - Saint Paul was “ a tireless worker for unity in the early Church ”

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI in Sydney (3) - “As we promote Christian values, we must not neglect to proclaim their source by giving a common witness to Jesus Christ the Lord. It is he who commissioned the apostles, he whom the prophets preached, and he whom we offer to the world.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – At 10:30am on July 18, in the Crypt of St. Mary’s Cathedral in Sydney, the Holy Father Benedict XVI held an ecumenical encounter with several leaders of other Christian Churches and members of the New South Wales Ecumenical Council. “Australia is a country marked by much ethnic and religious diversity,” the Pope said, after having greeted and thanked all those present. “Yours, too, is a nation which recognizes the importance of religious freedom. This is a fundamental right which, when respected, allows citizens to act upon values which are rooted in their deepest beliefs, contributing thus to the well-being of society. In this way, Christians cooperate, together with members of other religions, for the promotion of human dignity and for fellowship among all nations.” 

After acknowledging the positive results on the path of ecumenical dialogue in Australia, that demonstrate “not only the possibility of formulating concrete resolutions for fruitful cooperation in the present day, but also the need to continue patient discussion on theological points of difference,” Benedict XVI recalled that this year we celebrate the 2,000th anniversary of the birth of St. Paul, “a tireless worker for unity in the early Church.” The Pope emphasized that “The road of ecumenism ultimately points towards a common celebration of the Eucharist, which Christ entrusted to his Apostles as the sacrament of the Church’s unity par excellence. Although there are still obstacles to be overcome, we can be sure that a common Eucharist one day would only strengthen our resolve to love and serve one another in imitation of our Lord... For this reason, a candid dialogue concerning the place of the Eucharist – stimulated by a renewed and attentive study of scripture, patristic writings, and documents from across the two millennia of Christian history – will undoubtedly help to advance the ecumenical movement and unify our witness to the world.”

The Pope continued, saying: “Dear friends in Christ, I think you would agree that the ecumenical movement has reached a critical juncture. To move forward, we must continually ask God to renew our minds with the Holy Spirit (cf. Rom 12:2), who speaks to us through the scriptures and guides us into all truth (cf. 2 Pet 1:20-21; Jn 16:13). We must guard against any temptation to view doctrine as divisive and hence an impediment to the seemingly more pressing and immediate task of improving the world in which we live.” After reflecting on “the nexus between the gift of understanding and the virtue of charity,” as explained by St. Augustine, Benedict XVI pointed out that “ecumenical dialogue advances not only through an exchange of ideas but by a sharing in mutually enriching gifts. An ‘idea’ aims at truth; a ‘gift’ expresses love. Both are essential to dialogue. Opening ourselves to accept spiritual gifts from other Christians quickens our ability to perceive the light of truth which comes from the Holy Spirit.” 

Taking into consideration the complementary Biblical images of “body” and “temple” used in describing the Church, the Holy Father explained that “Every element of the Church’s structure is important, yet all of them would falter and crumble without the cornerstone who is Christ. As “fellow citizens” of the “household of God”, Christians must work together to ensure that the edifice stands strong so that others will be attracted to enter and discover the abundant treasures of grace within. As we promote Christian values, we must not neglect to proclaim their source by giving a common witness to Jesus Christ the Lord. It is he who commissioned the apostles, he whom the prophets preached, and he whom we offer to the world.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 18/7/2008)

In Paris - The Cross was at the centre of the life of St Paul the Apostle 
Paris (Agenzia Fides) – After the celebration of Vespers in Notre Dame Cathedral, on the evening of September 12, Pope Benedict XVI went out to the esplanade in front of the Cathedral, to meet with the crowd of young people gathered there. “This evening I would like to talk to you about two very closely related matters; they represent a real treasure to be stored up in your hearts,” the Pope told the young people. The first was linked to the recently celebrated World Youth Day: “In Sydney, many young people rediscovered the importance of the Holy Spirit for the life of every Christian. The Spirit gives us a deep relationship with God, who is the source of all authentic human good. All of you desire to love and to be loved! It is to God that you must turn, if you want to learn how to love, and to find the strength to love. The Spirit, who is Love, can open your hearts to accept the gift of genuine love. All of you are seeking the truth; and all of you want to live in truth! This truth is Christ. He is the only Way, the one Truth and the true Life.”

The Pope then encouraged the youth to meditate on the Sacrament of Confirmation, which leads them into a more mature faith life. “The Holy Spirit enables you to approach the Mystery of God; he makes you understand who God is... By revealing who the crucified and risen Lord is for us, he impels you to bear witness to Christ. You are at an age marked by great generosity. You need to speak about Christ to all around you, to your families and friends, wherever you study, work and relax.” Then, Benedict XVI encouraged the youth not to be afraid to preach God: “Bring the Good News to the young people of your age, and to others as well... Be witnesses of God, for, as young people, you are fully a part of the Catholic community through your Baptism and our common profession of faith. The Church has confidence in you, and I want to tell you so!” 

In entrusting the youth with the “second treasure,” the Pope mentioned that this one was at the center of Saint Paul’s life: the mystery of the Cross. “Many of you wear a cross on a chain around your neck. I too wear one, as every Bishop does. It is not a mere decoration or a piece of jewelry. It is the precious symbol of our faith, the visible and material sign that we belong to Christ.” After explaining the words of Saint Paul in reference to the Cross at the beginning of his First Letter to the Corinthians, the Pope continued, saying: “The Spirit opens to human intelligence new horizons which transcend it and enable to perceive that the only true wisdom is found in the grandeur of Christ. For Christians, the Cross signifies God’s wisdom and his infinite love revealed in the saving gift of Christ, crucified and risen for the life of the world, and in particular for the life of each and every one of you. May this discovery of a God who became man out of love – this amazing discovery lead you to respect and venerate the Cross! It is not only the symbol of your life in God and your salvation, but also – as you will understand – the silent witness of human suffering and the unique and priceless expression of all our hopes. Dear young people, I know that venerating the Cross can sometimes bring mockery and even persecution.”

Benedict XVI then concluded his speech, saying: “This evening, I entrust you with the Cross of Christ. The Holy Spirit will enable you to understand its mysteries of love. Then you will exclaim with Saint Paul: ‘May I never boast of anything, except the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world’ (Gal 6:14). Paul had understood the seemingly paradoxical words of Jesus, who taught that it is only by giving (‘losing’) one’s life that one finds it (cf. Mk 8:35; Jn 12:24), and Paul concluded from this that the Cross expresses the fundamental law of love, the perfect formula for real life. May a growing understanding of the mystery of the Cross lead some of you discover the call to serve Christ unreservedly in the priesthood and the religious life!” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 15/9/2008)

In Paris - “To all people of good will who are listening to me, I say once more, with Saint Paul: Shun the worship of idols, do not tire of doing good!”
Paris (Agenzia Fides) – Following a brief visit to the Institut de France in Paris, the institution that includes representatives from among the most prestigious persons in the areas of knowledge and which is formed by five Academies, the Holy Father Benedict XVI went to celebrate the Mass in memory of Saint John Chrysostom at the Esplanade des Invalides, at 10am on September 13. In his homily, the Pope focused on the relevance of the exhortation made by Saint Paul to the Corinthians: “Shun the worship of idols” (1 Cor 10:14), to show that today’s world has also created its own idols: “Has it not imitated, perhaps inadvertently, the pagans of antiquity, by diverting man from his true end, from the joy of living eternally with God?... The temptation to idolize a past that no longer exists, forgetting its shortcomings; the temptation to idolize a future which does not yet exist, in the belief that, by his efforts alone, man can bring about the kingdom of eternal joy on earth!... Have not money, the thirst for possessions, for power and even for knowledge, diverted man from his true destiny, from the truth of himself?”

Benedict XVI then mentioned that Saint Paul’s “radical condemnation of idolatry is never a personal condemnation of the idolater. In our judgements, must we never confuse the sin, which is unacceptable, with the sinner, the state of whose conscience we cannot judge and who, in any case, is always capable of conversion and forgiveness.” The Pope then continued, saying: “Never does God, of whom the Apostle is an authorized witness here, ask man to sacrifice his reason! Reason never enters into real contradiction with faith! The one God - Father, Son and Holy Spirit -- created our reason and gives us faith, proposing to our freedom that it be received as a precious gift. It is the worship of idols which diverts man from this perspective.” 

Man, therefore, can reach God in the Sacrament of the Eucharist, “This extraordinary revelation comes to us from Christ and has been transmitted to us by the Apostles and by the whole Church for almost two thousand years.” Benedict XVI then encouraged all to “give the greatest veneration to the sacrament of the Body and Blood of the Lord, the Blessed Sacrament of the real presence of the Lord to his Church and to all humanity. Let us take every opportunity to show him our respect and our love! Let us give him the greatest marks of honor! Through our words, our silences, and our gestures, let us never allow our faith in the risen Christ, present in the Eucharist, to lose its savor in us or around us!” 

Continuing his homily, the Pope recalled once more that the Mass “makes its own appeal to us to shun idols...the Mass invites us to discern what, in ourselves, is obedient to the Spirit of God and what, in ourselves, is attuned to the spirit of evil.” In order thank the Lord for all that He does for us, we cannot help but echo the words of the Psalmist: “I will raise the cup of salvation, I will call on the name of the Lord” (Ps 116:13). The Pope commented, saying: “To raise the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord, is that not the very best way of ‘shunning idols,’ as Saint Paul asks us to do? Every time the Mass is celebrated, every time Christ makes himself sacramentally present in his Church, the work of our salvation is accomplished... Now, dear brothers and sisters, who can raise the cup of salvation and call on the name of the Lord in the name of the entire people of God, except the priest, ordained for this purpose by his Bishop?” 

Here, the Holy Father made an appeal to the youth: “Do not be afraid! Do not be afraid to give your life to Christ! Nothing will ever replace the ministry of priests at the heart of the Church! Nothing will ever replace a Mass for the salvation of the world! Dear young and not so young who are listening to me, do not leave Christ's call unanswered.”

In the Gospel for the day, Christ “taught us to shun idolatry, by inviting us to build our house ‘on rock’ (Lk 6:48),” the Pope said, explaining that the rock is Christ Himself, and that “the Church, built upon the rock of Christ, possesses the promises of eternal life, not because her members are holier than others, but because Christ made this promise to Peter... In this unfailing hope in God's eternal presence to the souls of each of us, in this joy of knowing that Christ is with us until the end of time, in this power that the Holy Spirit gives to all those who let themselves be filled with him, I entrust you, dear Christians of Paris and France, to the powerful and merciful action of the God of love who died for us upon the Cross and rose victorious on Easter morning. To all people of good will who are listening to me, I say once more, with Saint Paul: Shun the worship of idols, do not tire of doing good!” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 15/9/2008)

In Pompei - “ Bartolo Longo, like Saint Paul, went from being persecutor to apostle”

VATICAN - Pope entrusts the Synod of Bishops and “all those in the Church who exert their energies in service of the proclamation of the Gospel to all nations” to the care of the Virgin Mary

Pompeii (Agenzia Fides) - “I have come, especially, to entrust the Mother of God, in whose womb to Word was made flesh, the Assembly of the Synod of Bishops taking place in the Vatican on the Word of God in the life and mission of the Church. My visit also coincides with the celebration of World Mission Sunday: contemplating in Mary, She who received the Word of God and gave Him to the world, we pray in this Mass for all those who in the Church exert their energies in service of the proclamation of the Gospel to all nations.” With these words, the Holy Father Benedict XVI explained the motivations that led him to visit the Shrine of Our Lady of the Rosary in Pompeii on October 19, following in the footsteps of Servant of God John Paul II.

In the homily in the Mass which he presided in the Square of the Shrine, Benedict XVI commented on the readings from the Mass for the day. “The first reading and the Responsorial Psalm express the joy of the People of Israel for the salvation that comes from God, salvation that is freedom from evil and hope for new life...Yes, the love of God has this capacity of renewing everything, beginning with the human heart, his masterpiece and the place where the Holy Spirit best performs His transforming action. With His grace, God renews man's heart, forgiving his sin, He reconciles him to Himself and inclines his heart to the good. All this is seen in the lives of the saints, and we see it in a special manner in the apostolic work of Blessed Bartolo Longo, founder of the new Pompeii.”

In the Gospel passage of the Wedding at Cana, the evangelist John “symbolically reveals that Jesus is the spouse of Israel, of the new Israel, which all of us faithful form a part of. He is the spouse that comes to bring the grace of the New Covenant, represented in the 'good wine.' At the same time, the Gospel highlights the role of Mary, who... personifies the beloved bride of the Lord, meaning the people he has chosen to spread his blessing to the entire human family. The symbol of the wine, united to that of the banquet, offer once more the theme of joy and festivity. The wine, like the other Biblical images of the vineyard and the vine, is a metaphorical reference to love: God is the owner of the vineyard, Israel is the vineyard, a vineyard that will find its perfect realization in Christ, of whom we are the branches. The wine is the fruit, that is to say, the love, because that is what God expects from His children...St. Paul also exhorts love in the Second Reading, from the Letter to the Romans. These pages delineate a program for the life of a Christian community, whose members have been renewed by love and who continually strive to renew themselves in order to discern the will of God and not to fall into the conformity of a worldly mentality.”

The Holy Father then reflected on the fact that “the characteristic of Christian civilization is charity: God's love that is translated into love of others.” Turning his thought to Bartolo Longo, the Pope recalled how he established a “a Marian citadel of charity, not isolated from the world...but founded here in this valley, rescuing and promoting it.” “The strength of charity is irresistible: it is love that truly carries the world forward!" the Pope emphasized, adding that “where God comes, the desert blooms!” 

“Blessed Bartolo Longo, with his personal conversion he bore witness to a great spiritual force that transforms us from within, making us capable of carrying out great things according to God's plan. The story of his spiritual crisis and conversion are of great pertinence today,” the Pope continued. “His conversion, with the discovery of the true face of God, holds a very eloquent message for us, because unfortunately, the same tendencies are present in our day. In this Year of Saint Paul, I like to point out how Bartolo Longo, like Saint Paul, went from being persecutor to apostle: apostle of the Christian faith, Marian devotion – especially the Rosary, in which he found a synthesis of the entire Gospel.” The city of Pompeii, re-founded by Bartolo Longo, “is an example of how faith can work in the city of man, creating apostles of charity who place themselves at the service of the weak and the poor, and who work to that even the weakest may be respected in their dignity and find acceptance and support. Here in Pompeii it is evident that the love of God and neighbor are inseparable.”

Concluding his homily, the Holy Father entrusted all families to the care of the Virgin Mary, as they are “fundamental cells for society,” and he recalled how the Rosary is “a contemplative prayer that is accessible to all: large and small, laity and clergy, the learned and the uneducated...it is a spiritual 'weapon' in the fight against evil and all violence, for peace in our hearts, our families, our society, and our world.” At the end of the Mass, prior to the recitation of the Angelus, the Holy Father recited a prayer of Supplication to the Virgin of Pompeii. (SL) (Agenzia Fides 21/10/2008)

In Angola –- Mass in Saint Paul's Church: “Today it is up to you, brothers and sisters, following in the footsteps of those heroic and holy heralds of God, to offer the Risen Christ to your fellow citizens. So many of them are living in fear of spirits, of malign and threatening powers.”
Luanda (Agenzia Fides) – At 10am on Saturday, March 21, the Holy Father Benedict XVI celebrated the Holy Mass in the Church of “São Paolo” in Luanda. In addressing the Bishops, priests, religious, ecclesial movements, and catechists of Angola and São Tome present at the celebration, the Pope said: “Dear brothers and sisters, I feel great joy to be here today with you, my fellow-workers in the Lord’s vineyard, where you labour daily to prepare the wine of divine mercy and to pour it out as balm on the wounds of your people who have suffered so many tribulations.”

At the beginning of his homily, the Pope commented the readings from the Mass. The children of Israel encouraged one another, amidst their many tribulations that had come as a result of their lack of knowledge of God, with these words: “let us make haste to know the Lord.” And the Lord, as a good physician, opened the wounds of their hearts, poor in love, so that the sore might heal. The Gospel passage told of two men who went up to the temple to pray, one “went down to his house justified rather than the other.” The Pope explained: “The latter had paraded all his merits before God, virtually making God his debtor... And yet it was the tax collector who went down to his house justified. Conscious of his sins, and so not even lifting his head – although in his trust he is completely turned towards Heaven – he awaits everything from the Lord...He knocks on the door of mercy, which then opens and justifies him.” 

“Saint Paul, the patron saint of the city of Luanda and of this splendid church built some fifty years ago, speaks to us from personal experience about this God who is rich in mercy. I wanted to highlight the second millennium of the birth of Saint Paul by celebrating the present Pauline Year, so that we can learn from him how to know Jesus Christ more fully...The decisive event in Paul’s life was his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus: Christ appeared to him as a dazzling light, he spoke to him and he won him over...what had earlier seemed essential and fundamental, he now considered nothing more than 'refuse'; no longer 'gain' but loss, for now the only thing that mattered was life in Christ.” 

The Pope explained that “Jesus, perfect man, is also our true God. In him, God became visible to our eyes, to give us a share in his divine life. With him a new dimension of being, of life, has come about, a dimension which integrates matter and through which a new world arises.” This takes place through faith and Baptism, the sacrament of death and resurrection, of transformation in a new life. 

Here, Benedict XVI recalled that from 1506, in these lands, the first sub-Saharan Christian kingdom came about, thanks to the faith and determination of the king, Dom Alphonsus I Mbemba-a-Nzinga. “two quite different ethnic groups – the Bantu and the Portuguese – were able to find in the Christian religion common ground for understanding, and committed themselves to ensuring that this understanding would be long-lasting, and that differences – which undoubtedly existed, and great ones at that – would not divide the two kingdoms! For Baptism enables all believers to be one in Christ.”

The Pope then launched the following appeal: “Today it is up to you, brothers and sisters, following in the footsteps of those heroic and holy heralds of God, to offer the Risen Christ to your fellow citizens. So many of them are living in fear of spirits, of malign and threatening powers. In their bewilderment they end up even condemning street children and the elderly as alleged sorcerers...But if we are convinced and have come to experience that without Christ life lacks something, that something real – indeed, the most real thing of all – is missing, we must also be convinced that we do no injustice to anyone if we present Christ to them and thus grant them the opportunity of finding their truest and most authentic selves, the joy of finding life. Indeed, we must do this. It is our duty to offer everyone this possibility of attaining eternal life...Let us enable human poverty to encounter divine mercy. The Lord makes us his friends, he entrusts himself to us, he gives us his Body in the Eucharist, he entrusts his Church to us...Let this, then, be our common commitment: together to do his holy will: 'Go into all the world and preach the Gospel to the whole creation.'” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/3/2009)

LECTIO DIVINA

At Rome's Major Seminary “lectio divina” on the Letter of Saint Paul to the Galatians: “Paradoxically, freedom is achieved through service; we become free, we become servants of one another.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – On February 20, Vigil of Our Lady of Confidence, the Holy Father Benedict XVI made a visit to the Roman Major Seminary, where he held a “lectio divina” for seminarians on the Letter of Saint Paul to the Galatians, reflecting on the phrase: “You are called to freedom.” 

“Freedom in every epoch has been the great dream of humanity, from the very beginning, but especially in modern times,” the Pope said, revealing that “Saint Paul helps us understand this complex reality of freedom, seeing it within the context of fundamental anthropological and theological perspectives.” Saint Paul affirms: “This freedom should not become a pretext for living according to the flesh, but through charity you should place yourselves at each others' service,” and the Pope explained that: “The absolute ego, which depends on nothing and no one, seems to possess complete freedom. I am free if I do not have to depend on anyone, if I can do anything I want. However, this absolutization of the ego is...degrading to man. This is not the triumph of freedom: libertarianism is not freedom; rather, it is freedom's failure.”

Paul then proposes a strong paradox: “freedom is achieved through service; we become free, we become servants of one another. Thus, Paul places the entire problem of freedom in light of the truth about man,” the Pope said. "Our truth is that we are, first and foremost, creatures, creatures of God, and we live in a relationship with the Creator. We are relational beings, and only by accepting this fact do we enter the truth. Otherwise we fall into lies and there, in the end, we destroy ourselves.” This God and Creator is not a tyrant, like the human tyrants, and “He loves us and our dependence is to be in His love, in which case dependence is freedom. In this manner, in fact, we are in the charity of the Creator, united to Him, to His entire being and power. Hence, this is the first point: being a creature means being loved by the Creator, entering into this relationship of love that He gives us, and with which He precedes us. This is from whence we derive our truth which is also a call to charity.”

Benedict XVI then focused on the second kind of relationship: “We are in relationship with God but, at the same time, as human family, we are also in relationship with one another. In other words, human freedom is, on one hand, to be in the joy and great realm of the love of God, but it also implies being only one thing with the other and for the other. There is no freedom in being against the other. If I absolutize myself, I become the other's enemy, we can no longer coexist on earth and the whole of life becomes cruelty and failure. Only a shared freedom is human freedom; in being together we can enter the symphony of freedom. Hence, this is another point of great importance: Only by accepting the other, by accepting also the apparent limitation that respect for the other implies for my freedom, only by inserting myself in the network of dependencies that makes us, finally, only one human family, will I be on the way to common liberation.”

“Man needs order and law, to be able to realize his freedom, which is a freedom lived in common,” the Pope said. “And how can we find this just order, in which no one is oppressed, but each one can make his own contribution to form this sort of concert of freedom? If there is no common truth of man as it appears in the vision of God, only positivism remains and one has the impression of something imposed even in a violent manner. Hence the rebellion against order and law as if it was a question of slavery.”

Continuing with his “lectio divina,” the Pope quoted Saint Paul: “For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' After this affirmation the mystery of the Incarnate God appears, the mystery of Christ appears who in his life, Death and Resurrection becomes the living law. Immediately, the first words of our reading -- 'You were called to freedom' -- point to this mystery. We have been called by the Gospel, we have really been called in baptism, to participate in the death and resurrection of Christ, and in this way we have passed from the 'flesh,' from egoism, to communion with Christ. And so we are in the fullness of the law...By participation in the sacraments, by listening to the Word of God, the Divine Will, the divine law really enters our will, our will identifies with his, they become only one will and thus we are really free, we can really do what we will, because we love with Christ, we love in truth and with truth. Therefore, let us pray to the Lord that he will help us on this path that began with baptism, a path of identification with Christ that is always realized again in the Eucharist.”

Lastly, the Holy Father made reference to the difficult situation of the community of Galatians, in the “controversies that arise when faith degenerates into intellectualism and humility is substituted by the arrogance of being better than the other.” He added: “Today there are similar things when, instead of being inserted in communion with Christ, in the Body of Christ which is the Church, each one wants to be better than the other and with intellectual arrogance wants to be regarded as the best. And thus controversies arise which are destructive, born is a caricature of the Church, which should be one soul and one heart. In St. Paul's warning we should find today a reason to examine our conscience: not to think of being better than the other, but to meet one another in the humility of Christ, in the humility of the Virgin, to enter into the obedience of the faith. Precisely in this way the great realm of truth and freedom in love is really opened also for us.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 23/2/2009)

CONCERT

Let us welcome the teaching of the Apostle Paul, who “compares the Church to the human body, made up of members very different one from the other but all indispensable to its correct functioning. In the same way, this orchestra and choir are formed of various instruments and voices which, in harmony together, produce a melody sweet to the ear and to the spirit.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In the evening of October 13, in the Basilica of St. Paul's Outside-the-Walls the Holy Father attended a concert given by the Fondazione pro Musica e Arte Sacra, during the XII Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, in the Year of St. Paul. The Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Christoph Eschenbach, played the sixth symphony of Anton Bruckner. At the end of the presentation, the Holy Father gave a brief speech to those present, thanking those who “organized and promoted this beautiful evening with this musical event of such great caliber.

“In the sixth symphony,” the Pope said in his speech, “we are revealed the faith of its composer, capable of using his compositions to transmit a religious view of life and history. We could say that Anton Bruckner, drawing from the Austrian Baroque and the Schubertian tradition of popular song, brought the romantic process of interiorisation to its extreme consequences. Listening to this famous composition in the basilica dedicated to St. Paul, we are spontaneously drawn to a passage from the First Letter to the Corinthians in which the Apostle, having spoken of the diversity and unity of charisms, compares the Church to the human body, made up of members very different one from the other but all indispensable to its correct functioning. In the same way, this orchestra and choir are formed of various instruments and voices which, in harmony together, produce a melody sweet to the ear and to the spirit. Dear brothers and sisters, let us take up this teaching which we see confirmed in the splendid performance of this music we have listened to.”

At the end, the Pope expressed “a special thought to the Synod Fathers and all those present,” especially thanking the Cardinal Archpriest Andrea Cordero Lanza di Montezemolo, “for the many religious and cultural activities planned for this Year of St. Paul.” Benedict XVI later expressed hope that the “Basilica of St. Paul's Outside-the-Walls, where the mortal remains of the Apostle of the Gentiles are conserved, may truly become a fulcrum for liturgical, spiritual and artistic initiatives that aim to rediscover his missionary work and theological ideas.” (SL) (Agenzia Fides 14/10/2008)
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