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AGENZIA DELLA CONGREGAZIONE PER L'EVANGELIZZAZIONE DEIPOPOLI




FIDES Service - 31 December 2006

FIDES SPECIAL FEATURE 

Instrumentum mensis Decembris 

pro lectura Magisterii Summi Pontifici Benedicti XVI pro evangelizatione in terris missionum

Annus II – Numerus XII, December A.D. MMVI

As every year, one of the most important moments of the month of December is the Holy Father’s annual meeting with the Roman Curia just before Christmas to exchange Christmas Greetings. On this occasion Pope Benedict XVI reflected on the more important events of the year, focussing especially his Apostolic Journeys. The Pope underlined that the theme that the terms  “God” and “peace” are closely connected was the determinant aspect of his four apostolic visits in 2006. His visit to Poland, the homeland of Pope John Paul II, “was an intimate duty of gratitude for all that he gave to me personally and above all to the Church and to the world during the quarter century of his service.”. The journey to Valencia in Spain, for the World Meeting of Families, was an opportunity for the Holy Father to realise Europe’s serious problem “which it seems no longer wants to have children”, a problem– the Pontiff said - “which penetrated my soul”. The main theme in Germany was God. “The Church must speak of many things: of all the issues connected with the human being, of her own structure and of the way she is ordered and so forth. But her true and - under various aspects - only theme is "God", said  Benedict XVI. Last of all “the visit to Turkey” which – the Pope said - afforded me the opportunity to show also publicly my respect for the Islamic Religion”.

· SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

1 December 2006 - Homily during Mass at Holy Spirit Cathedral in  Istanbul

2 December 2006 - Message to the Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Word and the Discipline of the Sacraments  

2 December 2006 – First Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent  

3 December 2006 - Angelus

6 December 2006 – General Audience
8 December 2006 - Message for 150th anniversary of the Society for African Missions 

8 December 2006 – Angelus and prayer in Piazza di Spagna
9 December 2006 – Audience to participants at 56th meeting of Italian Catholic Jurists 
10 December 2006 – Visit to the Roman parish of Mary Star of Evangelisation  
10 December 2006 - Angelus

12 December 2006 – Presentation and summary of Papal message for World Day of Peace 2007

13 December 2006 – General Audience
14 December 2006 - Message for the World Day for the Sick 2007

14 December 2006 – Meeting with university students in preparation for Christmas 

14 December 2006 – Audience with S. B. Christodoulos, Archbishop of Athens and all Greece 
15 December 2006 – Audience with S. B. Antonios Naguib, new Patriarch of Alexandria of the Copts
16 December 2006 – Audience on occasion of Conference to mark 5th centenary of Vatican Museums  
17 December 2006 - Angelus

20 December 2006 – General Audience
21 December 2006 – Audience to children of Catholic Action
22 December 2006 – Audience to members of the Curia Roman Curia
24 December 2006 - Angelus

24 December 2006 – Midnight Mass
25 December 2006 – Christmas Message to Catholics in the Middle East
25 December 2006 – Christmas Day Message and Urbi et Orbi Blessing
26 December 2006 - Angelus

27 December 2006 – General Audience
31 December 2006 - Vespers and New Year’s Eve Te Deum in St Peter
· VERBA PONTIFICIS

Advent
Dialogue
Germany
Immaculate Conception
Secularity
Religious Freedom
Liturgy
Middle East
Christmas
Peace

Poland
Spain
Turkey


· INTERVENTUS SUPER QUAESTIONES

Priestly celebacy - I Vescovi dell'America Centrale esortano i sacerdoti a stimare ogni giorno di più il dono del celibato, segno della radicalità del loro libero dono a Cristo ed esempio per i giovani del valore della castità

Mission - In Laos new local priests welcomed by small Catholic community as a sign of hope
Peace - Christian mayor of Bethlehem issues customary Christmas Message: in the town where Jesus Christ was born citizens face serious economic and social difficulties
Saint Francis Xavier    - Pontifical Urban University celebrates 500 years since the birth of Saint Francis Xavier, patron saint of missions: “Missionary spirit is born and grows only if it is deeply rooted in Christ, who died and rose from the dead for us””

Saint Francis Xavier    - Cardinal Bertone speaks at Urban University on the occasion of 500th anniversary of the birth of Saint Francis Xavier: “his apostolic zeal is a combination of desire to proclaim the Gospel and his openness to the Spirit” 

Saint Francis Xavier    - For mission in Asia we must “rediscover the spirit of Saint Francis Xavier”: in Ho Chi Minh City Indian Cardinal Telesphore Toppo, presides celebrations for the 5th centenary of the birth of the Patron Saint of the Missions
· QUAESTIONES

VATICAN - LANGUAGE IN THE ROMAN RITE LITURGY: LATIN AND VERNACULAR - Keynote Address at Gateway Liturgical Conference, St Louis, Missouri, 11 November, 2006

VATICAN - “The people of the Great Lakes region have suffered too much, too long”: Message from Pope Benedict XVI signed by Cardinal Secretary of State Tarcisio Bertone, to 2nd session of the international conference on the Great Lakes Region 

VATICAN – Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples presides Mass on the Feast of Saint Francis Xavier at the Church of Gesu

SYNTHESIS INTERVENTUUM

December 1 - Holy Mass in the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit

VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI in Turkey  – Holy Mass in the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit: “The Church’s mission consists not in defending power, or obtaining riches, but rather in giving Christ, sharing the very Life of Christ, mankind’s most precious treasure which God gives us in His Son.”” 

Istanbul – In the morning of Friday 1 December Pope Benedict XVI went to the Holy Spirit Cathedral Istanbul to preside the celebration of Mass in Latin. Among those present, representatives of the Catholic communities of different eastern Rites present in Turkey. Before the Mass the Pope blessed a statue of Blessed John XXIII which will stand in the church of Saint Anthony. 


 “In this cathedral dedicated to the Holy Spirit – the Pope said in his homily -, I wish to thank God for all He has done in the history of humanity and to invoke upon all the gifts of the Spirit of holiness. As Saint Paul just reminded us, the Spirit is the permanent source of our faith and our unity. He instils in us true knowledge of Jesus placing on our lips words of faith enabling us to recognise the Lord … Manifesting the Spirit, living according to the Spirit, does not mean living only for oneself, but rather learning to become like Jesus Christ, becoming his disciples, servants of our brothers and sisters”.


The Holy Father then recalled the wish formulated by Pope John Paul II in the same cathedral twenty seven years ago: may the new millennium rise "on a Church which has found once again her full unity, that  amidst the world’s exacerbated tensions she may better witness the transcendent love of God revealed in His Son Jesus Christ". “His wish has not yet been fulfilled – Pope Benedict XVI underlined  -, but the Pope’s desire is always the same and leads all of us, the disciples of Christ, as we advance with our poverty and slowness on the path to unity, to work unceasingly "in view of the good of all", giving ecumenism first place in our ecclesial concerns”. 


The other image mentioned in the Pope’s homily was the word building used by Saint Paul to describe the Church “whose stones are united, one close to the other to form one building, whose corner stone on which all stands is Christ”. Benedict XVI recalled that the Church, the “Body of Christ received the mandate to announce the Gospel to the ends of the earth, in other words to hand on to the men and women of our day the Good News which not only illuminates life it changes it and even conquers death. This Good News is not only a Word, it is the Risen Christ! How could Christian keep this gift only for themselves? How could they confiscate this treasure or hide this source? The Church’s mission consists not in defending power, or obtaining riches her mission but rather in giving Christ, sharing the very Life of Christ, mankind’s most precious treasure which God gives us in His Son.”


The Pope concluded “the Church does not impose anything, she asks only freedom to live and make known the One she cannot hide, Jesus Christ who loved mankind even to death on the Cross and gave us his Spirit, the living presence of God in our midst and in the depth of each one’s heart”…“may we be always open to Christ”.


After the Mass the Pope said parole: “I would like to thank the people of Istanbul and the cities for the warm welcome wherever I have been. My gratitude is deep and sincere because I know that my presence in the past few days made daily life difficult.  Thank you for your understanding and your patience.”  Benedict XVI was then drive to Istanbul airport where he boarded the return flight to Rome. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 2/12/2006 – righe 43, parole 663)

See the Pope’s homily

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=660
2 December 2006 – message to Prefect of Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments
VATICAN - “Today it is more than ever necessary to reiterate the sacred nature of the Lord's day and the need to participate in Sunday Mass!” – Pope Benedict XVI’s message to Prefect of Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments
Vatican City - On the occasion of a Study Day on the theme: "Sunday Mass for the Sanctification of the Christian People", promoted by the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments to mark the anniversary of the Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium,  Pope Benedict XVI addressed a message to Cardinal Francis Arinze, prefect of the above mentioned Congregation.


“Sundays”,  writes the Pope, “remain the fundamental seedbed and the primordial nucleus of the liturgical year; ... a fragment of time pervaded by eternity, because its dawn saw the Risen Christ enter victoriously into eternal life. Sunday is so to say a fragment of time permeated with eternity because it’s dawn saw the crucified Risen Lord enter victoriously into eternal life”

 
In the Resurrection creation and redemption are fulfilled. “In "the first day after the Sabbath", the women and then the disciples, meeting the Risen Lord, understood that it was  "the Day made by the Lord ",  " His" day, dies Domini” the message continues explaining that “from the beginning this was the stable element in the understanding of the mystery of Sunday”… "For the first Christians, participation in Sunday celebrations was the natural expression of their belonging to Christ, of their communion with His mystical Body, in joyous expectation of His glorious return."


The Holy Father continued: “  "Today," the Holy Father continues, "it is more than ever necessary to reiterate the sacred nature of the Lord's day and the need to participate in Sunday Mass. The cultural context in which we live, often marked by religious indifference and secularism that obscure the horizon of transcendence, must not cause us to forget that the People of God who came into being with the events of Easter must return [to those events] as an inexhaustible spring, in order to better understand ... their own identity and the reasons for their existence.”. 

Sunday was the day chosen by Christ himself who rose on that day and appeared to the disciples on that day and then again a week later. Pope Benedict XVI  stressed the need to deepen awareness of the importance of the Lord’s Day and the “centrality of the Eucharist, as the founding pillar of Sunday and all church life. Every Sunday celebration of the Eucharist sanctifies the Christian people, until the Sunday which will have no end, the day when God will encounter His creatures”. The Pope concluded “may this Study Day help people rediscover the Christian sense of Sunday in the ambit of pastoral care and in the life of every believer”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 2/12/2006 – Righe 32, parole 419)

See the Pope’s message in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=661
2 December 2006 - first Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent
VATICAN – The Holy Father presides first Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent: “Awake! Remember God comes! Not yesterday, not tomorrow, but today, now! The one true God, "the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob", is not a God up in heaven with no interest for us and our history, he is a God-who-comes.”

 Vatican City– “At the beginning of a new Liturgical Year, the Liturgy calls the Church to renew its announcement to the nations, in two words: "God comes"… Not in the past – God came –, or in the future – God will come –, but in the present: "God comes". This, if we look closely is a continual present, something which happens always: happened, happens and will happen”. Saturday 2 December in St Peter’s Basilica Pope Benedict XVI presided the celebration of first Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent. In his homily the Pope reflected on the Season of Advent. “It resounds like a salutary call as the days weeks and months repeat themselves: Awake! Remember God comes! Not yesterday, not tomorrow, but today, now! The one true God, "the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob", is not a God up in heaven with no interest for us and our history, He is a God-who-comes. He is the Father who never stops thinking of us and, with extreme respect for our freedom, desires to meet us and visit us; to come and live in our midst, to stay with us. His "coming" is propelled by a desire to free us from evil and death, from everything which prevents our happiness. God comes to save us.”

The Season of Advent develops around two main comings of Christ: His Incarnation and His return in glory at the end of time. “The first days of Advent focus on waiting for the Lord’s return  – the Pope explained -. Then as Christmas draws near, the memory of the event in Bethlehem prevails, in order to recognise in it the ‘fullness of time. Between these two ‘manifest’ comings we perceive a third which Saint Bernard calls ‘intermediate’ and ‘occult’, which comes about in the souls of believers and builds a sort of bridge between the first coming and the last”. 


The Church gives voice to this waiting for God “profoundly inscribed in the history of humanity; expectancy sadly often suffocated or deviated in the wrong direction… to an extent to which He alone knows, the Christian community can with prayer and "good works" hasten the last coming, helping humanity go out to meet the Lord who comes” “In this perspective Advent is more than ever a Season to be lived in communion with all those who hope for a world of more justice and brotherhood”, the Pope said. This commitment for justice is common to men and women of all different nationalities, cultures, believers and non believers. Although moved by different reasons,  all are propelled by a common longing for a future of justice and peace. Peace is the destination to which all humanity aspires!” 

The Pope concluded: “Let us start this new Advent – time given us by the Lord of time– by reawakening in our hearts longing for the God-who-comes and hope that His name may be made holy, His kingdom of just and peace may come, His will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Let us allow ourselves in this waiting to be guided by the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God-who-comes, the Mother of Hope.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2006, righe 35, parole  532) See the Pope’s homily in English

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=663
3 December 2006 - Angelus

VATICANO - VATICAN - The Pope at the Angelus gives thanks for the “unforgettable spiritual and pastoral experience” of his journey to Turkey and urges Christians to live an authentic and fruitful Season of Advent 

Vatican City – During his Angelus reflection on Sunday 3 December Pope Benedict XVI said “I wish with you to thank God for my apostolic journey to Turkey in which I felt I accompanied and sustained by the prayer of the whole Christian community. To all I offer warmest thanks!”. Explaining that during his Wednesday audience he would speak more at length of that unforgettable spiritual and pastoral experience”, the Pope said hoped the Journey would bear fruits of sincere cooperation among all the disciples of Christ and fruitful  dialogue with Muslim believers”. 


Speaking of the “beloved Catholic community in Turkey” living in conditions which are not easy the Pope said  it is “truly a small flock, varied, rich in enthusiasm and faith,  living continually we might say, the experience of Advent sustained by hope”. The Pope then recalled that “in Advent the Liturgy reminds us and assures us, almost as if to overcome our natural diffidence, that God "comes"... This is why Advent is the season of hope par excellence, when believers in Christ are called to keep active watch, nourished by prayer and active commitment of love”. 

During the season of Advent “the Liturgy invites us to look at Most Holy Mary, and to walk ideally with Her towards the Stable in Bethlehem” said Pope Benedict XVI recalling also “in a few days time we will contemplate Mary in the luminous mystery of her Immaculate Conception”. The Pope concluded: “let us be drawn by her beauty, reflection of divine glory so that the "Lord who comes" may find our hearts open and good and fill them with His gifts”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2006 – righe 24, parole 334)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=662
6 December 2006 – General Audience
VATICAN - Pope Benedict retraces the events of his apostolic visit to Turkey: “May the Holy Spirit render my apostolic visit fruitful and may he vivify in the whole world the mission of the Church instituted by Christ to announce the Gospel of truth, peace and love to all peoples”

Vatican City  – On Wednesday 6 December the Pope gave his general audience in two places, first of all in St Peters where he met Italian visitors mostly from the dioceses of Lazio accompanied by their Bishops making the five yearly ad limina visit and then in the Paul VI Audience Hall where he met visitors from various parts of the world.


Addressing the Italians Pope Benedict XVI said: “I encourage you to strive to intensify your life of faith, keeping in mind the guidelines which emerged from the recent meeting of the Italian Church in Verona. Courageous work of evangelisation, we are certain, will give rise to the awaited renewal of commitment of Catholics in society, also in the Lazio region. The principal task of evangelisation is to indicate in Jesus Christ, the Saviour of every human person. Never tire of entrusting yourselves to him, of announcing him with your life in the family and in every environment. This is what the men and women of today expect of the Church and of Catholics.”


In his address in the Paul VI Hall the Pope retraced the events of his apostolic visit to Turkey, inviting those present to join him in thanking the Lord for the event. The Pope entrusted to God the fruits that may come from that journey, “with regard to our relations with our Orthodox brothers and sisters and for dialogue with Muslims”, and he expressed his gratitude to the civil authorities of Turkey, the Catholic Bishops and their co-workers there and the religious authorities.


The Pope began by recalling his meetings with the authorities. “That intense series of meetings was an important part of the Visit especially considering that Turkey is a mainly Muslim country, regulated however by a Constitution which affirms the secular nature of the state. It is therefore an emblematic country with regard to today’s great challenges at the world level: on the one hand, it is necessary to rediscover the reality of God and the public relevance of religious faith and on the other to guarantee that the expression of this faith is free, and also free of fundamentalistic degeneration and able to repudiate all forms of violence”. The Pope then renewed his  “sentiments of esteem for Muslims and Islamic civilisation”, insisting on the importance of joint commitment of Christians and Muslims “for man, for life, for peace and justice, reaffirming that the distinction between the civil and religious sphere constitutes a value and that the State has the duty to guarantee the citizen and religious communities effective freedom of worship”. Pope Benedict XVI said during the visit to the famous Blue Mosque, when he prayed a few moments in silence: “I prayed to the One Lord of heaven and earth, Merciful Father of all humanity. May all believers recognise themselves as his creatures and bear witness of authentic brotherhood!”


The Pope’s visit to Ephesus on the second day was an opportunity  for direct contact with the Catholic community in Turkey at the Shrine of the House of Mary  “since time immemorial a place of Marian devotion, dear also to Muslims”. “At the ‘House of Mary’ we felt truly ‘at home – the Holy Father said -, and in the atmosphere of peace we prayed for the Holy Land and for the whole world. While there I recalled Fr Andrea Santoro, a priest from Rome, who in the land of Turkey bore witness to the Gospel with his blood”.


The feast of Saint Andrew in November 30, “offered the ideal context to consolidate fraternal relations between the Bishop of Rome, the Successor of St Peter, and the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, a Church founded according to tradition by the apostle Saint Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter ”. Pope Benedict XVI and His Holiness  Bartholomew I, in the footsteps of their Predecessors, confirmed “reciprocal commitment to go forward on the path towards re-established full communion between Catholics and Orthodox Christians”. The Joint Declaration signed at the end of the Divine Liturgy in honour of Saint Andrew “constitutes another step on this journey”, and also shows that “the basis of all ecumenical effort is prayer and perseverant invocation of the Holy Spirit”. The Pope then recalled his meetings in Istanbul respectively with the Patriarch of the Apostolic Armenian Church, His Beatitude Mesrob II, the Syrian Orthodox Metropolitan Bishop and with the Chief Rabbi of Turkey.


The visit concluded with Mass in Holy Spirit Latin Cathedral in Istanbul, in the presence of the entire Catholic community, the Ecumenical Patriarch, the Armenian Patriarch, the Syrian Orthodox Metropolitan and representatives of the Protestant churches. “In brief – the Pope underlined -, it was a gathering of all the Christians of all the different rites, traditions and languages . Comforted by the Word of Christ, who promises believers  ‘rivers of living water’, and the image of the many members united in one body, we experienced a new Pentecost”.


Pope Benedict XVI told those present that he returned to the Vatican “with his heart overflowing with gratitude to God and sentiments of sincere affection and esteem for the people of beloved nation of Turkey by whom I felt welcomed and understood”. The Pope concluded: “May almighty and all merciful God help the people and leaders of Turkey and the representatives of the different religions build together a future of peace, so that Turkey may serve as a "bridge" of friendship and fraternal collaboration between East and West. Let us pray that through the intercession of Most Holy Mary, the Holy Spirit may render my apostolic visit fruitful and may he vivify in the whole world the mission of the Church instituted by Christ to announce the Gospel of truth, peace and love to all peoples.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 7/12/2006, righe 66, parole 950) 

See the Pope’s teaching

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=664
8 December 2006 - Message to the Superior General of the Society of African Missions 

VATICAN - Message to the Superior General of the Society of African Missions on the occasion of the Society’s 150th anniversary of foundation
Vatican City– In a message to the members of the Society of African Missions on the occasion of their 150th anniversary on December 8,  Pope Benedict XVI writes  “Assuring you of my prayers, I give thanks to the Lord for your dedication to the spread of his Kingdom. I am confident that your celebrations, guided by the Holy Spirit and inspired by the courage and generosity of your Founder, the Servant of God Bishop Melchior de Marion Brésillac, will be a source of encouragement for all the Priests and Brothers to renew your commitment to witness to the unbreakable bond between love of God and love of neighbour”. The message was addressed to SMA Superior General, Fr. Kieran O’Reilly.


In his message the Pope says that the missionary vocation  “shows the beauty of a life lived in Christ at the service of others”. In a world “where poverty, injustice, moral relativism and secularism overshadow every continent,” only the Good News of Jesus Christ and witness to his Gospel “dispel darkness and despair and illuminates the way of peace, fostering hope in the hearts of even the most marginalized and dejected of people”. Pope Benedict XVI recalls that the missionary history of the Society for African Missions reflects “creative fidelity” to the Founder’s intentions to evangelise the most abandoned and the most spiritually deprived. The Pope concluded “I encourage you to ponder daily the mystery of God who is love. Allow yourselves to be illumined-by his Word; be tireless and faithful servants of his Church; imitate him in the generous gift of yourselves to the least of his brothers and sisters!” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2006 – Righe 20, parole 278)

See message in English

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=670
8 December 2006 – Angelus
VATICAN – The Pope at the Angelus: “Preparing for Christmas means striving to build  ‘God’s dwelling place among us. No one is excluded; everyone can and must help to make this home of communion spacious and beautiful” – appeal for the Middle East and Lebanon
Vatican City – On Sunday 10 December, as Bishop of Rome, Pope Benedict XVI went to consecrate a new parish church in the outskirts of Rome dedicated to Mary, Star of Evangelisation. Before the Angelus prayer the Pope reflected on the significance of that Liturgy in the Season of Advent. “In these days the Liturgy continues to remind us that "God comes" to visit his people, to live among us and build with us a communion of love and life, in other words a family – the Pope said -. This is how Saint John’s Gospel expresses the mystery of the Incarnation: "The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us "; literally: "pitched his tent among us  " (Jn 1,14). Does not a church built among the homes of a town or a city district, evoke this great gift and mystery?”.


Pope Benedict XVI continued  “the church-building is a concrete sign, built of "living stones" the believers”, closely united with Christ "the cornerstone" of this spiritual temple. “Preparing for Christmas means striving to build  ‘God’s dwelling place among us. No one is excluded; everyone can and must help to make this home of communion spacious and beautiful. At the end of time when it is finished it will be the "heavenly Jerusalem" … Advent invites is to turn our gaze towards  "heavenly Jerusalem ", the goal of our earthly pilgrimage. At the same time it encourages us to strive with prayer, conversion and good works to welcome Jesus into our lives and build with him this spiritual house of which each of us – our families and our communities – is a precious stone.”

After the Marian prayer the Pope appealed for peace in the Middle East , “where hope for a solution to the crisis which travails the region alternate with tension and difficulties which make us fear more violence”, in particular for the Lebanon, “where, today as in the past, "people who are different on the cultural and religious level are called to lived together to build a nation of ‘dialogue and co-existence’ and to promote the common good" (Ap. Exhortation. New Hope for Lebanon, n. 119)”. The Pope endorsed the anxiety expressed by Patriarch, His Beatitude Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir, and the Maronite Bishops, calling on the people and political leaders of Lebanon to  “have at heart only the good of the nation and harmony among its communities, encouraging their striving for unity which is the responsibility of each and all and requires patience and perseverance, as well as ongoing dialogue in trust  (cfr ibid. n. 120)”. The Pope concluded: “I hope the international community will help identify urgent peaceful solutions necessary for Lebanon and the whole of the Middle East, while I urge everyone to pray at this grave time”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2006 – righe 33, parole 501)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=667
9 December 2006 – Audience to participants at Union of Italian Catholic Jurists study congress on  "Secularity and secularities”
VATICAN - “Some try to exclude God from every ambit of life presenting Him as man’s antagonist. As Christians we must show that God is love and He desires the good and happiness of all mankind.”: the Pope addresses participants at a study congress on  "Secularity and secularities”
Vatican City – The Pope on 9 December received participants in the 56th national study congress, promoted by the Union of Italian Catholic Jurists, held in Rome on the theme: "Secularity and secularities."  The concept of secularity, said the Holy Father in his address to the group, originally referred to "the condition of simple faithful Christian, not belonging to the clergy or the religious state. During the Middle Ages it acquired the meaning of opposition between civil authorities and ecclesial hierarchies, and in modern times it has assumed the significance of the exclusion of religion and its symbols from public life by confining them to the private sphere and the individual conscience. In this way, the term secularity has acquired an ideological meaning quite opposite to the one it originally held."

  
Secularity today, then, "is understood as a total separation between State and Church, the latter not having any right to intervene in questions concerning the life and behaviour of citizens. And such secularity even involves the exclusion of religious symbols from public places." In accordance with this definition, the Pope continued, "today we hear talk of secular thought, secular morals, secular science, secular politics. In fact, at the root of such a concept, is an a-religious view of life, thought and morals; that is, a view in which there is no place for God, for a Mystery that transcends pure reason, for a moral law of absolute value that is valid in all times and situations."

 
The Holy Father said every believer, particularly the believer in Christ, has the duty to help elaborate a concept of secularity which on the one hand acknowledges the place due to God and his moral law, to Christ and to his Church in individual and social human life, and on the other affirms and respects «legitimate autonomy of earthly realities »” indicated already by Vatican II (cfr. Gaudium et spes, 36). “This Conciliar affirmation is the doctrinal basis for healthy secularity which implicates effective autonomy of earthly realities certainly not from moral order, from the ecclesiastical sphere” the Pope said underlining that “"'healthy secularity' means that the State does not consider religion merely as an individual sentiment that can be confined to the private sphere." Rather, it must be "recognized as a ... public presence. This means that all religious confessions (so long as they do not contrast the moral order and are not dangerous to public order) are guaranteed free exercise of their acts of worship." Hostility against "any form of political or cultural relevance of religion," and in particular against "any kind of religious symbol in public institutions" is a degenerated form of secularity, said the Holy Father, as is "refusing the Christian community, and those who legitimately represent it, the right to pronounce on the moral problems that today appeal to the conscience of all human beings, particularly of legislators.  "This," he added, "does not constitute undue interference of the Church in legislative activity, which is the exclusive competence of the State, but the affirmation and the defense of those great values that give meaning to people's lives and safeguard their dignity. These values, even before being Christian, are human”.

The Pope concluded: “We live in an exciting time with regard to progress made by humanity in many fields… At the same time some try to exclude God from every ambit of life presenting Him as man’s antagonist. As Christians we must show that God is love and desires the good and happiness of all mankind. It is our duty to bring people to understand that the moral law God gave us - and that expresses itself in us through the voice of conscience - has the aim not of oppressing us but of freeing us from evil and of making us happy. We must show that without God man is lost, and that the exclusion of religion from social life, and in particular the marginalization of Christianity, undermines the very foundations of human coexistence.”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2006 – Righe 48, parole 696)

See address in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=669
10 December 2006 – Pastoral Visit to Roman parish of Saint Mary, Star of Evangelisation 
VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI celebrates the Dedication of a new church: “Particularly in our widely secularised social context today, the parish is a beacon which irradiates the light of the faith and responds to the deepest and truest longings of the human heart”
Vatican City – On Sunday 10 December, as Bishop of Rome, Pope Benedict XVI went to dedicate a new church in the southern outskirts of Rome dedicated to Saint Mary, Star of Evangelisation. This was the first time in his pontificate that Pope Benedict XVI presided the Rite for the Dedication of a new Church. “The solemn Liturgy of the dedication of a Church is a moment of intense spiritual joy shared by all the people of God in the area: I gladly join you in your joy... Particularly in our widely secularised social context today, the parish is a beacon which irradiates the light of the faith and responds to the deepest and truest longings of the human heart, giving significance and hope to the life of individuals and families” the Pope said in his homily.


For the past sixteen years the diocese of Rome has made the season of Advent a time to collect money to build the very necessary new churches in the sprawling city suburbs and the Pope called on “Catholics and all citizens of goodwill to give generously so that city districts without a church may soon have their own parish ”. Addressing the parishioners, mostly young families, the Pope said: “Your community faces the arduous and fascinating task of educating children to the life and the joy of the faith ”.


Pope Benedict XVI then commented the readings of the Mass: “the three readings of this solemn Liturgy show us the significance of a church as the house of God and the house of his people under very different aspects. We have before us three great themes heard in the readings: the Word of God gathers the people together, in the first reading; the city of God, the bride in the second, and thirdly the confession of Jesus Christ as the incarnate as Son of God, expressed first of all by Peter, who founded the living Church manifested in the material building of every church.”

At the end of the homily the Holy Father recalled that  “at the decisive moment in the history of humanity, Mary offered herself, body and soul, to God…in this way Mary shows us the meaning of Advent: going towards the Lord who comes to us. Waiting for Him, listening to Him, looking at Him. Mary shows us the meaning of a church building: they exist so that within our hearts we may make room for the Word of God; so that through us the Word of God may be made flesh today.” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2006, righe 30, parole  456)

See the Pope’s homily in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=668
10 December 2006 - Angelus

VATICAN – The Pope at the Angelus: “Preparing for Christmas means striving to build  ‘God’s dwelling place among us. No one is excluded; everyone can and must help to make this home of communion spacious and beautiful” – appeal for the Middle East and Lebanon

Vatican City – On Sunday 10 December, as Bishop of Rome, Pope Benedict XVI went to consecrate a new parish church in the outskirts of Rome dedicated to Mary, Star of Evangelisation. Before the Angelus prayer the Pope reflected on the significance of that Liturgy in the Season of Advent. “In these days the Liturgy continues to remind us that "God comes" to visit his people, to live among us and build with us a communion of love and life, in other words a family – the Pope said -. This is how Saint John’s Gospel expresses the mystery of the Incarnation: "The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us "; literally: "pitched his tent among us  " (Jn 1,14). Does not a church built among the homes of a town or a city district, evoke this great gift and mystery?”.

Pope Benedict XVI continued  “the church-building is a concrete sign, built of "living stones" the believers”, closely united with Christ "the cornerstone" of this spiritual temple. “Preparing for Christmas means striving to build  ‘God’s dwelling place among us. No one is excluded; everyone can and must help to make this home of communion spacious and beautiful. At the end of time when it is finished it will be the "heavenly Jerusalem" … Advent invites is to turn our gaze towards  "heavenly Jerusalem ", the goal of our earthly pilgrimage. At the same time it encourages us to strive with prayer, conversion and good works to welcome Jesus into our lives and build with him this spiritual house of which each of us – our families and our communities – is a precious stone.”

After the Marian prayer the Pope appealed for peace in the Middle East , “where hope for a solution to the crisis which travails the region alternate with tension and difficulties which make us fear more violence”, in particular for the Lebanon, “where, today as in the past, "people who are different on the cultural and religious level are called to lived together to build a nation of ‘dialogue and co-existence’ and to promote the common good" (Ap. Exhortation. New Hope for Lebanon, n. 119)”. The Pope endorsed the anxiety expressed by Patriarch, His Beatitude Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir, and the Maronite Bishops, calling on the people and political leaders of Lebanon to  “have at heart only the good of the nation and harmony among its communities, encouraging their striving for unity which is the responsibility of each and all and requires patience and perseverance, as well as ongoing dialogue in trust  (cfr ibid. n. 120)”. The Pope concluded: “I hope the international community will help identify urgent peaceful solutions necessary for Lebanon and the whole of the Middle East, while I urge everyone to pray at this grave time”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 11/12/2006 – righe 33, parole 501)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=667
12 December 2006 – Presentation of Message for the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2007
VATICAN – The Pope’s Message for the World Day of Peace 2007: “The human person, the heart of peace”. “I am convinced that respect for the person promotes peace and that, in building peace, the foundations are laid for an authentic integral humanism”. 
Vatican City – The Pope’s annual Message for the World Day of Peace, 1 January 2007 was made public this morning at the Holy See press office. “The human person, the heart of peace” is the theme chosen by Pope Benedict XVI who writes: “I am convinced that respect for the person promotes peace and that, in building peace, the foundations are laid for an authentic integral humanism. In this way a serene future is prepared for coming generations.”. As Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, president of the Pontifical Council   for Justice and Peace underlined when he presented the message to the media , “this year’s Message should be read and seen as a continuation and complement to the previous one. The person and peace recall each other constantly in fecund circularity which constitutes the premise the most solid presupposition for a correct cultural, social and political approach to the complex themes relative to achievement of peace in our day”. The Message, articulated in three parts, progressively treats the human person in relation to the various aspects of the promotion of peace. 

As Cardinal Martino pointed out “part one highlights the sense of value of the connection between the human person and peace understood and proposed by means of theological-spiritual categories of the gift and the task; part two deals places the truth of the human person in relation with the new and innovative concept of ecology of peace; part three considers the human person in reference to the complex reality of respect for human rights, international humanitarian law and certain responsibilities inherent to the activity of international organisations. The Message concludes with a call to all Christians to be builders of peace”.


Tomorrow Fides will give a summary of the Message. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2006 – Righe 22, parole 320)

See presentation in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/2006/pcgp_121206.html
See message in English  

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=671
12 December 2006 – Summary of message for the World Day of Peace 2007
VATICAN – The Pope’s message for the World Day of Peace 2007: a summary of the main points

Vatican City –  Every year the Pope addresses a special message of prayerful good wishes for peace to Governments, leaders of nations and all men and women of good will. In his Message for World Peace Day 1 January 2007 Pope Benedict XVI says he also invokes peace for those experiencing pain and suffering those living under the threat of violence and armed aggression” or whose dignity is trampled, children in particular  “especially those whose future is compromised by exploitation and the malice of unscrupulous adults”. This is why the theme of the Message is “The Human Person, the Heart of Peace”. “I am convinced that respect for the person promotes peace and that, in building peace, the foundations are laid for an authentic integral humanism. In this way a serene future is prepared for coming generations” the Pope writes.


Each individual human being has the dignity of the person “created in God’s image”. In the Covenant with his Creator man is called to “mature in the ability to love and to contribute to the progress of the world, renewing it in justice and in peace”. “Likewise peace is both a gift and a task– the Message continues – If it is true that peace between individuals and peoples…calls for unfailing commitment on our part, it is also true and indeed more so that peace is a gift of God. Peace is an aspect of God's activity, made manifest both in the creation of an orderly and harmonious universe and also in the redemption of humanity that needs to be rescued from the disorder of sin.”. The norms of natural law  therefore “should not be viewed as externally imposed decrees, as restraints upon human freedom”. On the contrary “Guided by these norms, all peoples —within their respective cultures—can draw near to the greatest mystery, which is the mystery of God. Today too, recognition and respect for natural law represents the foundation for a dialogue between the followers of the different religions and between believers and non-believers.”. 


Pope Benedict XVI affirms that peace is based on respect for the rights of all since every human being reflects the image of the Creator. “Conscious of this, the Church champions the fundamental rights of each person. In particular she promotes and defends respect for the life and the religious freedom of everyone… The right to life and to the free expression of personal faith in God is not subject to the power of man. Peace requires the establishment of a clear boundary between what is at man's disposal and what is not: in this way unacceptable intrusions into the patrimony of specifically human values will be avoided”. 


The Pope denounces widespread ‘violation’ of the right to life: victims of armed conflicts, terrorism and the different form of violence, silent deaths caused by hunger, abortion, experimentation on human embryos and euthanasia. “Another disturbing symptom of lack of peace in the world is represented by the difficulties that both Christians and the followers of other religions frequently encounter in publicly and freely professing their religious convictions. Speaking of Christians in particular, I must point out with pain that not only are they at times prevented from doing so; in some States they are actually persecuted, and even recently tragic cases of ferocious violence have been recorded. There are regimes that impose a single religion upon everyone, while secular regimes often lead not so much to violent persecution as to systematic cultural denigration of religious beliefs. In both instances, a fundamental human right is not being respected, with serious repercussions for peaceful coexistence. This can only promote a mentality and culture that is not conducive to peace.” 


The Pope says at  the origin of many tensions that threaten peace in the world are “the many unjust inequalities still tragically present in our world”: inequality in access to essential goods like food, water, shelter, health and persistent inequalities between men and women on the exercise of basic human rights. “The extremely grave deprivation afflicting many peoples, especially in Africa, lies at the root of violent reactions and thus inflicts a terrible wound on peace. Similarly, inadequate consideration for the condition of women helps to create instability in the fabric of society”.

In the second part of the Message the Pope speaks about “ecology of peace”: “humanity, if it truly desires peace, must be increasingly conscious of the links between natural ecology, or respect for nature, and human ecology. Experience shows that disregard for the environment always harms human co-existence, and vice versa”. As an example the Pope mentions the issue of energy supplies. New nations have entered industrial production and other parts of the planet remain backward and their development is blocked, partly because of the rise in energy prices. The Pope asks: “What will happen to those peoples and underlines “The destruction of the environment, its improper or selfish use, and the violent hoarding of the earth's resources cause grievances, conflicts and wars, precisely because they are the consequences of an inhumane concept of development” which neglects the moral-religious dimension.


Despite present international tension it is urgent to work to help the ‘tree of peace’ to grow “For this to happen, we must be guided by a vision of the person untainted by ideological and cultural prejudices or by political and economic interests which can instil hatred and violence.”. In the regard the Pope says “what cannot be admitted is the cultivation of anthropological conceptions that contain the seeds of hostility and violence. Equally unacceptable are conceptions of God that would encourage intolerance and recourse to violence against others.. This is a point which must be clearly reaffirmed: war in God's name is never acceptable! When a certain notion of God is at the origin of criminal acts, it is a sign that that notion has already become an ideology.”. Peace is also threatened by “indifference to what constitutes man’s true nature”.  Here too clarity is necessary: a “weak” vision of the person, which would leave room for every conception, even the most bizarre, only apparently favours peace. In reality, it hinders authentic dialogue and opens the way to authoritarian impositions, ultimately leaving the person defenceless and, as a result, easy prey to oppression and violence.”


In the final part of his Message the Pope reaffirms “Peace is based on respect for the rights of all…it is important for international agencies not to lose sight of the natural foundation of human rights. This would enable them to avoid the risk, unfortunately ever-present, of sliding towards a merely positivistic interpretation of those rights. Were that to happen, the international bodies would end up lacking the necessary authority to carry out their role as defenders of the fundamental rights of the person and of peoples, the chief justification for their very existence and activity.”.
On the issue of international humanitarian law and the internal law of states the Pope writes: “In the face of the disturbing events of recent years, States cannot fail to recognize the need to establish clearer rules to counter effectively the dramatic decline that we are witnessing. War always represents a failure for the international community and a grave loss for humanity. When, despite every effort, war does break out, at least the essential principles of humanity and the basic values of all civil coexistence must be safeguarded; norms of conduct must be established that limit the damage as far as possible and help to alleviate the suffering of civilians and of all the victims of conflicts”.


With regard to the race for nuclear weapons Pope Benedict XVI warns: “The way to ensure a future of peace for everyone is found not only in international accords for the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons, but also in the determined commitment to seek their reduction and definitive dismantling.”.


The Holy Father concludes “Finally, I wish to make an urgent appeal to the People of God: let every Christian be committed to tireless peace-making and strenuous defence of the dignity of the human person and his inalienable rights.… Let every believer, then, unfailingly contribute to the advancement of a true integral humanism in accordance with the teachings of the Encyclical Letters Populorum Progressio and Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, whose respective fortieth and twentieth anniversaries we prepare to celebrate this year. To the Queen of Peace, the Mother of Jesus Christ “our peace” (Eph 2:14), I entrust my urgent prayer for all humanity at the beginning of the year 2007, to which we look with hearts full of hope, notwithstanding the dangers and difficulties that surround us. May Mary show us, in her Son, the Way of peace, and enlighten our vision, so that we can recognize Christ's face in the face of every human person, the heart of peace!”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 13/12/2006 – Righe 97, parole 1381)

See Message in various languages

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=671
14 December 2006 - Message for World Day for the Sick  2007

VATICAN – The Pope’s Message for World Day of the Sick 2007: “Once again the Church turns her eyes to those who suffer and calls attention to the many incurably ill on every continent, particularly in places where poverty and hardship cause immense misery and grief  ”
Vatican City –  The Holy Father's Message for the 15th World Day of the Sick was made public on December 13. The event is due to be celebrated in Seoul, South Korea on February 11, 2007, Feast of Our Lady of Lourdes. In his Message, published in English and dated December 8, the Holy Father writes that: “Once again the Church turns her eyes to those who suffer and calls attention to the many incurably ill … on every continent, particularly in places where poverty and hardship cause immense misery and grief  ”.

The Pope continues: "Despite the advances in science a cure cannot be found for every illness and thus, in hospitals, hospices and homes throughout the world, we encounter the sufferings of our many brothers and sisters who are incurably and often terminally ill. In addition many millions of people in our world still experience unhealthy living conditions, and are denied access to much needed medical resources, often of the most basic kind, with the result that the number of human beings considered ‘incurable’ has greatly increased”. 


The Church wishes to support the incurably ill and terminally by calling for just social policies which can help eliminate the causes of many diseases and by urging improved care for the dying and those for whom no medical remedy is available. There is need to promote policies which “create conditions where human beings can bear even incurable illnesses and death in a dignified manner”. The Pope recalls once again the need for more palliative Care Centres which provide integral care, offering the sick the human assistance and spiritual accompaniment they need. “This is a right belonging to every human being, a right which we must all be committed to defend”.


The Pope encourages the efforts of those who work every day to ensure that the incurably and terminally ill, together with the families, receive adequate and loving care, “the Church, following the example of the Good Samaritan, has always shown particular concern for the infirm” through her members and her institutions. 

Addressing the “dear brothers and sisters suffering from incurable diseases”, the Holy Father encourages them to “contemplate the sufferings of Christi crucified”, confident that their sufferings “united with those of Christ, will prove fruitful for the needs of the Church and the world". The Pope concludes reminding the sick: “through her priests and pastoral workers the Church wishes to assist you and stand at your side, helping you in your hour of need, and thus making present Christ’s own loving mercy towards those who suffer…I ask ecclesial communities throughout the world, and particularly those dedicated to the service of the infirm, with the help of Mary Salus Infirmorum, to bear effective witness to the loving concern of God our Father”.  (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 14/12/2006 – Righe 33, parole 472)

See message in English

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=672
14 December 2006 – General Audience
VATICAN - Timothy and Titus “teach us to serve the Gospel with generosity knowing that this involves a service to the Church”: Pope Benedict XVI illustrates the figure of two of St Paul’s co-workers 

Vatican City – In the Vatican Basilica this morning, the Holy Father met with faithful from dioceses in the Italian region of Calabria, accompanied by their bishops who are in the process of completing their "ad limina" visit. Also present was a group of Italian students. Afterwards, the Holy Father went to the Paul VI Hall for his weekly general audience.

 
The Holy Father told the Italians that the Church in Calabria has a special task in society: "her evangelizing mission, more urgent than ever even in our own times, in order to face the current cultural, social and religious challenges. From the Gospel, courageously draw the light and strength to promote the authentic moral, social and economic renewal of your region. Be joyful witnesses of Christ and tireless builders of His Kingdom of justice and peace.”. The Holy Father entrusted the group of students to Our Lady of Guadalupe (feast day 12 December)  “Mary accompanies us to encounter Jesus in the mystery of his Nativity”. In conclusion, the Pope thanked the region of Calabria which this year has donated the Christmas tree to adorn St. Peter's Square. 

 
In the Paul VI Hall, the Holy Father's catechesis focused on Saints Timothy and Titus, two of St. Paul's closest associates. Benedict XVI recalled how Timothy, born in Listra (about 200 km from Tarsus) of a Jewish mother and a pagan father,  was the first bishop of Ephesus a  "shepherd of great importance,"  while Titus, whom Paul defined as "my true child in a common faith," was bishop of Crete.  These two men, said the Holy Father, tell us that Paul, the archetypal Apostle, "did not do everything alone, but relied upon trusted individuals to share his labors and responsibilities." The Pope highlighted the "willingness" of Timothy and Titus "to take on various tasks, which often involved representing Paul in difficult circumstances. Thus they teach us," he added, "to serve the Gospel generously, knowing that this involves a service to the Church herself."  Pope Benedict XVI quoted St. Paul's words in his Letter to Titus, where the Apostle exhorts his helper to remain faithful to the true doctrine: "'I desire you to insist on these things so that those who have believed in God may be careful to apply themselves to good deeds; these are excellent and profitable to men.'

From Crete Titus joined St Paul in Nicopolis in Epiro. Later he went to Dalmatia.



Considering these two figures Pope Benedict XVI highlighted certain significant elements. Pope Benedict XVI quoted St. Paul's words in his Letter to Titus, where the Apostle exhorts his helper to remain faithful to the true doctrine: "'I desire you to insist on these things so that those who have believed in God may be careful to apply themselves to good deeds; these are excellent and profitable to men.' (Tt 3,8), and he concluded: “"Through a solid commitment on our part," the Pope concluded, "we can and must discover the truth of these words and, precisely in this period of Advent, be rich in good works, thus opening the door of the world to Christ, our Saviour.".” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 14/12/2006, righe 44, parole 657) 

See he Pope’s teaching

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=673
14 December 2006 – Address to Rome’s university students in preparation for Christmas
VATICAN - The Pope addresses Rome’s university students: “The Eucharistic mystery is the privileged point of convergence for the different ambits of Christian life, including that of intellectual research”

Vatican City – In preparation for Christmas at the end of a special Mass for students at the many universities in Rome celebrated by Cardinal Vicar Camillo Ruini in St Peter’s at 5pm on 14 December, Pope Benedict XVI addressed the students and teachers and academic authorities. “Christmas gifts remind us of the supreme gift which the Son of God made of Himself in the Incarnation” the Pope said. Exchanging gifts at Christmas people should not forget the principal Gift of which the others are merely a symbol. “Christmas is the day on which God gave himself to humanity and this gift becomes, so to say, perfect in the Eucharist – the Pope said recalling that this year the students are reflecting on the theme of the Eucharist -. The Eucharistic mystery is the privileged point of convergence for the different ambits of Christian life, including that of intellectual research. Encountered in the liturgy and contemplated in adoration, Jesus-Eucharist is similar to a ‘prism’ through which to better penetrate reality, from the ascetic and mystical, intellectual and speculative and historical and moral perspectives. In the Eucharist Christ is truly present and the Holy Mass is the living memorial of his Paschal Sacrifice. The Blessed Sacrament is the qualitative centre of the cosmos and of history and therefore an inexhaustible source of thought and action for anyone searching for and willing to cooperate with the truth. We might say it is a "concentrate" of truth and love. It illuminates not only our knowledge but also and above all  our action”. 

At the beginning of the academic year many of the students joined a diocesan pilgrimage to Assisi, and the Pope underlined that Saint Francis and Saint Clare in the Eucharist “experienced God’s love, the very love which prompted the Creator of the world to become small in the Incarnation, the smallest of all and servant of all”. As Christmas approaches the Pope urged the young people to contemplate  “the child wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger” and to imitate the Blessed Virgin Mary “the first person to contemplate the humanity of the Word incarnate, the humanity of Divine Wisdom”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 14/12/2006, righe 27, parole  387)

See address in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=676
14 December 2006 – Audience to His Beatitude Christodoulos, Archbishop of Athens and all Greece 
VATICAN - Pope Benedict XVI receives His Beatitude Christodoulos, Archbishop of Athens and all Greece, they sign a Common Declaration: “It is our common responsibility to overcome, in love and truth, the many difficulties and sad experience of the past”.
Vatican City – Pope Benedict XVI in his address to His Beatitude Christodoulos, Archbishop of Athens and all Greece, received in audience in the Vatican on December 14th, said “Greece and Rome intensified their relations at the dawn of Christianity and continued their relations which gave rise to various forms of communities and Christian traditions in the regions of the world which today correspond to Eastern and Western Europe. These intense relations helped create a sort of osmosis in the formation of ecclesial institutions. This osmosis – maintaining the disciplinary, liturgical, theological and spiritual differences of both traditions Roman and Greek – rendered fruitful the Church’s evangelising activity and the inculturation of the Christian faith”.


The Pope underlined: “Today our relations continue slowly but in profundity and with a concern for authenticity. They are for us an opportunity to rediscover a whole range of spiritual expressions rich in significance and reciprocal commitment”. The Pope mentioned “the memorable visit” which John Paul II made to Athens in 2001, "a determinant point in the progressive intensification of our contact and collaboration”, followed by exchange of visits of delegations of priests and students, such as the fruitful collaboration between the Apostolikì Diakonia and the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.


With regard to the future Pope Benedict XVI said he saw a vast field in which collaboration may grow and become more intense, in particular to build a new Europe which “can never be exclusively an economic reality”. “Catholics and Orthodox – the Pope said – are called to offer their cultural and above all spiritual contribution. They have the duty to defend the Christian roots of the Continent of Europe...so Christian tradition may continue to be seen and to operate with all its forces to safeguard the dignity of the human person, respect for minorities, taking care to avoid cultural uniformity which could cause the loss of immense riches of civilisation. At the same time we must work to protect human rights, which include the principal of personal freedom, especially religious freedom; these rights must be promoted and defended in the European Union and in every member country”.


Pope Benedict XVI concluded underlining the need to increase collaboration among Christians in every country in the European Union to “deal with new dangers facing the Christian faith, growing secularism, relativism and nihilism, which open the way for behaviour and even legislation which violate the inalienable dignity of the human person and threaten fundamental institutions such as marriage”. 

After the address given by His Beatitude Christodoulos, in which the Archbishop thanked God for the encounter and opportunity to “take another step on the Churches’ common path to tackle the problems of the world today”, the Pope and His Beatitude signed a common declaration  which began as follows: “We Benedict XVI, Pope and Bishop of Rome, and Christodoulos, Archbishop of Athens and all Greece, in this holy place of Rome, made illustrious with the evangelical preaching and martyrdom of the Apostles Peter and Paul, wish to live ever more  intensely our mission to give apostolic witness and hand on the faith to those near and far and to announce the Good News of the birth of the Saviour... It is our common responsibility to overcome, in love and truth, the many difficulties and sad experience of the past, for the glory of God, in the Holy Trinity and of his Holy Church”.


The Declaration is articulated in 12 points which reveal a determination to: continue dialogue in truth to rebuild full communion of faith in the bond of love; recognise important progress in the dialogue of charity and thanks to the decisions of Vatican II with regard to relations between Churches: underline the need to persevere on the path of constructive dialogue; confirm commitment to announce the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the world, the new generation especially; it stress the role of religions to make peace triumph in the world; expresses concern for experiments on human beings and loss of respect for life in every stage; call for more protection for human rights all over the world, founded on the dignity of the person created in the image of God; propose fecund collaboration to help rediscover the Christian roots of the continent of Europe; invite rich countries to show solidarity with less advantaged countries and to avoid indiscriminate exploitation of creation, the work of God’s hands, instead to care for it with justice and with concern for people suffering from hunger. The Holy Father and the Archbishop of Athens and all Greece conclude the document imploring from God “the gift of peace, in charity and unity of the human family". (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 14/12/2006 – Righe 57, parole 832)

See declaration in French

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=674
15 December 2006 – Audience to His Beatitude Antonios Naguib, new Patriarch of Alexandria of the Copts 
VATICAN – Pope Benedict XVI receives new Patriarch of Alexandria of  Copt Catholics: “In today’s world your mission is of great importance for your faithful and for all men and women, to whom the love of Christ urges us to announce the Good News””

Vatican City  – “In today’s world your mission is of great importance for your faithful and for all men and women, to whom the love of Christ urges us to announce the Good News”: Pope Benedict XVI said when he received in audience His Beatitude Antonios Naguib, new Patriarch of Alexandria of the Copts,  Egypt, on 15 December. “After your election to the patriarchal See of  Alexandria of Copt Catholics – the Pope said – your first official visit to the Successor of Peter is a moment of grace for the Church”.  

“It is in the celebration of the Divine Liturgy that the communion in Christ which renders us brothers, is best manifest. The liturgy expresses the fullness of communion among all Catholics around the  Successor of Peter” said Pope Benedict XVI recalling that the See of Alexandria in the first five centuries of Christianity was the first Patriarchate after Rome. “Your patriarchal community is the bearer of a rich spiritual, liturgical and theological tradition – the Alexandrian tradition– the treasures of which are part of the Church’s heritage” the Holy Father quoting the preaching of Saint Mark the evangelist and assuring the Patriarch of his prayers and support "for the 'special task ' entrusted to the Eastern Catholic Churches by the Second Vatican Council: to foster unity of all Christians, particularly among those of the east.” 


The Pope then mentioned the great wave of monasticism born in Egypt which tradition attributes to Saint Anthony and Saint Pacome. With the contribution of Saint Benedict, “monasticism became an immense tree which has born abundant and magnificent fruits all over the world ”. The Copt Church has writers, exegetes and philosophers like Clement of Alexandria and Origen, and patriarchs, confessors and doctors of the Church, such as Athanasius and Cyril.  Pope Benedict XVI  then praised the recognised importance of "human, spiritual, moral and intellectual education of youth by means of a school and catechetical system which constitutes a service for the whole of society". 


The Pope concluded by stressing the importance of formation to the priesthood and the religious life. “The vitality of Christian communities in the world today  – the Pope said – calls for shepherds according to the heart of God, authentic witnesses of the Word of God  and guide to help the faithful to found their life and their mission in Christ!”. Recalling the role of consecrated life in the Copt Catholic Church, the Pope said “may poverty, chastity and obedience lived according to the evangelical counsels be for our world a witness and call to holiness", and he encouraged members of institutes of consecrated life to continue their mission, “above all among young people and persons most neglected by society”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 16/12/2006 – Righe 35, parole 493)

See the Pope’s address in French

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=677
16 December 2006 – Address to International Conference to mark  500th anniversary of the Vatican Museums
VATICAN - “Museums can help foster a culture of peace if, retaining their nature as temples of historic memory, they are also places of dialogue and friendship”: Pope Benedict XVI addresses International Conference to mark  500th anniversary of the Vatican Museums

Vatican City – “The Church has always supported and promoted art in the world considering its language a privileged means for human and spiritual progress … The expansion in time of the Vatican Museums is a demonstration that these finalities have always been present in the  Pontiffs’ efforts”. Pope Benedict XVI said this in an address to participants at an International Conference organised to mark the 500th anniversary of the Vatican Museums whom he received in audience on December 16. Expressing appreciation for the Conference on the identity and role of the museum today and its future prospects, the Holy Father said the Vatican Museums  “offer an extraordinary opportunity for evangelisation because through the various works on show, they offer visitors eloquent testimony of the continual interweaving of the divine and the human in the life and history of peoples”. The artistic masterpieces and historical testimony which Museums preserve are a “marvellous synthesis of Gospel and culture”.


The function of the museum today has changed considerably, the Pope remarked, it is increasingly "home" for everyone, particularly for the younger generations. “Every opportunity for fostering integration and encounter among individuals and peoples must undoubtedly be encouraged. In this perspective Museums, while keeping in mind changed social conditions, can become places for artistic meditation, links between the past, present and future, crossroads of men and women in various continents, workshops for research and source of cultural and spiritual enrichment.” Dialogue between cultures and religions, the Pope concluded, "cannot but facilitate mutual knowledge and render more fruitful the efforts to build a shared future of progress solidarity and peace for all humanity. Museums can help to spread the culture of peace if, while maintaining their status as temples of historical memory, they also become places of dialogue and friendship among everyone”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 18/12/2006 – Righe 23, parole 327)

See address in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=679
17 December 2006 - Angelus

VATICAN - The Pope’s Angelus: “The joy which the Liturgy awakens in the hearts of Christians is not reserved for them alone: it is a prophetic announcement addressed to the whole of humanity, especially the poorest and in this case those who are poorest in joy !” 
Vatican City – On the 3rd Sunday of Advent called “Gaudete”, the Liturgy calls us to “rejoice in the spirit”, because the Lord is close at hand. In the first reading the Prophet Sophonia says to the city and the people of Jerusalem: "Rejoice daughter of Sion, exult  Israel, / rejoice with all your heart daughter of Jerusalem! / … The Lord you God in your midst is a powerful saviour " (Soph 3,14.17)”. This was the theme of Pope Benedict XVI reflection before the Angelus prayer on Sunday 17 December. “The joy which the Liturgy awakens in the hearts of Christians is not reserved for them alone – the Pope said -  it is a prophetic announcement addressed to the whole of humanity, especially the poorest and in this case those who are poorest in joy !”!”.


The Holy Father invited those present to consider the joy experienced by many brothers and sisters: those in the Middle East, in some parts of Africa and other areas of the world who live the tragedy of war; the sick and the lonely, tried not only in the body but who often feel abandoned; those – the young especially – who have lost the sense of true joy and seek it in the exasperated race for self-realisation, success, false amusement, consumerism, moments of drunkenness, in the artificial paradises of  drugs and all forms of alienation. The Pope said: “As in the time of the Prophet Sophonia, it is precisely to those who are tested "wounded by life and orphans of joy" that the Word of the Lord is addressed. The call to rejoice is not an alienating message, or a sterile palliative, on the contrary it is a prophecy of salvation, a call to redemption which starts with a change of heart  ”.


The Angel’s words to Mary of Nazareth, "Rejoice full of grace the Lord is with you", God says today to the Church to each and all of us the Holy Father concluded: “Rejoice the Lord is close! With the help of Mary let us offer ourselves with humility, with courage, that the world may welcome Christ, the source of true joy.”

After the Angelus prayer the Pope appealed for Iraqi refugees in Syria “forced to leave their country because of the tragic situation there. Caritas Syria is already working to assist them  – ha Pope Benedict XVI recalled  -; I nevertheless urge private individuals, international organisations and governments , to make a greater effort to meet the urgent needs of these people. I pray the Lord may comfort these brothers and sisters and move hearts to be generous.” Lastly the Pope greeted Roman children who had brought the little statutes of Baby Jesus to be blessed by the Pope. The Pope urged the children to “pray to the Baby Jesus for the intentions of the Pope”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 18/12/2006 – righe 34, parole 545)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=678
20 December 2006 – General Audience
VATICAN - “Humanity today is in search of a path of renewal, salvation, in search of a Saviour and waits, at times unawares, the advent of the Saviour who renews the world and our life, the advent of Christ, the one and only Redeemer of the human person and the whole person”: Pope Benedict XVI gives catechesis at general audience 

Vatican City – “Does humanity in our day still await a Saviour?” Pope Benedict XVI asked during his general Wednesday Audience on 20 December in which he reflected on the mystery of Christmas. “One has the feeling that many consider God as foreign to their own interests– the Pope said. They appear not to need God; they live as if He did not exist or worse  as if He were an "obstacle" to self-realisation, which must be removed. Even some believers are drawn by alluring fantasies, distracted by misleading doctrines which propose illusory short cuts to happiness. Nevertheless with all its contradictions, anxieties and tragedies, humanity today is in search of a path of renewal, of salvation, in search of a Saviour and waits, at times unawares, the advent of Christ who renews our world and our life, the one and only Redeemer of the human person and the whole person. Of course false prophets continue to propose “low cost” salvation, generating only painful disappointment. Precisely human history of the past fifty years demonstrates this search for a ‘low cost’ Saviour and all the deriving delusion. It is our duty as Christians to diffuse with witness of life, the truth of Christmas, that Christ brings to every man and woman of good will.”


The liturgy of Advent encourages us to “watch, not to let ourselves be burdened by sin and excessive worldly concerns. It is in fact by keeping watch and praying that we will recognise and welcome the light of the Nativity of Christ”. The Pope said, on Christmas Eve enraptured in front of the Nativity Scene we will contemplate the “Word made flesh”... “The Creator of the universe who comes out of love to make his dwelling place among us”. 


The fundamental characteristic of the Christian in the season of Advent is “the spiritual attitude of prayerful waiting”, the attitude of  Zachariah and Elisabeth, the shepherds, the Wise Men as well as ordinary humble people. Above all the attitude of Mary and Joseph! The Pope then quoted Saint Massimo, Bishop of Torino: “As we wait to welcome the Nativity of the Lord, let us put on spotless garments of purity. Clothes of the soul not the body. Rather than garments of silk, let us put on good works! Rich clothes cover the body but they cannot adorn the conscience”. Pope Benedict XVI said to those present: “When He is born in our midst may the Infant Jesus find us not distracted, concerned only about decorating our homes. Let us prepare in our hearts and in our families a worthy place where He feels welcomed with faith and love. May the Blessed Virgin Mary and Saint Joseph help us to live the Mystery of Christmas with new wonder and peace inspiring serenity”. 


The Pope greeted young people, the sick, the newly wedded couples present and concluded: “In a few days it will be Christmas, and I imagine that, in your homes, you are putting the final touches to your nativity scenes, which are such an evocative depiction of Christmas. I hope that this important element, not only of our spirituality but also of our culture and art, may endure as a simple and eloquent way to remember the One Who came 'to dwell among us'.".” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 21/12/2006, righe 39, parole 559) 

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=681
22 December 2006 – Audience to members of the Roman Curia
VATICAN – Pope Benedict XVI addresses the members of the Roman Curia: “We must learn that peace - as the Angel of Bethlehem said - is connected with eudokia, with the opening of our hearts to God. 

We must learn that peace can only exist if hatred and selfishness are overcome from withinng our heart to God. We must learn that peace exists only of hatred and selfishness are overcome from within  ”

Vatican City - “The year that is coming to an end, as you have said, Your Eminence, lives on in our memory; deeply impressed upon it are the horrors of the war near the Holy Land as well as the general danger of a clash between cultures and religions - a danger that hangs threateningly over our time in history. The problem of ways towards peace has thus become a challenge of primary importance for all who are concerned about humankind. This is true in particular for the Church, for which the promise that accompanied her at the outset also means a responsibility and a task”. With these words the Holy Father Pope Benedict XVI addressed members of the Roman Curia  received in audience this morning in the Vatican for the customary exchange of Christmas wishes . Look at the year which is coming to a close the Pope underlined the connection between God and peace was a determinant aspect of the four apostolic journeys he made in 2006. The Pastoral Visit to  Poland, “the Country in which our beloved Pope John Paul II was born. For me, the journey to his Homeland was an intimate duty of gratitude for all that he gave to me personally and above all to the Church and to the world during the quarter century of his service” the Pope recalled, highlighting the late Pope;s unswerving faith and radical dedication. “In Poland, everywhere I went I encountered the joy of faith, a celebration of Catholicity. With joy we had the experience that coming from many peoples we form the one people of God, his holy Church. This is why the Petrine ministry can be a visible sign to guarantee this unity and form concrete unity”. “My travels in Poland could not omit a visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau, to that place of the cruellest barbarities, the attempt to wipe out the People of Israel, and thus render their election by God vain and indeed, to banish God himself from history. It was a source of great comfort to me at that moment to see a rainbow appearing in the sky as, before the horrors of that place, I cried out to God like Job, shaken by the dread of his apparent absence but at the same time supported by the certainty that even in his silence he does not cease to be and remain with us. The rainbow was, as it were, a response: Yes, I exist, and the words of the promise, of the Covenant which I spoke after the flood, are still valid today (cf. Gn 9: 12-17). ”.

Then the visit to Valencia, Spain for the World Meeting of Families. “It was beautiful to listen, before the people assembled from all continents, to the testimonies of couples - blessed by a numerous throng of children - who introduced themselves to us and spoke of their respective journeys in the Sacrament of Marriage and in their large families. They did not hide the fact that they have also had difficult days, that they have had to pass through periods of crisis. Yet, precisely through the effort of supporting one another day by day, precisely through accepting one another ever anew in the crucible of daily trials, living and suffering to the full their initial "yes", precisely on this Gospel path of "losing oneself", they had matured, rediscovered themselves and become happy. ”. The Holy Father then said that in the face of these families and their children “the problem of Europe, which it seems no longer wants to have children, penetrated my soul”. Asking himself the reason for this situation he said “for many the risk of having children appears to great”, the Holy Father said recalling “the child needs loving attention” time, time from our life… But today there is only enough time for one’s own life. “Have time and give time : this is a concrete way for us to learn to give ourselves and lose ourselves in order to find ourselves” the Pope said. Another problem is uncrertainty about norms to hand on to children, “The problem has also become very difficult because we are no longer sure of the norms to transmit; because we no longer know what the correct use of freedom is, what is the correct way to live, what is morally correct and what instead is inadmissible… man today is uncertain about the future… Unless we learn anew the foundations of life - unless we discover in a new way the certainty of faith - it will be less and less possible for us to entrust to others the gift of life and the task of an unknown future. Connected with that, finally, is also the problem of definitive decisions: can man bind himself for ever? Can he say a "yes" for his whole life? Yes, he can. He was created for this”. 

At this point the Pope expressed his concern for laws on illegal unions or de facto couples. “When new forms of legislation are created which relativise marriage, the renouncement of the definitive bond obtains, as it were, also a juridical seal. 

In this case, deciding for those who are already finding it far from easy becomes even more difficult. 
Then there is in addition, for the other type of couple, the relativisation of the difference between the sexes. 

The union of a man and a woman is being put on a par with the pairing of two people of the same sex, and tacitly confirms those fallacious theories that remove from the human person all the importance of masculinity and femininity, as though it were a question of the purely biological factor. 
Such theories hold that man - that is, his intellect and his desire - would decide autonomously what he is or what he is not. In this, corporeity is scorned, with the consequence that the human being, in seeking to be emancipated from his body - from the "biological sphere" - ends by destroying himself. 

If we tell ourselves that the Church ought not to interfere in such matters, we cannot but answer: are we not concerned with the human being? Do not believers, by virtue of the great culture of their faith, have the right to make a pronouncement on all this? Is it not their - our - duty to raise our voices to defend the human being, that creature who, precisely in the inseparable unity of body and spirit, is the image of God? The Visit to Valencia became for me a quest for the meaning of the human being. ”.

The great theme of the journey in Germany was God. “The Church must speak of many things: of all the issues connected with the human being, of her own structure and of the way she is ordered and so forth. But her true and - under various aspects - only theme is "God". Moreover, the great problem of the West is forgetfulness of God”. This forgetfulness is spreading Connected to this the themes of the priesthood and dialogue. The central task of the priest is to bring God to mankind. “He can do this only if he comes from God, if he lives with and of God … the real foundation of the life of the priest, the basis of his existence, the soil of his life is God  himself... This theocentricity of the priestly existence is truly necessary in our entirely function-oriented world in which everything is based on calculable and ascertainable performance. The priest must truly know God from within and thus bring him to men and women: this is the prime service that contemporary humanity needs. If this centrality of God in a priest's life is lost, little by little the zeal in his actions is lost. In an excess of external things the centre that gives meaning to all things and leads them back to unity is missing. There, the foundation of life, the "earth" upon which all this can stand and prosper, is missing.”
Celibacy – the Pope continued -, in force for Bishops throughout the Eastern and Western Church and, according to a tradition that dates back to an epoch close to that of the Apostles, for priests in general in the Latin Church, can only be understood and lived if is based on this basic structure. The solely pragmatic reasons, the reference to greater availability, is not enough: such a greater availability of time could easily become also a form of egoism that saves a person from the sacrifices and efforts demanded by the reciprocal acceptance and forbearance in matrimony; thus, it could lead to a spiritual impoverishment or to hardening of the heart. The true foundation of celibacy can be contained in the phrase: Dominus pars - You are my land. It can only be theocentric. It cannot mean being deprived of love, but must mean letting oneself be consumed by passion for God and subsequently, thanks to a more intimate way of being with him, to serve men and women, too... Our world, which has become totally positivistic, in which God appears at best as a hypothesis but not as a concrete reality, needs to rest on God in the most concrete and radical way possible. It needs a witness to God that lies in the decision to welcome God as a land where one finds one's own existence. For this reason, celibacy is so important today, in our contemporary world, even if its fulfilment in our age is constantly threatened and questioned. 

The other theme of the journey in Baviera was ecumenical commitment for Christian unity, dialogue between faith and reason and dialogue of religions. “In Regensburg the dialogue between the religions was only marginally touched on and in a twofold perspective. Secularized reason is unable to enter into a true dialogue with the religions. It remains closed to the question of God, and this will end by leading to the clash of cultures. The other perspective concerned the affirmation that the religions must encounter one another in the common task of putting themselves at the service of the truth and thus, of the human being”. 
“My Visit to Turkey afforded me the opportunity to show also publicly my respect for the Islamic Religion” the Pope continued. “In a dialogue to be intensified with Islam, we must bear in mind the fact that the Muslim world today is finding itself faced with an urgent task. This task is very similar to the one that has been imposed upon Christians since the Enlightenment, and to which the Second Vatican Council, as the fruit of long and difficult research, found real solutions for the Catholic Church. It is a question of the attitude that the community of the faithful must adopt in the face of the convictions and demands that were strengthened in the Enlightenment. On the one hand, one must counter a dictatorship of positivist reason that excludes God from the life of the community and from public organizations, thereby depriving man of his specific criteria of judgment. On the other, one must welcome the true conquests of the Enlightenment, human rights and especially the freedom of faith and its practice, and recognize these also as being essential elements for the authenticity of religion.

Lastly the Pope recalled in Istanbul “happy hours of ecumenical closeness in the meeting with Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomaios I… We felt we were brothers, not only on the basis of words and historical events, but from the depths of the soul; that we were united by the common faith of the Apostles ever in our thoughts and personal feelings… Let us hope and pray that religious freedom, which corresponds with the intimate nature of faith and is recognized in the principles of the Turkish Constitution, may find in suitable juridical forms, as well as in the daily life of the Patriarchate and the other Christian communities, an increasingly practical fulfilment..”
Pope Benedict XVI concluded  “This peace that is communicated in the liturgy is Christ himself. He gives himself to us as peace, as reconciliation beyond all frontiersWherever he is welcomed, islands of peace develop. We human beings would have liked Christ to banish all wars once and for all, to destroy weapons and establish universal peace. But we have to learn that peace cannot be attained only from the outside with structures, and that the attempt to establish it with violence leads only to ever new violence. We must learn that peace - as the Angel of Bethlehem said - is connected with eudokia, with the opening of our hearts to God. 

We must learn that peace can only exist if hatred and selfishness are overcome from within”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 22/12/2006 - Righe 122, parole 1.878)
24 December 2006 - Angelus

VATICAN – Pope Benedict XVI says at the Angelus: “The surprising gift of Christmas is exactly this: Jesus came for each one of us and in him we have become brothers. The corresponding duty is to increasingly overcome preconceptions and prejudices, to break down barriers and eliminate the differences that divide us, or worse, that set individuals and peoples against one another, in order to build together a world of justice and peace”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – In his Angelus reflection on 24 December Pope Benedict XVI said “Today's vigil prepares us to live intensely the mystery that tonight's Liturgy will invite us to contemplate with the eyes of faith. In the Divine Newborn, whom we will place in the manger, our Salvation is made manifest. In the God who makes himself man for us, we all feel loved and welcomed, we discover that we are precious and unique in the eyes of the Creator. The birth of Christ helps us to become aware of the value of human life, the life of every human being, from the first instant to natural death”. The Pope encouraged those present to prepare for the encounter with Emanuel, God with us “Born in the poverty of Bethlehem, he wants to be the travelling companion of each one of us on our life's journey. In this world, from the very moment when he decided to pitch his "tent", no one is a stranger. 

It is true, we are all here in passing, but it is precisely Jesus who makes us feel at home on this earth, sanctified by his presence. He asks us, however, to make it a home in which all are welcome. 
The surprising gift of Christmas is exactly this: Jesus came for each one of us and in him we have become brothers. The corresponding duty is to increasingly overcome preconceptions and prejudices, to break down barriers and eliminate the differences that divide us, or worse, that set individuals and peoples against one another, in order to build together a world of justice and peace”. Before reciting the Angelus, the Holy Father stressed the need for spiritual preparation for Christmas: “In the heart of the night he will come for us. It is his desire, however, also to come in us, to dwell in the heart of every one of us. So that this may occur, it is indispensable that we are open and that we prepare ourselves to receive him, ready to make room for him within ourselves, in our families, in our cities. May his birth not find us unprepared to celebrate Christmas, forgetting that the protagonist of the celebration is precisely him!” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006 - righe 22, parole 349)
24 December 2006 – Midnight Mass on the solemnity of the Nativity of Our Lord
VATICAN – The Pope presides Midnight Mass: “God’s sign is simplicity. God’s sign is the baby. God’s sign is that he makes himself small for us. This is how he reigns.”

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Pope Benedict XVI presided Midnight Mass in St Peter’s Basilica. Commenting the Gospel narration of the birth of Jesus Christ, the Pope  underlined “Nothing miraculous, nothing extraordinary, nothing magnificent is given to the shepherds as a sign. All they will see is a child wrapped in swaddling clothes, one who, like all children, needs a mother’s care; a child born in a stable, who therefore lies not in a cradle but in a manger. God ’s sign is the baby in need of help and in poverty. Only in their hearts will the shepherds be able to see that this baby fulfils the promise of the prophet Isaiah”. 

Then the Holy Father said: “God’s sign is simplicity. God’s sign is the baby. God’s sign is that he makes himself small for us. This is how he reigns. He does not come with power and outward splendour. He comes as a baby – defenceless and in need of our help. He does not want to overwhelm us with his strength. He takes away our fear of his greatness. He asks for our love: so he makes himself a child. He wants nothing other from us than our love, through which we spontaneously learn to enter into his feelings, his thoughts and his will – we learn to live with him and to practise with him that humility of renunciation that belongs to the very essence of love”.

The Child in Bethlehem makes us think of all children, the Holy Father said XVI, “all children who suffer and are abused in the world, the born and the unborn. Towards children who are placed as soldiers in a violent world; towards children who have to beg; towards children who suffer deprivation and hunger; towards children who are unloved.”. And he added “Let us pray this night that the brightness of God’s love may enfold all these children. Let us ask God to help us do our part so that the dignity of children may be respected. May they all experience the light of l ove, which mankind needs so much more than the material necessities of life.”. 

Commenting the Church Father’s reflection on Isaiah  also quoted by Paul to show that Jesus was announced in the Old Testament - "God made his word short" (Is 10,23; Rom 9,28) -, the Pope said “The Word which God speaks to us in Sacred Scripture had become long in the course of the centuries. It became long and complex, not just for the simple and unlettered, but even more so for those versed in Sacred Scripture, for the experts who evidently became entangled in details and in particular problems, almost to the extent of losing an overall perspective. Jesus "abbreviated" the Word – he showed us once more its deeper simplicity and unity. Everything taught by the Law and the Prophets is summed up – he says – in the command: "You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind… You shall love your neighbour as yourself" (Mt 22:37-40). This is everything – the whole faith is contained in this one act of love which embraces God and humanity”. a third meaning in the saying that the Word became "brief" and "small".: “Thus, for the Fathers, the manger of the animals became the symbol of the altar, on which lies the Bread which is Christ himself: the true food for our hearts. Once again we see how he became small: in the humble appearance of the host, in a small piece of bread, he gives us himself..”

The Holy Father concluded Let us ask the Lord to grant us the grace of looking upon the crib this night with the simplicity of the shepherds…Let us ask him to give us the humility and the faith with which Saint Joseph looked upon the child that Mary had conceived by the Holy Spirit. Let us ask the Lord to let us look upon him with that same love with which Mary saw him. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006, righe 43, parole 673)

See the Pope’s homily

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=688

25 December 2006 – Christmas Message to the Catholics of the Middle East

VATICAN - “Neither individual Catholics nor their communities, should feel alone or abandoned. Your Churches are accompanied in their difficult journey by prayer and by the charitable support of the particular Churches throughout the whole world”: Pope Benedict XVI’s Christmas Message to the Catholics of the Middle East.

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) – Immersed in the light of Christmas “At this most significant time for the Christian faith, I wish to address a special word to you, Catholic brothers and sisters, who live in the Middle East region: I feel spiritually present in each of your particular Churches, even the smallest, sharing with you the worries and the hope with which you await the Lord Jesus, Prince of Peace”. Pope Benedict XVI in his Christmas Message addresses “with affection the communities that are, or feel like, a “little flock” either due to the diminished numbers of their brothers and sisters (cf. Lk 12:32), or because they are immersed in a society composed of a majority of believers from other religions, or due to the serious hardships and difficulties being currently experienced by some of the nations in this area”. The Holy Father underlines “The daily news coming from the Middle East shows a growth of alarming situations, seemingly with no possible escape. They are events which naturally give rise, in those involved, to recriminations and rage, leading them to thoughts of retaliation and revenge.”

The Pope warns that these “are not Christian sentiments” it would not be wise to “especially now, to spend our time asking who has suffered the most or presenting an account of injustices suffered, listing the reasons which reinforce one’s own argument”. Since “Suffering in the end affects everyone” and patient and humble dialogue, “has already born positive results in many countries previously devastated by violence and revenge. A little more trust in the compassion of others, especially those suffering, cannot but bear efficacious results. Today, many parties rightly plead for this interior disposition.” The Pope expresses his closeness: “You can rely on my full solidarity with you in your current circumstances… Thus neither individual Catholics nor their communities should feel alone or abandoned. Your Churches are accompanied in their difficult journey by prayer and by the charitable support of the particular Churches throughout the whole world, according to the example and spirit of the early Church”.

Despite difficulties and suffering Christians in the Middle East “continue to be living and active communities…anxious to contribute constructively to alleviate the urgent needs of their respective societies and the entire region”. The Pope recalls: “May Catholic communities, often living in difficult situations, be aware of the powerful force which emanates from suffering accepted with love. Such suffering can change the hearts of others and the heart of the world.” encouraging the local Catholic bishops “encourages them in their effort to sustain and reinforce in faith, hope and charity the flock entrusted to them”. 

For some time Christians have been leaving the Middle East, and the Pope expresses concern that the Holy Places are in danger of becoming “archaeological sites, void of any ecclesial life”. The Pope recalls that undoubtedly minorities find it difficult to survive in the midst of dangerous geopolitical situations, cultural conflicts, economic and strategic interests, and forms of aggression which claim justification from a social or religious basis, which encourages emigration, and he says “Even in the most distressing situations Christian hope teaches us that passive resignation and pessimism are the great threat which can thwart the unfolding of our baptismal vocation. They bring about distrust, fear, self-pity, fatalism and flight. In the present situation Christians are called to be courageous and steadfast in the power of the Spirit of Christ, knowing that they can count on the closeness of their brothers and sisters in the faith scattered throughout the world”. 

Through the Catholic communities the Pope addresses men and women of different Christian denominations, other religions and those sincerely seeking peace, justice and solidarity. “I say to you all: persevere with courage and trust! I appeal to those who hold positions of responsibility in guiding events to cultivate that sensitivity, attentiveness and closeness which surpasses schemes and strategies so that they can build societies that are more peaceful and just, truly respectful of every human being.” The Holy Father expresses the hope that “Providence will allow me to make a pilgrimage to the Land made holy by the events of Salvation History” encouraging in the meanwhile “continue along the path of trust, with acts of friendship and good will …inspired by authentic respect for human dignity and the desire to find solutions to situations of grave hostility. Peace is such an important and urgent good that it warrants great sacrifices on the part of all.” The Pope concludes “I hope that the Christmas season will be marked by an end to or at least a reprieve from so much suffering. May it give to families that extra hope which is necessary to persevere in the arduous task of promoting peace in a world so wounded and divided?” (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006 - Righe 53, parole 748)

25 December 2006 – Christmas Day message and Urbi et Orbi Blessing
VATICAN – Pope Benedict XVI Christmas message: “God becomes man in Jesus Christ,  He is born of the Virgin Mary, he is born again today in the Church. He brings the love of the heavenly Father to all men and women. He is the Saviour of the world! Do not be afraid, open your hearts, welcome Him, so that His Kingdom of love and peace may be a common heritage for all mankind”

Vatican City – At 12 noon on 25 December, Christmas Day, from the central balcony of St Peter’s Basilica Pope Benedict XVI  delivered his Christmas Message and imparted his special  Urbi et Orbi blessing to the ‘city and to the world’. "To us a Saviour is born " the Pope said at the beginning of the Message. “Last night in our churches once again we heard this announcement, and despite the passing of centuries, it retains unaltered all its newness … but for the men and women of the third millennium does a Saviour still have value and significance? Is a Saviour still necessary for man who has reached the Moon and Mars and prepares to conquer the universe; for man who explores without limits the secrets of nature and is able even to decipher the marvellous codes of the human genome? Can a Saviour be necessary for man who has invented interactive communication which spans the virtual ocean of the Internet and, thanks to the most advanced modern media technology, makes Earth, this great common-house, such a small global village?” 


Although the man of today appears to be the “confident and autonomous artifice of his own destiny  ”, the Pope said, “people still die of hunger and thirst, disease and poverty in these times of abundance and unchecked consumerism. There are still people who are enslaved, abused, offended in their dignity; people who are victims of racial or religious hatred, people who, due to intolerance and discrimination, political interference and physical or moral coercion are prevented from freely professing their faith. There are people who see their own body and the bodies of their loved ones, especially children, martyred by the use of weapons, terrorism and all manner of violence… And what is to be said of the hopeless forced to abandon home and homeland in search of conditions of living more worthy of human dignity?” The Holy Father mentioned those who are misled by “false prophets of happiness”, those who become slaves of alcohol or drugs, those who “choose death thinking they are praising life”.


“How can we fail to realise – the Pope said - that precisely from the depth of this pleasure-seeking and desperate humanity there comes a heartrending cry for help? It is Christmas Day: today "the true light, which illuminates all men and women " comes into the world... Today, on this very day Christ comes once again to be "among his people"… Today, again this very day "our Saviour is born in the world", because he knows that we need  him. Despite progress in so many forms, the human person is unchanged: freedom between good and evil, between life and death ... in the post- modern epoch, perhaps more than ever man has need of a Saviour, because more complex is the society in which he lives and more serious are the threats to his personal and moral integrity. Who can defend man if not the One who loved mankind enough to sacrifice his Only Son on the cross that he might be the Saviour of the world ?”


“Christ is the Saviour also for men and women of today” the Pope affirmed turning his thoughts to the most troubled areas of the world: the Middle East, signs of resumed dialogue between Israelis and Palestinians, Lebanon, Iraq, Sri Lanka, Darfur, not forgetting pockets of war and tension all over Africa, in Europe and Latin America. “Salvator noster”: “this is our  hope; this is the announcement which the Church makes again this Christmas” the Pope concluded, “Christ comes to destroy only evil, only sin; the rest, everything else, he elevates to perfection. Christ saves us not from our humanity but through our humanity; he does not save us from the world, he came into the world so that through him the world might be saved”. The Pope then delivered Christmas greetings in 62 different languages. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006 – Righe 41, parole 632)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=685
See the Pope’s greetings

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=687
26 December 2006 - Angelus

VATICAN – On the feast of St Stephen the Pope prays for “all who are persecuted or suffer in various ways to witness and serve the Gospel”, especially “Catholics who remain loyal to the See of Peter refusing to compromise, at times at the price of much suffering ”

Vatican City – On December 26, feast of St Stephen the first martyr, from his window overlooking St Peter’s Square  Pope Benedict XVI led the recitation of the midday Angelus with thousands of visitors gathered for his blessing. The Pope said the apparent contrast between “the peace and joy of Bethlehem and the tragedy of  Stephan’s stoning, the first persecution against the fledgling Church” is overcome when we consider that “the Infant Jesus lying in the manger, is the Only Son of God made man. He will save humanity by dying on the cross … the Redeemer is born to die, born to give His life as a ransom for all”.


Saint Stephan was the first to follow Christ as a martyr “in the first four centuries of Christianity all the saints venerated by the Church were martyrs  – the Pope recalled -. Rather than fear and grief, their deaths spread spiritual enthusiasm and more and more people became Christians. For believers the day of death, and the day of martyrdom even more so, was not the end of everything, but rather the "transit" to immortal life, it was the final day of birth, in Latin dies natalis. So we understand the connection between "dies natalis" of Christ and the  dies natalis of Saint Stephen. Only because Jesus was born on earth, can mankind be born to heaven. Precisely because Christ is born, we can be "born again"!”

Recalling that the Blessed Virgin Mary shared her Son’s passion and death and therefore suffered martyrdom of heart, Pope Benedict XVI entrusted to her care “all who are persecuted or suffer in various ways to witness and serve the Gospel”. The Holy Father concluded: “With special spiritual closeness I think of “Catholics who remain loyal to the See of Peter refusing to compromise, at times at the price of much suffering. The whole Church admires their example and prays they will have the strength to persevere knowing that their tribulations are a source of victory, although at the moment they might appear as defeat”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006 – righe 24, parole 369)

See the Pope’s address

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=689
27 December 2006 – General Audience
VATICAN - The Pope’s catechesis at the general audience: “The question continually asked in these two thousand years of Christian history has been… “why did God become Man? Love is the reason for Christ’s incarnation”

Vatican City – In the Christmas atmosphere of “deep joy for the birth of the Saviour, Pope Benedict XVI hade the mystery of Christmas, “a mystery of light which men and women of every epoch can relive through faith”, the subject of his  teaching at the general audience on Wednesday December 27 in the Paul VI Hall. “At Christmas God comes to dwell among us, he come for us and to remain with us – the Pope said -. The question continually asked in these two thousand years of Christian history has been… “why did God do this, why did He become Man?”. The angels’ hymn at Bethlehem helps us find the answer: "Glory to God in the Highest and peace on earth to men of good will". Other acclamations were added and the present day hymn was composed: “Inserted in the Celebration of the Eucharist, the Glory underlines the continuity which exists between Christ’s birth and death, between Christmas and Easter, inseparable aspects of the one and the same mystery of salvation”.


The Holy Father went on to explain the angels’ announcement to the shepherds: “The term "glory" (doxa) refers to God’s splendour which fills his creatures with grateful praise. Later St Paul will say: " the knowledge of God's glory, the glory on the face of Christ. " (2 Cor 4,6). "Peace" (eirene) is the fullness of the messianic gifts, salvation which, as the Apostle again says, is identified with Christ: "He is our peace" (Eph 2,14). Then we have the words "of good will". In ordinary language "good will" (eudokia), makes us think of the goodwill of people, but here it refers instead to God’s unlimited "good will" towards mankind. And here we have again the message of Christmas: with the birth of Jesus God has manifest his good will towards all men and women”.


Returning to the first question, "why did God become man?", the Pope explained “God’s glory is manifest … in the redemption of humanity, whom God so loved "as to give – as St John the evangelist writes– his only Son that all who believe in Him may not die but have eternal life". Love therefore is the ultimate reason for Christ’s incarnation… for us the Angels’ announcement is a call: "may there be" glory to God in the highest, "may there be" peace on earth among men and women whom He loves. The only way to glorify God is to build peace in the world by welcoming with humility and trust the gift of Christmas: love…this is the task which Christmas entrusts to us”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 28/12/2006, righe 28, parole 443) 

See the Pope’s teaching

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=690
31 December 2006 – Vespers and New Year’s Eve Te Deum, St Peter’s
VATICAN –The advent of the Messiah is the most important event in human history. On New Year’s Eve in Saint Peters Pope Benedict XVI presides celebration of Vespers and Te Deum of thanksgiving 

Vatican City – Two are the characteristics of the celebration of Vespers and the Te Deum: the conclusion of the civil year and the liturgical memory of the Mother of God.


The first offers the Holy Father an opportunity to reflect on the significance of time, not without criticising certain worldly rites typical of new year’s eve celebrations. “In the last hours of every solar year we see a repetition of certain worldly "rites" which in the present day contest are mainly centred on amusement, often lived as evasion from reality, almost as if to exorcise its negative aspects and propitiate improbable fortunes”.


A “flight from reality” is the attitude typical of present day culture which cannot answer the request for significance which reality imposes and must necessarily reduce it, escaping .


“How different must be the attitude of the Christian community!”, the Pope said. In fact the proper attitude for every Christian is fidelity to reality: to his own reality as created person and to reality as the place of the full manifestation of God in the Incarnate Word. Never has flight from reality represented true Christianity, instead following the method of God who chose to ‘enter’ reality, is the characteristic and the criteria for discernment and recognition of the Christian. Even when reality seems to deny Christ, denying at the same time the human person and inalienable human rights, the Christian knows “it is the event of the Incarnation which a ‘fills’ history with value and significance”.


The extraordinary dignity of the human person is powerfully seen also from “God’s respect for humanity and human history. He filled time not by pouring himself into it from above, but from ‘within’ becoming a minute seed in order to lead humanity to its full maturation”.


The maternity of Most Holy Mary Maria is a real symbol, a sacrament of this method of God, it is “an event both human and divine”.


Recalling the importance of the title Mother of God Theotòkos, the Pope returned in thought to his stop in Ephesus during his November visit to Turkey and he thanked Our Lady for her special protection in those days of grace.


The Holy Father also recalled that the second part of the Hail Mary is most important because it includes the title Mother of God: “every time we recite the Hail Mary we address the Blessed Virgin Mary with this title asking her to "pray for us sinners". At the end of another year we feel the need to invoke in a special way the maternal intercession of Most Holy Mary”.


The apparently hopeless situations in the world today are finally entrusted to the intercession of Mary in the certainty that nothing is impossible for God: “To Mary, the Mother of incarnate Mercy, we entrust above all the situations in which only the Lord’s grace can bring peace, comfort and justice”.


The gaze of Mary as absolute model of Christian faith, concludes the Holy Father’s meditation: “a pure, sincere and humble and yet courageous faith, intrinsic with hope and enthusiasm for the Kingdom of God […] with absolute certainty that God wishes only and always love and life for all ”. (S.V.) (Agenzia Fides 3/1/2007 Righe: 39 Parole: 511)

See the Pope’s homily in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/adgentes/pontefici/pontefice.php?id=693
VERBA PONTIFICIS

Advent
“The liturgy of Advent thus casts light on how the Church gives voice to our expectation of God, deeply inscribed in the history of humanity; unfortunately, this expectation is often suffocated or is deviated in false directions. As a Body mystically united to Christ the Head, the Church is a sacrament, that is, a sign and an effective instrument of this waiting for God. To an extent known to him alone, the Christian community can hasten his Final Coming, helping humanity to go forth to meet the Lord who comes. And she does this first of all, but not exclusively, with prayer. Next, essential and inseparable from prayer are "good works", as the prayer for this First Sunday of Advent declares, and in which we ask the Heavenly Father to inspire in us "the desire to go with good works" to Christ who comes. In this perspective, Advent is particularly suited to being a season lived in communion with all those who - and thanks be to God they are numerous - hope for a more just and a more fraternal world.  In this commitment to justice, people of every nationality and culture, believers and non-believers, can to a certain extent meet.”. (2 December 2006 – 1st Vespers of First Sunday of Advent) 

“On this Third Sunday of Advent, the liturgy invites us to the joy of the spirit. It does so with the famous antiphon as part of an exhortation of the Apostle Paul: "Gaudete in Domino", "Rejoice in the Lord always... the Lord is at hand" (cf. Phil 4: 4, 5). The first Reading of Mass is also an invitation to joy. The Prophet Zephaniah at the end of the seventh century B.C. spoke to the city of Jerusalem and its people with these words: "Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem...! [T]he Lord your God is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory" (Zep 3: 14, 17). God himself is portrayed with similar sentiments, as the prophet says: "The Lord... will rejoice over you with gladness, he will renew you in his love... as on a day of festival" (Zep 3: 17-18). This promise was fully brought about in the mystery of Christmas, which we shall be celebrating in a week and which asks to be renewed in the "today" of our lives and of history. The joy that the liturgy reawakens in the hearts of Christians is not reserved for us alone: it is a prophetic proclamation destined for all humanity and for the poorest of the poor in particular, in this case, those poorest in joy! Let us think of our brothers and sisters who, especially in the Middle East, in several regions of Africa and other parts of the world, are experiencing the drama of war:  what joy can they live? What will their Christmas be like? Let us think of all the sick and lonely people who, in addition to being tried in their body, are also sorely tried in their soul because they often feel abandoned:  how can we share joy with them without disrespecting their suffering? But let us also think of those people, especially the young, who have lost their sense of true joy and seek it in vain where it is impossible to find it:  in the exasperated race to self-affirmation and success, in false amusements, in consumerism, in moments of drunkenness, in the artificial paradise of drugs and every form of alienation. We must obviously face the liturgy today and its "Rejoice" with these tragic realities. As in the times of the Prophet Zephaniah, it is particularly to those being tested and to "life's wounded and orphans of joy" that God's Word is being addressed in a special way. The invitation to rejoice is not an alienating message nor a sterile palliative, but on the contrary, it is a salvific prophecy, an appeal for rescue that starts with inner renewal”. (17 December 2006 – Angelus) 

Dialogue
“In Regensburg the dialogue between the religions was only marginally touched on and in a twofold perspective. Secularized reason is unable to enter into a true dialogue with the religions. It remains closed to the question of God, and this will end by leading to the clash of cultures. The other perspective concerned the affirmation that the religions must encounter one another in the common task of putting themselves at the service of the truth and thus, of the human being. My Visit to Turkey afforded me the opportunity to show also publicly my respect for the Islamic Religion, a respect, moreover, which the Second Vatican Council (cf. Declaration Nostra Aetate, n. 3) pointed out to us as an attitude that is only right. I would like here to express once again my gratitude to the Authorities of Turkey and to the Turkish People, who welcomed me with such immense hospitality and offered me unforgettable days of encounter. In a dialogue to be intensified with Islam, we must bear in mind the fact that the Muslim world today is finding itself faced with an urgent task. This task is very similar to the one that has been imposed upon Christians since the Enlightenment, and to which the Second Vatican Council, as the fruit of long and difficult research, found real solutions for the Catholic Church. It is a question of the attitude that the community of the faithful must adopt in the face of the convictions and demands that were strengthened in the Enlightenment. On the one hand, one must counter a dictatorship of positivist reason that excludes God from the life of the community and from public organizations, thereby depriving man of his specific criteria of judgement. On the other, one must welcome the true conquests of the Enlightenment, human rights and especially the freedom of faith and its practice, and recognize these also as being essential elements for the authenticity of religion. As in the Christian community, where there has been a long search to find the correct position of faith in relation to such beliefs - a search that will certainly never be concluded once and for all -, so also the Islamic world with its own tradition faces the immense task of finding the appropriate solutions in this regard. The content of the dialogue between Christians and Muslims will be at this time especially one of meeting each other in this commitment to find the right solutions. We Christians feel in solidarity with all those who, precisely on the basis of their religious conviction as Muslims, work to oppose violence and for the synergy between faith and reason, between religion and freedom. In this sense, the two dialogues of which I have spoken penetrate each other. In Istanbul, lastly, I was once again able to live happy hours of ecumenical closeness in my meeting with the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I. Some days ago he wrote me a letter in which the words of gratitude welling up from the depths of his heart reminded me very vividly of the experience of communion of those days. We felt we were brothers, not only on the basis of words and historical events, but from the depths of the soul; that we were united by the common faith of the Apostles ever in our thoughts and personal feelings. We experienced a profound unity in faith, and we pray to the Lord yet more insistently that he will quickly also grant full unity in the common breaking of the Bread. My deep gratitude and fraternal prayers are addressed at this time to Patriarch Bartholomew and his faithful, as well as to the various Christian communities which I was able to meet in Istanbul. Let us hope and pray that religious freedom, which corresponds with the intimate nature of faith and is recognized in the principles of the Turkish Constitution, may find in suitable juridical forms, as well as in the daily life of the Patriarchate and the other Christian communities, an increasingly practical fulfilment. "Et erit iste pax" - this will be peace, the Prophet Micah says (5: 4) about the future ruler of Israel, whose birth in Bethlehem he announces. The Angels said to the shepherds grazing their flocks in the fields around Bethlehem: "on earth peace among men", the expected One has arrived (Lk 2: 14). He himself, Christ, the Lord, said to his disciples: "Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you" (Jn 14: 27). It is from these words that the liturgical greeting developed: "Peace be with you". This peace that is communicated in the liturgy is Christ himself. He gives himself to us as peace, as reconciliation beyond all frontiers. Wherever he is welcomed, islands of peace develop. We human beings would have liked Christ to banish all wars once and for all, to destroy weapons and establish universal peace. But we have to learn that peace cannot be attained only from the outside with structures, and that the attempt to establish it with violence leads only to ever new violence. We must learn that peace - as the Angel of Bethlehem said - is connected with eudokia, with the opening of our hearts to God. We must learn that peace can only exist if hatred and selfishness are overcome from within. The human being must be renewed from within, must become new and different. Thus, peace in this world always remains weak and fragile. We suffer from this. For this very reason we are called especially to let ourselves be penetrated within by God's peace and to take his power into the world. All that was wrought in and through the Sacrament of Baptism must be fulfilled in our lives: the dying of the former self, hence, the rebirth of the new. And we will pray to the Lord insistently over and over again: Please move hearts! Make us new people! Help the reason of peace to overcome the irrationality of violence! Make us bearers of your peace! (22 December 2006 – Audience with Roman Curia) 

Germany
“In our minds let us travel to Bavaria - Munich, Altötting, Regensburg and Freising. There, I was able to live unforgettably beautiful days of encounter with faith and with the faithful of my Homeland. The great theme of my Journey to Germany was God. The Church must speak of many things: of all the issues connected with the human being, of her own structure and of the way she is ordered and so forth. But her true and - under various aspects - only theme is "God". Moreover, the great problem of the West is forgetfulness of God. This forgetfulness is spreading. In short, all the individual problems can be traced back to this question, I am sure of it. Therefore, on that Journey, my main purpose was to shed clear light on the theme "God", also mindful of the fact that in several parts of Germany there are a majority of non-baptized persons for whom Christianity and the God of faith seem to belong to the past. Speaking of God, we are touching precisely on the subject which, in Jesus' earthly preaching, was his main focus. The fundamental subject of this preaching is God's realm, the "Kingdom of God". This does not mean something that will come to pass at one time or another in an indeterminate future. Nor does it mean that better world which we seek to create, step by step, with our own strength. In the term "Kingdom of God", the word "God" is a subjective genitive. This means: God is not something added to the "Kingdom" which one might even perhaps drop. God is the subject. Kingdom of God actually means: God reigns. He himself is present and crucial to human beings in the world. He is the subject, and wherever this subject is absent, nothing remains of Jesus' message. Therefore, Jesus tells us: the Kingdom of God does not come in such a way that one may, so to speak, line the wayside to watch its arrival. "The Kingdom of God is in the midst of you!" (cf. Lk 17: 20ff.). It develops wherever God's will is done. It is present wherever there are people who are open to his arrival and so let God enter the world. Thus, Jesus is the Kingdom of God in person: the man in whom God is among us and through whom we can touch God, draw close to God. Wherever this happens, the world is saved.

”. (22 December 2006 – Audience to Roman Curia) 

Immaculate Conception
“We might ask: why exactly did God choose from among all women Mary of Nazareth? The answer is hidden in the unfathomable mystery of the divine will. There is one reason, however, which is highlighted in the Gospel: her humility. Dante Alighieri clearly emphasizes this in the last Hymn of Paradise: "Virgin Mother, daughter of your Son, lowly and exalted more than any creature, the fixed goal of eternal counsel..." (Paradise, XXXIII, 1-3). In the Magnificat, her canticle of praise, the Virgin herself says: "My soul magnifies the Lord... because he looked upon his servant in her lowliness" (Lk 1: 46, 48). Yes, God was attracted by the humility of Mary, who found favour in his eyes (cf. Lk 1: 30). She thus became the Mother of God, the image and model of the Church, chosen among the peoples to receive the Lord's blessing and communicate it to the entire human family. This "blessing" is none other than Jesus Christ. He is the Source of the grace which filled Mary from the very first moment of her existence. She welcomed Jesus with faith and gave him to the world with love. This is also our vocation and our mission, the vocation and mission of the Church: to welcome Christ into our lives and give him to the world, so "that the world might be saved through him" (Jn 3: 17). 

”. (8 December 2006 – Angelus) 

‘Secularity’
“In order to understand the authentic meaning of the lay state and to explain how it is understood in our day, it is essential to keep in mind the historical development of this concept. In the Middle Ages, "secularity", a term coined to describe the condition of the ordinary lay Christian who belonged neither to the clerical nor to the religious state, inferred opposition between the civil powers and the ecclesiastical hierarchies; in modern times, it has come to mean the exclusion of religion and its symbols from public life by confining them to the private sphere and to the individual conscience. So it is that an ideological understanding has come to be attributed to the term "secularity", which is the opposite of its original meaning”. (9 December 2006 – Audience to participants at 56th meeting of Italian Catholic Jurists") 

“In the Middle Ages, "secularity", a term coined to describe the condition of the ordinary lay Christian who belonged neither to the clerical nor to the religious state, inferred opposition between the civil powers and the ecclesiastical hierarchies; in modern times, it has come to mean the exclusion of religion and its symbols from public life by confining them to the private sphere and to the individual conscience. So it is that an ideological understanding has come to be attributed to the term "secularity", which is the opposite of its original meaning. Indeed, secularity is commonly perceived today as the exclusion of religion from social contexts and as the boundary of the individual conscience. Secularity would be expressed in the total separation between the State and the Church, since the latter is in no way entitled to intervene in areas that concern the life and conduct of citizens; secularity would even entail the exclusion of religious symbols from public places designated for the proper functions of the political community:  offices, schools, courts, hospitals, prisons, etc. On the basis of these different ways of conceiving secularity, people today speak of secular thought, secular morals, secular knowledge and secular politics. Indeed, on the basis of such concepts, an a-religious vision of life, thought and morals exists:  a vision in which there is no room for God, for a Mystery that transcends pure reason, for a moral law of absolute worth, in force in every time and every situation. Only if we realize this can we assess the consequences of the problems inherent in a term such as "secularity", which seems almost to have become the qualifying emblem of post-modernity and especially of modern democracy”. (9 December 2006 Audience to participants at 56th meeting of Italian Catholic Jurists") 
“It is therefore the task of all believers, particularly believers in Christ, to help formulate a concept of secularity which, on the one hand, acknowledges the place that is due to God and his moral law, to Christ and to his Church in human life, both individual and social; and on the other, affirms and respects the "rightful autonomy of earthly affairs", if by this phrase, as the Second Vatican Council reaffirms, is meant man's "gradual discovery, exploitation and ordering of the laws and values of matter and society" (Gaudium et Spes, n. 36). Such autonomy is "perfectly in order:  it is at once the claim of modern man and the desire of the Creator. By the very nature of creation, material being is endowed with its own stability, truth and excellence, its own order and laws. These man must respect as he recognizes the methods proper to every science and technique" (ibid.). If, instead, the words "rightful autonomy of earthly affairs" mean that "material being does not depend on God and that man can use it as if it had no relation to its Creator", then the fallacy of such a claim will be obvious to anyone who believes in God and his transcendent presence in the world he created (cf. ibid.) (9 December 2006 – Audience to participants at 56th meeting of Italian Catholic Jurists") 
Religious Freedom
“Brothers and Sisters, your communities walk the humble path of daily companionship with those who do not share our faith, yet “profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us adore the one, merciful God” (Lumen Gentium, 16). You know well that the Church wishes to impose nothing on anyone, and that she merely asks to live in freedom, in order to reveal the One whom she cannot hide, Christ Jesus, who loved us to the end on the Cross and who has given us his Spirit, the living presence of God among us and deep within us. Be ever receptive to the Spirit of Christ and so become attentive to those who thirst for justice, peace, dignity and respect for themselves and for their brothers and sisters. Live in harmony, in accordance with the words of the Lord: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn 13:35).Brothers and sisters, let us now hand over our desire to serve the Lord to the Virgin Mary, Mother of God and Servant of the Lord. She prayed in company with the Apostles in the Upper Room, in the days leading up to Pentecost. Together with her, let us pray to Christ her Son: Send forth, O Lord, your Holy Spirit upon the whole Church, that he may dwell in each of her members and make them heralds of your Gospel! Amen.”. (1 December 2006 - Homily during Mass at Holy Spirit Cathedral Istanbul) 

Liturgy
“How much more necessary it is today to reaffirm the sacredness of the Lord's Day and the need to take part in Sunday Mass! The cultural context in which we live, often marked by religious indifference and secularism that blot out the horizon of the transcendent, must not let us forget that the People of God, born from "Christ's Passover, Sunday", should return to it as to an inexhaustible source, in order to understand better and better the features of their own identity and the reasons for their existence. The Second Vatican Council, after pointing out the origin of Sunday, continued: "On this day Christ's faithful are bound to come together into one place. They should listen to the Word of God and take part in the Eucharist, thus calling to mind the Passion, Resurrection and Glory of the Lord Jesus and giving thanks to God who "has begotten them again, through the Resurrection of Christ from the dead, unto a living hope'" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, n. 106). (2 December 2006 – Letter to Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments) 

The Middle East
“In the present circumstances, marked little by light and too much by darkness, it is a cause of consolation and hope for me to know that the Christian communities in the Middle East, whose intense suffering I am well aware of, continue to be vital and active communities, resolute in bearing witness to their faith with their specific identity in the societies in which they are situated.  They wish to contribute in a constructive manner to the urgent needs of their respective societies and the whole region.  Saint Peter, writing his First Letter to a rather poor and marginalized community, persecuted and held in little regard by the society of that time, did not hesitate to say that that their difficult situation should be considered a “grace” (cf. 1 Pt 1:7-11).  In fact, is it not a grace to be able to participate in the sufferings of Christ, uniting oneself to the action with which he took unto himself our sins in order to atone for them?  May Catholic communities, often living in difficult situations, be aware of the powerful force which emanates from suffering accepted with love.  Such suffering can change the hearts of others and the heart of the world.  I encourage each of you therefore to carry on with perseverance, comforted by the knowledge of the “price” with which Christ has redeemed us (cf. 1 Cor 6:20).  Certainly, the response to one’s Christian vocation is much more difficult for the members of minority communities, often numerically of little significance.  Nevertheless, as your Patriarchs wrote in their Pastoral Letter of Easter 1992, “the light can be faint in a house yet lighten up the whole house.  Salt is a negligible element in foods, but it is salt which gives them flavour.  Very little yeast is in dough, yet it is the leaven which prepares it to become bread.”  In making these words my own I encourage the Catholic Bishops to persevere in their ministry, cultivating unity among themselves and always remaining close to their flock.  Know that the Pope shares the concerns, hopes and exhortations expressed in their annual pastoral letters, and also in the daily exercise of their sacred duties.  He encourages them in their effort to sustain and reinforce in faith, hope and charity the flock entrusted to them.  The presence of their communities in the various countries of the region constitutes, among other things, something which can greatly encourage ecumenism.”. (25 December 2006 – Christmas Message to Catholics in the Middle East) 

Christmas
“Dear friends, let us enter into the mystery of Christmas, now approaching, through the "door" of the Eucharist; in the grotto of Bethlehem let us adore the Lord himself who, in the Sacrament of the Eucharist, desired to make himself our spiritual food to transform the world from within, starting with the human heart. I know that for many of you, university students of Rome, it is now a custom at the beginning of the academic year to go on a special diocesan pilgrimage to Assisi, and I know that many of you took part in the recent one, too. Well, were not St Francis and St Clare both "conquered" by the Eucharistic Mystery? In the Eucharist they experienced the love of God, that same love which, in the Incarnation, impelled the Creator of the world to make himself little, indeed, the smallest one and the servant of all. Dear friends, as you prepare for Holy Christmas, may you nourish the same sentiments as these great Saints, so beloved by the Italian People. Like them, fix your gaze on the Child wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger (cf. Lk 2: 7, 12, 16). Learn from the Virgin Mary, the first person to contemplate the humanity of the Incarnate Word, the humanity of Divine Wisdom. In the Baby Jesus, with whom she had infinite and silent conversations, she recognized the human Face of God, so that the mysterious Wisdom of the Son was impressed on the Mother's mind and heart. So it was that Mary became the "Seat of Wisdom", and with this title is venerated in particular by the Roman Academic Community. A special Icon is dedicated to the Sedes Sapientiae. From Rome it has already visited various countries on a pilgrimage to university institutions. It is present here today, so that it may be passed on from the delegation which has come here from Bulgaria to the one which has come from Albania.I greet with affection the representatives of both these Nations and express the wish that per Mariam their respective academic communities may advance ever further in their search for truth and goodness, in the light of Divine Wisdom. I warmly address this wish to each one of you present here and I accompany it with a special Blessing which I willingly extend to all your loved ones. Merry Christmas! !”. (14 December 2006 – Address to Rome’s University students) 

“But the question is: is the humanity of our time still waiting for a Saviour? One has the feeling that many consider God as foreign to their own interests. Apparently, they do not need him. They live as though he did not exist and, worse still, as though he were an "obstacle" to remove in order to fulfil themselves. Even among believers - we are sure of it - some let themselves be attracted by enticing dreams and distracted by misleading doctrines that suggest deceptive shortcuts to happiness. Yet, despite its contradictions, worries and tragedies, and perhaps precisely because of them, humanity today seeks a path of renewal, of salvation, it seeks a Saviour and awaits, sometimes unconsciously, the coming of the Saviour who renews the world and our life, the coming of Christ, the one true Redeemer of man and of the whole of man. Of course, false prophets continue to propose a salvation "at a cheap price", that always ends by producing searing disappointments. The history of the past 50 years itself demonstrates this search for a Saviour "at a cheap price" and highlights all the disappointments that have derived from it. It is the task of us Christians, with the witness of our life, to spread the truth of Christmas which Christ brings to every man and woman of good will. Born in the poverty of the manger, Jesus comes to offer to all that joy and that peace which alone can fulfil the expectations of the human soul. But how should we prepare ourselves to open our hearts to the Lord who comes? The spiritual attitude of watchful and prayerful expectation remains the fundamental characteristic of the Christian in this Advent Season. It is this attitude that distinguishes the protagonists of that time: Zechariah and Elizabeth, the shepherds, the Magi, the humble, simple people, above all Mary and Joseph's expectation! The latter, more than any of the others, felt in the first person the anxiety and trepidation for the Child who would be born. It is not difficult to imagine how they spent the last days, waiting to hold the newborn Infant in their arms. May their attitude be our own, dear brothers and sisters! In this regard, let us listen to the exhortation of St Maximus, Bishop of Turin, cited above: "While we are waiting to welcome the Nativity of the Lord, let us clothe ourselves in clean garments, without a stain. I am speaking of clothing the soul, not the body. Let us not be clad in silk raiments but in holy works! Sumptuous clothing may cover the limbs but does not adorn the conscience" (ibid.). In being born among us, may the Child Jesus not find us distracted or merely busy, beautifying our houses with decorative lights. Rather, let us deck our soul and make our families a worthy dwelling place where he feels welcomed with faith and love. May the Blessed Virgin and St Joseph help us to live the Mystery of Christmas with renewed wonder and peaceful serenity. With these sentiments, I would like to offer my most fervent good wishes for a holy and happy Christmas to all of you present here and to your relatives, with a special remembrance for those who may be in difficulty or who are suffering in body and spirit. Happy Christmas to you all! !”. (20 December 2006 – General Audience) 

“The celebration of the Holy Birth is at hand. Today's vigil prepares us to live intensely the mystery that tonight's Liturgy will invite us to contemplate with the eyes of faith. In the Divine Newborn, whom we will place in the manger, our Salvation is made manifest. In the God who makes himself man for us, we all feel loved and welcomed, we discover that we are precious and unique in the eyes of the Creator. The birth of Christ helps us to become aware of the value of human life, the life of every human being, from the first instant to natural death. To those who open their heart to this "baby wrapped in swaddling clothes" and lying "in a manger" (cf. Lk 2: 12), he offers the possibility of seeing with new eyes the realities of every day. He can taste the power of the interior fascination of God's love and is able to transform even sorrow into joy. Let us prepare ourselves, dear friends, to meet Jesus, the Emmanuel, God with us. Born in the poverty of Bethlehem, he wants to be the travelling companion of each one of us on our life's journey. In this world, from the very moment when he decided to pitch his "tent", no one is a stranger. It is true, we are all here in passing, but it is precisely Jesus who makes us feel at home on this earth, sanctified by his presence. He asks us, however, to make it a home in which all are welcome. The surprising gift of Christmas is exactly this: Jesus came for each one of us and in him we have become brothers. The corresponding duty is to increasingly overcome preconceptions and prejudices, to break down barriers and eliminate the differences that divide us, or worse, that set individuals and peoples against one another, in order to build together a world of justice and peace”. (24 December 2006 – Angelus) 
Peace

“The human person, the heart of peace” is the theme chosen by Pope Benedict XVI who writes: “I am convinced that respect for the person promotes peace and that, in building peace, the foundations are laid for an authentic integral humanism. In this way a serene future is prepared for coming generations.”. As Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, president of the Pontifical Council   for Justice and Peace underlined when he presented the message to the media , “this year’s Message should be read and seen as a continuation and complement to the previous one. The person and peace recall each other constantly in fecund circularity which constitutes the premise the most solid presupposition for a correct cultural, social and political approach to the complex themes relative to achievement of peace in our day”. The Message, articulated in three parts, progressively treats the human person in relation to the various aspects of the promotion of peace. evitate intromissioni inaccettabili in quel patrimonio di valori che è proprio dell'uomo in quanto tale”. (12 December 2006 – presentation of Pope Benedict XVI Message for World Peace Day  2007) 

Poland
“The Angel's greeting to the shepherds on the night of Christ's birth in Bethlehem reveals an unbreakable link between the relationship of men and women with God and their own mutual relationships. Peace on earth cannot be found without reconciliation with God, without harmony between Heaven and earth. This correlation of the theme "God" with the theme "peace" was the decisive aspect of my four Apostolic Journeys this year: I would like to review them here. First of all was my Pastoral Visit to Poland, the Country in which our beloved Pope John Paul II was born. For me, the journey to his Homeland was an intimate duty of gratitude for all that he gave to me personally and above all to the Church and to the world during the quarter century of his service. His greatest gift to all of us was his steadfast faith and the radicalism of his dedication. His motto was "Totus tuus". It reflected his whole being. Yes, he gave himself without reserve to God, to Christ, to the Mother of Christ, to the Church: to the service of the Redeemer and to the redemption of man. He held nothing back. He let the flame of faith consume him to his inmost depths. He showed us how, as people of today, it is possible to believe in God, the Living God who made himself close to us in Christ. He showed us that a definitive and radical dedication of one's whole life is possible, and that, precisely in giving oneself, life becomes great and immense and fruitful. In Poland, everywhere I went I encountered the joy of faith. "The joy of the Lord is your strength" - this word which amid the wretchedness of the new beginning, the scribe Ezra cried out to the People of Israel who had just returned from the Exile (Neh 8: 10), can be experienced tangibly here. I was deeply struck by the great cordiality with which I was welcomed everywhere. The people saw in me the Successor of Peter to whom is entrusted the pastoral ministry for the entire Church. They saw the one to whom, despite all his human frailty, the word of the Risen Lord is addressed then as today: "Tend my sheep" (cf. Jn 21: 15-19); they saw the Successor of the one to whom Jesus had said, in the district of Caesarea Philippi, "you are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church" (Mt 16: 18). Peter, on his own, was not a rock; he was a weak and unsteady man. Nonetheless, the Lord wished to make Peter himself a rock, to show that through a weak human being, he himself firmly sustains his Church and keeps her united. Thus, the Visit to Poland was for me a celebration of catholicity in the deepest sense. Christ is our peace and reunites the separated: over and above all the differences in the historical epochs and cultures, he is reconciliation. Through the Petrine Ministry we experience this unifying force of faith which, starting from many peoples ever anew, builds the one People of God. We truly experienced with joy that, coming from many peoples, we form the one People of God: his Holy Church. For this reason the Petrine Ministry can be the visible sign that guarantees this unity and forms a concrete unit. Once again, I want to thank the Church in Poland explicitly and with all my heart for this moving experience of catholicity. My travels in Poland could not omit a visit to Auschwitz-Birkenau, to that place of the cruellest barbarities, the attempt to wipe out the People of Israel, and thus render their election by God vain and indeed, to banish God himself from history. It was a source of great comfort to me at that moment to see a rainbow appearing in the sky as, before the horrors of that place, I cried out to God like Job, shaken by the dread of his apparent absence but at the same time supported by the certainty that even in his silence he does not cease to be and remain with us. The rainbow was, as it were, a response: Yes, I exist, and the words of the promise, of the Covenant which I spoke after the flood, are still valid today (cf. Gn 9: 12-17)”. (22 December 2006 – Audience to the Roman Curia) 
Spain
“The Visit to Valencia, Spain, was under the banner of the theme of marriage and the family. It was beautiful to listen, before the people assembled from all continents, to the testimonies of couples - blessed by a numerous throng of children - who introduced themselves to us and spoke of their respective journeys in the Sacrament of Marriage and in their large families. They did not hide the fact that they have also had difficult days, that they have had to pass through periods of crisis. Yet, precisely through the effort of supporting one another day by day, precisely through accepting one another ever anew in the crucible of daily trials, living and suffering to the full their initial "yes", precisely on this Gospel path of "losing oneself", they had matured, rediscovered themselves and become happy. Their "yes" to one another in the patience of the journey and in the strength of the Sacrament with which Christ had bound them together, had become a great "yes" to themselves, their children, to God the Creator and to the Redeemer, Jesus Christ. Thus, from the witness of these families a wave of joy reached us, not a superficial and scant gaiety that is all too soon dispelled, but a joy that developed also in suffering, a joy that reaches down to the depths and truly redeems man. Before these families with their children, before these families in which the generations hold hands and the future is present, the problem of Europe, which it seems no longer wants to have children, penetrated my soul. To foreigners this Europe seems to be tired, indeed, it seems to be wishing to take its leave of history. Why are things like this? This is the great question. The answers are undoubtedly very complex. Before seeking these answers, it is only right to thank the many married couples in our Europe who still say "yes" to children today and accept the trials that this entails: social and financial problems, as well as worries and struggles, day after day; the dedication required to give children access to the path towards the future. In mentioning these difficulties, perhaps the reasons also become clearer why for many the risk of having children appears too great. A child needs loving attention. This means that we must give children some of our time, the time of our life. But precisely this "raw material" of life - time - seems to be ever scarcer. The time we have available barely suffices for our own lives; how could we surrender it, give it to someone else? To have time and to give time - this is for us a very concrete way to learn to give oneself, to lose oneself in order to find oneself. In addition to this problem comes the difficult calculation: what rules should we apply to ensure that the child follows the right path and in so doing, how should we respect his or her freedom? The problem has also become very difficult because we are no longer sure of the norms to transmit; because we no longer know what the correct use of freedom is, what is the correct way to live, what is morally correct and what instead is inadmissible. The modern spirit has lost its bearings, and this lack of bearings prevents us from being indicators of the right way to others. Indeed, the problem goes even deeper. Contemporary man is insecure about the future. Is it permissible to send someone into this uncertain future? In short, is it a good thing to be a person? This deep lack of self assurance - plus the wish to have one's whole life for oneself - is perhaps the deepest reason why the risk of having children appears to many to be almost unsustainable. In fact, we can transmit life in a responsible way only if we are able to pass on something more than mere biological life, and that is, a meaning that prevails even in the crises of history to come and a certainty in the hope that is stronger than the clouds that obscure the future. Unless we learn anew the foundations of life - unless we discover in a new way the certainty of faith - it will be less and less possible for us to entrust to others the gift of life and the task of an unknown future. Connected with that, finally, is also the problem of definitive decisions: can man bind himself for ever? Can he say a "yes" for his whole life? Yes, he can. He was created for this. In this very way human freedom is brought about and thus the sacred context of marriage is also created and enlarged, becoming a family and building the future. At this point, I cannot be silent about my concern about the legislation for de facto couples. Many of these couples have chosen this way because - at least for the time being - they do not feel able to accept the legally ordered and binding coexistence of marriage. Thus, they prefer to remain in the simple de facto state. When new forms of legislation are created which relativize marriage, the renouncement of the definitive bond obtains, as it were, also a juridical seal. In this case, deciding for those who are already finding it far from easy becomes even more difficult. Then there is in addition, for the other type of couple, the relativization of the difference between the sexes. The union of a man and a woman is being put on a par with the pairing of two people of the same sex, and tacitly confirms those fallacious theories that remove from the human person all the importance of masculinity and femininity, as though it were a question of the purely biological factor. Such theories hold that man - that is, his intellect and his desire - would decide autonomously what he is or what he is not. In this, corporeity is scorned, with the consequence that the human being, in seeking to be emancipated from his body - from the "biological sphere" - ends by destroying himself. If we tell ourselves that the Church ought not to interfere in such matters, we cannot but answer: are we not concerned with the human being? Do not believers, by virtue of the great culture of their faith, have the right to make a pronouncement on all this? Is it not their - our - duty to raise our voices to defend the human being, that creature who, precisely in the inseparable unity of body and spirit, is the image of God? The Visit to Valencia became for me a quest for the meaning of the human being”. (22 December 2006 – Audience to members of the Roman Curia) – 
Turkey
“Dear brothers and sisters, I returned here to the Vatican, my heart brimming with gratitude to God and sentiments of sincere affection and esteem for the inhabitants of the beloved Turkish Nation, by which I felt welcomed and understood. The appreciation and warmth that surrounded me, despite the inevitable difficulties that my Visit created for the normal functioning of their daily activities, live on as a vivid memory that inspires me to pray. May the Almighty and Merciful God help the Turkish People, their Government Leaders and the Representatives of the different religions to build together a future of peace, so that Turkey may be a "bridge" of friendship and fraternal collaboration between West and East. Let us also pray that through the intercession of Mary Most Holy, the Holy Spirit will make this Apostolic Visit fruitful, and throughout the world enliven the mission of the Church, established by Christ to proclaim the Gospel of truth, peace and love to all Peoples. ”. (6 December 2006 – General Audience) 
INTERVENTUS SUPER QUAESTIONES

Priestly celibacy

Tegucigalpa – The Bishops of Central America at the end of their plenary assembly  27 November to 1 December, addressed a message to Catholics in the region with the title "That Our Countries May Have Life in Him". 

The Assembly is part of preparation for the 5 General Conference of the Council of Latin American Bishops’ Conferences in May 2007, which the Bishops of Central America foresee  as  "an experience of communion and grace to revitalise our discipleship and re-launch missionary life in the Churches in Latin America and the Caribbean carrying the light of the Kingdom of God to the situations and major changes experienced by our people”. 

The Bishops express concern for the difficulties affecting mainly the poorest people. Problems include corruption, crisis of social institutions, drug trafficking and organised crime, climate of violence and weak governance. The consequences are youth gangs and family crisis, pressure on the family, exploitation of metal mines, which pollutes the waters and robs the people, emigration due to unjust land distribution, lack of policies for integral development and growing violence in many parts of the country. 

In the second part of the Message the bishops address priests “who put their lives every day at the service of the community with the heart of Christ”. The Bishops say priests are a source of hope because they minister amidst difficulties and a culture of violence and death in a pan-sexualist environment. They say they are close to priests and call them to  "nurture the gift of celibacy  with ongoing formation spiritual, pastoral, affective and intellectual". "Priestly celibacy lived with affective maturity- the Message continues-, is a sign of radical giving of life for Christ and the Gospel, a precious example of the value of chastity for those called to the consecrated life and the priestly ministry, and encouragement not to give way to fear". Lastly the Bishops urge clergy involved in vocation pastoral to give special attention to the selection and formation of candidates to the priesthood, considering the maturity of the person and fostering spiritual formation". (RG) (Agenzia Fides 6/12/2006; righe 35, parole 500)
Mission
Thakhek – Catholics in Laos are rejoicing for the ordination of two new local priests. Deacons Pierre Wilaiphorn Phonasa and Lucas Sukpaphorn Duangchansai were ordained priests by Bishop Jean Sommeng Worachak, Vicar Apostolic of Thakhek on December 9 at the compound of the cathedral. All the Ordinaries of the four circumscriptions of Laos and two bishops from neighbouring Thailand were present and about 2,500 faithful as well as civil authorities and representatives of the Buddhist community. The ordination follows that of OMI Fr. Somphone Vilavongsy on 18 June, the first in thirty years in the vicariate of Vientiane, capital of Laos. 

The Apostolic Nuncio to Thailand who is Apostolic Delegate in Laos sent a message for the occasion assuring Pope Benedict XVI’s prayers and pastoral concern. At the ordination Mass the Nuncio was represented by Nunciature Counsellor Mgr. Brian Udaigwe, 

The following day the new priests celebrated their first Mass in their respective villages, Representatives of the local civil authorities also participated and there was no sign of any restriction for the services. Both men were born in 1977 and studied at Thakhek national major seminary where 14 seminarians are preparing for the priesthood. In this region of Mekong, between Thailand and Cambodia, for some years now the Church has enjoyed relative freedom. Of the four vicariates in Laos, Luang Prabang is the only one where clergy are scarce and the apostolic administrator Bishop Tito Banchong Thopanhom relies on his catechists. Catholics in Laos are only 42,000 in a population of about 5.4 million, 92% Buddhist. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 12/12/2006  righe 26 parole 260)

Peace

Bethlehem – As Christmas draws near the town of Bethlehem is living one of the ‘most difficult periods in its history’, said the mayor Dr  Victor Batarseh in his customary Christmas Message. The ‘wall of separation built by Israel has created many problems preventing contact with Jerusalem and other areas, isolating workers and practically confiscating 280 hectares of arable land, turning the town into a prison’, the mayor complains.

The mayor says usually Bethlehem is crowded at this time but this year the number of pilgrims and visitors is low due to Israel’s security measures, including check-points on the Bethlehem road. “This morning all seems to be calm in the shadow of the wall” he says.

“Palestinian farmers – Dr Batarseh continues – cannot reach the market to sell their produce. Unemployment in Bethlehem has reached the unsustainable level of 65%. Because of the financial crisis the municipality for three months has been unable to pay its employees.

The number of Christians who decide to emigrate is rising because of difficult living conditions. Once most of the people in Bethlehem were Christians, now Muslims are the majority, and all suffer without distinction. “We pray the Star may once again shine on Bethlehem”, the mayor concludes.

An appeal to help ‘save Bethlehem’ has been launched also by the Franciscan Custodians of the Holy Land who say in  1965 Christians were 65% of the population, today they are less than 12%. In recent years 3,000 Christians have moved away from the town in search of a better future. The friars are trying to persuade people to stay but people continue to emigrate because of the economic and social difficulties. Christians the world over are involved in initiatives of solidarity to help Bethlehem’s Christians remain in the Holy Land. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 13/12/2006  righe 27 parole 271)

Saint Francis Xavier   
Vatican City – This morning Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, opened a solemn academic act with which the Pontifical Urban University paid homage to Saint Francis Xavier on the 500th anniversary of the saint’s birth. In his address Cardinal Ivan Dias said “I welcome you warmly as Grand Chancellor of this University and Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, and also personally because I am deeply moved to be here as we commemorate Saint Francis Xavier, I am in fact a spiritual son of St Francis since it was he who baptised my forefathers in Goa. We are here to capture some of the missionary zeal of this great missionary who spent ten years tirelessly diffusing the sweet perfume of Jesus Christ in India, passing then to the Moluccas and then to Japan. He then went towards China but died at its gates. I believe the evangelisation of China is Saint Francis Xavier’s    incomplete symphony, the part he was unable to complete was continued by illustrious missionaries, first of all Matteo Ricci. We hope and pray this unfinished symphony may be completed as soon as possible”.

The Rector of the University Mgr. Ambrogio Spreafico, underlined that a “missionary university like Urban college could not let this recurrence pass without due reflection”. Mgr Spreafico highlighted the apostolic zeal of Saint Francis Xavier: “He travelled in the east from India to Japan, to the gates of China. He sought to encounter all people and with St Paul we might say  ‘he became all to all in order to win someone …This is the missionary zeal that we must rediscover at a time when it seems to wane”. Reflecting on mission in Asia, “where most of the world’s population lives and where the Gospel is known only to a small minority ”, Mgr Spreafico said Saint Francis Xavier  “calls us to revive the heroic spirit of the disciple of Christ, called to announce the Word of Salvation to all nations”. Pope Benedict XVI with his recent journey to Turkey, was an example of how “Christian faith does not hesitate in front of others or difficulties, indeed the Christian is animated by St Paul’s desire to meet everyone … The Holy Father’s desire to meet and talk surprised the world and encouraged us not to give in to reasons for fear and conflict which seem to animate so many debates”. 


Mgr Spreafico spoke of the strong bond between Urban College and the Chair of Peter and said: “Missionary spirit is born and grows only if it is deeply rooted in Christ, who died and rose from the dead for us. He alone gives the impulse to go to the nations and to bear witness to the love of Christ even in the most difficult situations”. In this regard he quoted part of a letter written by the Italian priest Rev Andrea Santoro, killed last February in Turkey: “To stem ferocity what is needed is the intelligence of charity and the mobilisation of profound resources”. 


Also present at the academic act was Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Holy See Secretary of State, who spoke on the theme “Communicating the Faith: the Church’s mission in the time of Saint Francis Xavier and in our Day”. “The most remarkable feat accomplished by the Society of Jesus in its centuries old history is its missionary endeavour” and Saint Francis Xavier  was the one who started this extraordinary missionary. With regard to analogies between the times of the Saint and our own day the Cardinal mentioned what Redemptoris Missio says about missionary spirituality and added: “for the Christian and for the Church spirituality cannot be only a residual of prayer and good intentions to cultivate personally, on the contrary, since it keeps us united with Christ, it is the source from which mission is born and on which it continually grows”.


Tomorrow Fides will give an ample summary of the address given by Cardinal Bertone and the conference presented by Prof. Colzani on “The birth of a new ecclesial figure and his service: Francis Xavier the missionary”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 5/12/2006 – Righe 50; Parole 739)  

Vatican City - On 5 December on the occasion of an academic act hosted by Urban University to mark the 500th anniversary of the birth of Saint Francis Xavier patron saint of missions, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Holy See secretary of state gave a paper on “Communicating the Faith: the Church’s mission in the time of Saint Francis Xavier and in our day”.

“The most outstanding achievements of the Society of Jesus in its centuries of history is missionary activity” the Cardinal said at the beginning of his intervention . It was important for the number of countries in which Jesuits engaged in apostolic activity, for the difficulties they faced including persecution and martyrdom, for the audacity and scope of the initiatives and apostolic work. “The one who started this extraordinary missionary work of the  Society of Jesus was Saint Francis Xavier. He was the first Jesuit to set out from Lisbon for the missions on 7 April 1541.” 


Comparing the times of Saint Francis Xavier  with those of today “under the profile of mission as communication of the faith”, the Cardinal said the two epochs were both times of “extreme acceleration of human sociality which acquires greater depth and complexity”. In 1500 the use of the compass and the modern Latin sail enabled the Spanish and the Portuguese to face the ocean and sail towards the Indies, Africa and the Caribbean. In our epoch communications has experienced impressive acceleration and the development of information technology has almost annulled distances of geography and time. “Today it is possible to know in real time to events happening at a great distance from us; nevertheless, still today, the possibilities for more participation and more responsibility which come with these changes, are contradicted by a cultural and political orientation which favours the interests of the few more than the dignity of all”. 


Cardinal Bertone then underlined “our time is profoundly different”. “On the one hand the end of World War II entailed, with political independence, the search and affirmation of the cultural heritage of those peoples so that we speak of a passing from the missions to the young Churches. On the other secularisation produced a profound change in the dynamics of life in lands of ancient Christianity; destroying the organic unity of Christian life, it challenged the humanistic value, saving it only as a reserve of solidarity for the most serious needs. The result is that our Church faces today not only a waning of faith, now a minority from the cultural profile and the capacity to direct life, but also a loss of humanism. Mission and the proclamation of the Gospel of the Lord Jesus, must today reaffirm the anthropological value and social sensibleness”.


The Church, positively open to the changes which occur, “perceives that gradual embracing of the gospel values by those peoples described by Pope John Paul II as «a great Christian spring time, of which we already see the beginning». This Christian optimism cannot be ingenuous, it cannot fail to note the complexity of mission situations today” said Cardinal Bertone. With regard to analogies between the times of the Saint and our own day the Cardinal mentioned what Redemptoris Missio says about missionary spirituality and added: “for the Christian and for the Church spirituality cannot be only a residual of prayer and good intentions to cultivate personally, on the contrary, since it keeps us united with Christ, it is the source from which mission is born and on which it continually grows”.”.


The Redemptoris Missio encyclical (n.87), urges Christians to “live in full docility to the Spirit in”: only this attitude renders us similar to Christ, fills us with the “gifts of fortitude and discernment” transforms us into “bold witnesses of Christ and illuminated announcers of his Word”.  “It is not difficult to understand that the proclamation of the gospel refers to the apostolic ministry the Church received from her Lord– the Cardinal continued – while the mysterious ways of the Spirit recalls those modalities of divine action which, according the Vatican II, operate outside the Church. These elements cannot be renounced since they refer to the One Lord who, has entrusting his Church with a precise apostolic task, reserved for himself the freedom to develop this salvific action in the form He desires”. “I feel this was the attitude of Xavier – said Card. Bertone -, whose apostolic zeal is both a need to proclaim the Gospel and openness to the Spirit … his person, totally filled with God’s love, lives for mission”. Although a son of his day, Saint Francis Xavier strove to   make personal contact with people: “lacking the means to prepare for the encounter with Asia of his say although he does ask for educated Europeans capable of dialoguing with educated Asians, he put at the centre preaching of Christa and enriches this preaching with a virtuous, upright and merciful life”. 


“If with Xavier we affirm that there can be no authentic evangelisation with proclamation of faith in Jesus Christ, we also know that mission must take the circumstances into consideration... Among the circumstances we recognise the value of inter-religious dialogue: ‘understood as a methods and means for reciprocal knowledge and enrichment, dialogue is not contrary to mission ad gentes, indeed it has special connections with it and is an expression of it’. In this complex situation also today the Church is called to heed and to follow the Spirit who  ‘blows where he will, you hear his voice but know not from whence he comes or where he goes’.”


The second aspect highlighted by Redemptoris Missio on missionary spirituality is the need for “profound communion with Christ” (88), “With this conformation to Christ there can be no mission” said Card. Bertone, who stressed that these elements are found in the missionary spirituality of Saint Francis Xavier: “the glory of God, the paschal love of the crucified Christ, the salvation of souls are the elements which guide his apostolic personality … Xavier sets himself in the tradition of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas which sees god as the sole author of all good”. “Radical trust on the God of love leads Xavier, like his Lord, to live of this love and therefore to feel the sin of humanity as a torment in his heart … Hence his communion with Christ; hence his continual prayer; hence his natural passing from love of God to love of mankind. Only in this way, only choosing to love as god loves, freely and gratuitously, he finds the ultimate secret of missionary life; the mystery of the Incarnation and Easter: only at the price of kénosis, only at the price of totally self emptying, Xavier learns to have the same sentiments as God  and rediscovering the love God has poured out on his creatures, he finds therein the commitment necessary to make it shine.”


Cardinal Bertone concluded highlighting Saint Francis Xavier  deep love for the Church. “Xavier was an ecclesial personality in the deepest and noblest sense of the word: his attitude to the Church was that of Jesus Christ  «he loved the Church and gave himself for her »”. Redemptoris Missio n. 89 recalls “only profound love of the Church sustains the zeal of the missionary”. “Transformed by divine love, filled with zeal for souls, the missionary is filled with love for the Church. Xavier was a man of the Church sincerely and profoundly”. Addressing students at the Urban college from all over the world Cardinal  Bertone encouraged them to cultivate a profound ecclesial sense. “This ecclesial spirit will enable to relive the spirit of Xavier, united with a profound, renewed intellectual and human preparation, and will enable you to achieve that missionary spring which the Church and humanity await today”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 6/12/2006 – Righe 92; Parole 1.343)
See address in Italian

http://www.evangelizatio.org/portale/congregazione/istituzione/Bertone_puu1206.pdf
Ho Chi Minh City  – To give new impulse to evangelisation in Asia “Catholics must rediscover the spirit of Saint Francis Xavier” Indian Card. Telesphore Toppo, Archbishop of Ranchi, said in a special Mass celebrated in the Catholic Cathedral in Ho Chi Minh City to mark the closing of the 5th centenary of the birth of Saint Francis Xavier Patron Saint of the Missions. Concelebrants included Cardinal Jean-Baptiste Pham Minh Man Archbishop of Ho Chi Minh City, Cardinal Joseph Zen Ze-kiun Bishop of Hong Kong and Cardinal Gaudencio Rosales Archbishop of Manila, Philippines

Cardinal Toppo recalled that the Jesuit saint was 35 years old when he landed in India with the mission “to carry the light of the Gospel to Asia”. “Saint Francis Xavier  spent three years in India preaching Jesus Christ and then departed for even more distant lands in the Far East” said Cardinal Toppo.

 “Today as Christians we see these extraordinary events in the plan and working of God. Saint Francis Xavier was a man whose heart was overflowing with love of God and he followed to  he letter the command of the Risen Lord: Go out to the whole world to preach the Gospel to all nations”.

“He preached despite obstacles, following in the footsteps of Jesus – the Cardinal said – but his preaching was not a conquest. Like Jesus he spoke the language of the farmer who is patient and in harmony with his field, preparing it and then waiting for the harvest”.

The Cardinal concluded “Saint Francis Xavier dedicated his whole self, body and soul, to serving the poor and the oppressed. He overcame numerous difficulties on his journeys, in order to reveal to others the love of God. His life tells us that we can only announce God if we have a personal experience of God’s love. The Lord calls us to walk in the footsteps of Saint Francis Xavier to spread the Gospel  as he did”. (PA) (Agenzia Fides 7/12/2006 righe 26 parole 269)

QUAESTIONES

VATICAN – Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples presides Mass on the Feast of Saint Francis Xavier at the Church of Gesu

Rome – On the First Sunday of Advent December 3, the feast of Saint Francis Xavier patron of the missions, in this 500th year since his birth, (1506-1552), Cardinal Ivan Dias, Prefect of the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples (CEP) presided a special concelebration of Mass at the Jesuit ‘Gesù’ Church in Rome. The concelebrants included Archbishop Robert Sarah, CEP secretary and secretary adjunct Archbishop Henryk Hoser, president of the Pontifical Mission Societies; CEP under secretary Fr . Massimo Cenci, PIME; priest members of the staff of CEP and PMS head offices. Present also the rector of Urban University Mgr Ambrogio Spreafico, and representatives of the various realities which comprise the family of Propaganda Fide.


In his homily Cardinal Dias traced the life of Saint Francis Xavier highlighting the role played by Divine Providence: from the call of Saint Ignatius, who asked Francis to take the place of a confrere about to depart on mission, to his great missionary work in the Far East where he announced the Gospel simply and directly, “just as a mother teaches the faith to her children”. In his work of evangelisation in Japan, Saint Francis looked to China as a new important step to announce the Good News. Sadly he fell ill and died without seeing his dream come true. Cardinal Dias recalled the persecution and martyrdom suffered by the Church in Japan. 


Two hundred and fifty years later the Pope sent his apostolic delegate to those lands with an image of the Blessed Virgin Mary, still venerated today in Nagasaki. Since others had introduced themselves as representatives of Christianity the Apostolic delegate was asked if he was sent by the Roman Pontiff (“the man dressed in white”), if he was married, if he venerated Mary. After his replies the Delegate was recognised as an authentic representative of the Catholic Church. Cardinal Dias said that Francis Xavier is an example for missionary work today: “a simple person who speaks as a mother would to her children, the missionary has profound love for God and Our Lady, and plants a seed so deep that its fruits can be admired even after 250 years”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 4/12/2006 – righe 29,  parole 400)     

VATICAN - “The people of the Great Lakes region have suffered too much, too long”: Message from Pope Benedict XVI signed by Cardinal Secretary of State Tarcisio Bertone, to 2nd  session of the international conference on the Great Lakes Region 

Vatican City (Fides Service) - The Holy Father, through Cardinal Secretary of State Tarcisio Bertone S.D.B., sent a Message to Mwai Kibaki, president of the Republic of Kenya and current president of the International Conference on the Great Lakes Region, which held its second session in Nairobi, Kenya, on December 14 and 15. Heads of State and government from 11 countries in the Great Lakes region attended the session, as did representatives from neighbouring or associated States. The Holy See delegation was led by Archbishop Luigi Travaglino, apostolic nuncio, acting as special envoy.  "The present summit," writes Cardinal Bertone in the English-language Message, "is called to take up again the challenge and satisfy the long-suffering populations' yearning for lasting peace by signing and bringing to fulfilment the Pact on Security, Stability and Development.

Benedict XVI, the secretary of State continues, "encourages all the delegations present at this conference to assume courageously their historic responsibility. His prayers will accompany them as they seek to agree upon and put into place the concrete measures that would decisively discourage any recourse to violence, and foster the only rational and human alternative to war: negotiation and dialogue. He is confident that on the basis of a genuine and stable peace, the Great Lakes region with its human and natural resources, and the support of the international community, can overcome its present difficulties and offer its people the genuine hope of a dignified future." The Catholic Church attributes great importance to the values contained in this project to which she has devoted herself tirelessly for many years. His Holiness – the message continues – is confident that the Catholic community will continue to do so with generous zeal in collaboration with members of other religions and all men and women of good will. Taking a responsible part in public life they will give clear expression to one particular form of fraternal charity”. (S.L.) (Agenzia Fides 19/12/2006 - righe 22; parole 322)
VATICAN - LANGUAGE IN THE ROMAN RITE LITURGY: LATIN AND VERNACULAR - Keynote Address at Gateway Liturgical Conference, St Louis, Missouri, 11 November, 2006

Vatican City – We give below an address given by Cardinal Francis Arinze, Prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, at Gateway Liturgical Conference, St Louis, Missouri, 11 November, 2006

1. Excelling Dignity of Liturgical Prayer

The Church which was founded by our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ strives to bring together men and women from every race, language, people and nation (cf Rev 5:9), so that "every tongue should acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord to the glory of God the Father" (Phil 2:11). On Pentecost day there were men and women "from every nation under heaven' (cf Acts 2:5) listening as the Apostles recounted the wonderful works of God.

This Church, this new people of God, this Mystical Body of Christ, prays. Her public prayer is the voice of Christ and his Bride the Church, Head and members. The liturgy is an exercise of the priestly office of Jesus Christ. In it, full public worship, is performed by the whole Church, that is, by Christ who associates with him his members. "From this it follows that every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the priest and of his Body the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others. No other action of the Church can match its claim to efficacy, nor equal its degree of it" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 7). From the sacred spring of the liturgy, all of us who thirst for the graces of the redemption draw living water (cf Jn 4:10).

Consciousness that Jesus Christ is the high priest in every liturgical act should instil in us great reverence. As St Augustine says, "He prays for us, he prays in us, and he is prayed to by us. He prays for us as our priest; he prays in us as our head; and he is prayed to by us as our God. Let us therefore recognize our voices in him and his voices in us" (Enarratio in Psalmum, 85: CCL 39, 1176).

2. Different Rites in the Church

In the sacred liturgy the Church celebrates the mysteries of Christ by means of signs, symbols, gestures, movements, material elements and words. In this reflection we are focusing on words used in divine worship in the Roman or Latin Rite. The core elements of the sacred liturgy, the seven sacraments, come from our Lord Jesus Christ himself. As the Church spread and grew among various peoples and cultures, various ways of celebrating the mysteries of Christ also developed. Four parent rites can be identified as the Antiochene, Alexandrine, Roman and Gallican. They gave rise to nine major rites in the Catholic Church today: in the Latin Church the Roman Rite is predominant and then among the Eastern Churches we find the Byzantine, Armenian Chaldean, Coptic, Ethiopian, Malabar, Maronite and Syrian Rites. Each "Rite" is an historic blending of liturgy, theology, spirituality and Canon Law. The fundamental characteristics of each undoubtedly go back to the earliest centuries, the essentials to the apostolic age if not to Our Lord himself.

The Roman Rite, which is the subject of our reflection, is in modem times, as we have said, the predominant liturgical expression of the ecclesial culture we call the Latin Rite. You will know that in and around the Archdiocese of Milan a "sister Rite" is in use that takes its name from St Ambrose, the great Bishop of Milan: the "Ambrosian Rite" In certain locations and on special occasions the liturgy is celebrated in Spain according to the ancient Hispanic or Mozarabic Rite. These two venerable exceptions do not concern us here.

The Church in Rome used Greek from the beginning. Only gradually was Latin introduced until the fourth century when the Church in Rome was definitely latinized (cf A G. Martimort: The Dialogue between God and his people, in A.G. Martimort ed.: The Church at Prayer, Collegeville, 1992, I, p. 161-165).

The Roman Rite has spread in most of what was known as Western Europe and the continents evangelized largely by European missionaries in Asia, Africa, America and Oceania. Today, with an easier movement of peoples, there are Catholics of the other rites (roughly identified as the Oriental Churches) in all these continents.

Most rites have an original language which also gives each rite its historical identity. The Roman Rite has Latin as its official language. The typical editions of its liturgical books are to this day issued in Latin.

It is a remarkable phenomenon that many religions of the world, or major branches of them, hold on to a language as dear to them. We cannot think of the Jewish religion without Hebrew. Islam holds Arabic as sacred to the Qur'an. Classical Hinduism considers Sanskrit its official language. Buddhism has its sacred texts in Pali.

It would be superficial to dismiss this tendency as esoteric, or strange, or outmoded, old or medieval. That would be to ignore a fine element of human psychology. In religious matters, people tend to hold on to what they received from the beginning, how their earliest predecessors articulated their religion and prayed Words and formulae used by earlier generations are dear to those who today inherit from them. While a religion is of course not identified with a language, how it understands itself can have an affective link with a particular linguistic expression in its classical period of growth.

3. Advantages of Latin in the Roman Liturgy

As was mentioned above, by the fourth century, Latin had replaced Greek as the official language of the Church of Rome. Prominent among the Latin Fathers of Church who wrote extensively and beautifully in Latin were St Ambrose (339-397), St Augustine of Hypo (354-430), St Leo the Great (+ 461) and Pope Gregory the Great (540-604). Pope Gregory, in particular, brought Latin to a great height in the sacred liturgy, in his sermons and in general Church use.

The Roman Rite Church showed extraordinary missionary dynamism. This explains why a greater part of the world has been evangelized by heralds of the Latin Rite Many European languages which we regard as modem today have roots in Latin some more than others. Examples are Italian, Spanish, Romanian, Portuguese and French. But even English and German do borrow from Latin.

The Popes and the Roman Church have found Latin very suitable for many reasons It fits a Church which is universal, a Church in which all peoples, languages and cultures should feel at home and no one is regarded as a stranger. Moreover, the Latin language has a certain stability which daily spoken languages where words change often in shades of meaning cannot have. An example is the translation of the Latin "propagare" The Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples when it was founded in 1627 was called "Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide". But at the time of the Second Vatican Council many modem languages use the word "propaganda in the sense in which we say "political propaganda". Therefore there is a preference in the Church today to avoid the expression "de propaganda Fide", in favour of the Evangelization of Peoples". Latin has the characteristic of words and expressions retaining their meaning generation after generation. This is an advantage when it comes to the articulation of our Catholic faith and the preparation of papal and other Church documents. Even the modern universities appreciate this point and have some of their solemn titles in Latin.

Blessed Pope John XXIII in his Apostolic Constitution, Veterum Sapientia, issued on 22 February 1962, gives these two reasons and adds a third. The Latin language has a nobility and dignity which are not negligible (cf Veterum Sapientia, 5, 6, 7). We can add that Latin is concise, precise and poetically measured.

Is it not admirable that people, especially well trained clerics, can meet in international gatherings and be able to communicate at least in Latin? More importantly, is it a small matter that one million young people could meet in the World Youth Day Convention in Rome in 2000, in Toronto in 2002 and in Cologne in 2005, and be able to sing parts of the Mass, and especially the Credo, in Latin? Theologians can study the original writings of the early Latin Fathers and of the Scholastics without tears because these were written in Latin.

It is true that there is a tendency, both in the Church and in the world at large, to give more attention today to modern languages, like English, French and Spanish, which can help one secure a job quicker in the modern employment market or in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in their country. But the exhortation of Pope Benedict XVI to the students of the Faculty of Christian and Classical Letters of the Pontifical Salesian University of Rome, at the end of the Wednesday General Audience of 22 February, 2006, retains its validity and relevance. And he pronounced it in Latin! Here is my free English translation: "Quite rightly our predecessors have urged the study of the great Latin language so that one may learn better the saving doctrine that is found in ecclesiastical and humanistic disciplines. In the same way we urge you to cultivate this activity so that as many as possible may have access to this treasure and appreciate its importance" (In L’Osservatore Romano, 45 (23 Feb. 2006, p. 5).

4. Gregorian Chant

"Liturgical action is given a more noble form when sacred rites are solemnized in song" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 113). There is an ancient saying: bis orat qui bene cantat, that is, "the person who sings well prays twice". This is so because the intensity that prayer acquires from being sung, increases its ardour and multiplies its efficacy (cf Paul VI: Address to Italian Schola Cantorum on 25 Sept, 1977, in Notitiae 136 (Nov 1977) p. 475).

Good music helps to promote prayer, to raise the minds of people to God and to give people a taste of the goodness of God.

In the Latin Rite what has come to be known as the Gregorian Chant has been traditional. A distinctive liturgical chant existed indeed in Rome before St Gregory the Great (+ 604). But it was this great Pontiff who gave it the greatest prominence. After St Gregory this tradition of chant continued to develop and be enriched until the upheavals that brought an end to the Middle Ages. The monasteries, especially those of the Benedictine Order, have done much to preserve this heritage.

Gregorian Chant is marked by a moving meditative cadence. It touches the depths of the soul. It shows joy, sorrow, repentance, petition, hope, praise or thanksgiving, as the particular feast, part of the Mass or other prayer may indicate. It makes the Psalms come alive. It has a universal appeal which makes it suitable for all cultures and peoples. It is appreciated in Rome, Solesmes, Lagos, Toronto and Caracas. Cathedrals, monasteries, seminaries, sanctuaries, pilgrimage centres and traditional parishes resound with it.

St Pope Pius X extolled the Gregorian chant in 1904 (Tra le Sollecitudini, 3). The Second Vatican Council praised it in 1963: "The Church acknowledges Gregorian chant as proper to the Roman liturgy: therefore, other things being equal, it should be given pride of place in liturgical services" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 116). The Servant of God, Pope John Paul II, repeated this praise in 2003 (cf Chirograph for Centenary of Tra Le Sollecitudini, 4-7; in Cong. for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments: Spiritus et Sponsa, 2003, p. 130). Pope Benedict XVI encouraged the International Association of Pueri Cantores when they met in Rome at the end of 2005. They give a privileged place to the Gregorian chant. In Rome and throughout the world the Church is blessed with many fine choirs, both professional and amateur, that render the chant beautifully, and communicate their enthusiasm for it.

It is not true that the lay faithful do not want to sing the Gregorian chant. What they are asking for are priests and monks and nuns who will share this treasure with them. The CDs produced by the Benedictine monks of Silos, their mother house at Solesmes, and numerous other communities sell among young people. Monasteries are visited by people who want to sing Lauds and especially Vespers. In an ordination ceremony of eleven priests which I celebrated in Nigeria last July, about 150 priests sang the First Eucharistic Prayer in Latin. It was beautiful. The people, although no Latin scholars, loved it. It should be just normal that parish churches where there are four or five Masses on Sunday should have one of these Masses sung in Latin.

5. Did Vatican II discourage Latin?

Some people think, or have the perception, that the Second Vatican Council discouraged the use of Latin in the liturgy. This is not the case.

Just before he opened the Council, Blessed Pope John Paul XXIII in 1962 issued an Apostolic Constitution, to insist on the use of Latin in the Church. The Second Vatican Council, although it admitted some introduction of the vernacular, insisted on the place of Latin: "Particular law remaining in force, the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin rites" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 36). The Council also required that seminarians "should acquire a command of Latin which will enable them to understand and use the source material of so many sciences and the documents of the Church as well" (Optatam Totius, 13). The Code of Canon Law published in 1983 enacts that "the eucharistic celebration is to be carried out either in the Latin language or in another language, provided the liturgical texts have been lawfully approved" (Canon 928).

Those, therefore, who want to give the impression that the Church has put Latin away from her liturgy are mistaken. A manifestation of people's acceptance of Latin liturgy well celebrated was had at world level in April, 2005, when millions followed the burial rites of Pope John Paul II and then, two weeks later, the inauguration Mass of Pope Benedict XVI over the television.

It is remarkable that young people welcome the Mass celebrated sometimes in Latin. Problems are not lacking. So, too, there are misunderstandings and wrong approaches on the part of some priests on the use of Latin. But to get the matter in better focus, it is necessary first to examine the use of the vernacular in the liturgy of the Roman Rite today.

6. The Vernacular: Introduction. Extension. Conditions.

The introduction of local languages into the sacred liturgy of the Latin Rite is a development that did not occur all of a sudden. After the partial experience gained over the preceding years in certain countries, already on December 5 and 6, 1962, after long and sometimes impassioned debates, the Second Vatican Fathers adopted the principle that the use of the mother tongue, whether in the Mass or other parts of the liturgy, frequently may be of advantage to the people. In the following year the Council voted to apply this principle to the Mass, the ritual and the Liturgy of the Hours (cf  Sacrosanctum Concilium, 36, 54, 63a, 76, 78,101).

Extensions of the use of the vernacular followed. But, as if the Council Fathers foresaw the likelihood that Latin might lose more and more ground, they insisted again and again that Latin be maintained.

As already quoted, article 36 of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy began by enacting that "particular law remaining in force, the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin rite". Article 54 required that steps be taken "enabling the faithful to say or sing together in Latin those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass belonging to them". In the celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours "in accordance with the centuries-old tradition of the Latin rite, clerics are to retain the Latin language" (SC, 101).

But even while establishing limits, the Council Fathers anticipated the possibility of a wider use of the vernacular. Article 54 indeed adds: "Wherever a more extended use of the mother tongue within the Mass appears desirable, the regulation laid down in Article 40 of this Constitution is to be observed". Article 40 goes into directives on the role of Bishops' Conferences and of the Apostolic See in such a delicate matter. The vernacular had been introduced. The rest is history. The developments were so fast that many clerics, religious and lay faithful today are not aware that the Second Vatican Council did not simply introduce the vernacular for all parts of the liturgy.

Requests and widenings of the use of the vernacular were not long in coming. At the urgent request of some Bishops' Conferences, Pope Paul VI first allowed the Preface of the Mass to be said in the vernacular (cf Letter of the Cardinal Secretary of State, 27 April 1965), then the entire Canon and the prayers of ordination in 1967. Finally on June 14, 1971, the Congregation for Divine Worship sent notice that Episcopal Conferences could allow the use of the vernacular in all the texts of the Mass, and each Ordinary could give the same permission for the choral or private celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours (on the whole development, see A. G. Martimort: The Dialoque between God and his People, in A. G. Martimort: The Church at Prayer, I, p. 166).

The reasons for the introduction of the mother tongue are not far to seek. It promotes better understanding of what the Church is praying, since "Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful be led to that full, conscious and active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by -the very nature of the liturgy... (and which) is their right by reason of their Baptism" (SC, 14).

At the same time, it is not difficult to envisage how demanding and delicate the work of translation must be. Even more difficult is the question of adaptation and inculturation especially when we think of the sacredness of the sacramental rites, the centuries-old tradition of the Latin Rite, and the close link between faith and worship encapsuled in the old formula: lex orandi lex credendi.

We turn now to the thorny question of translations into the vernacular in the

liturgy.

7. On Translations into the Vernacular

The translation of liturgical texts from the Latin original to the various vernaculars is a very important consideration in the prayer life of the Church. It is a question, not of private prayer, but of the public prayer offered by holy Mother Church, with Christ as the head. The Latin texts have been prepared with great care as to sound doctrine, exact wording "free from all ideological influence and otherwise endowed with those qualities by which the sacred mysteries of salvation and the indefectible faith of the Church are efficaciously transmitted by means of human language to prayer, and worthy worship is offered to God the Most High" (Liturgiam Authenticam, 3). The words used in the sacred liturgy manifest the faith of the Church and are guided by it. The Church, therefore, needs great care in directing, preparing and approving translations, so that not even one unsuitable word will be smuggled into the liturgy by an individual who may have a personal agenda, or who may simply not be aware of the seriousness of the rites.

Translations should, therefore, be faithful to the original Latin text. They should not be free compositions. As Liturgiam Authenticam, the major Holy See document that gives directives on translations, insists: "The translation of the liturgical texts of the Roman Liturgy is not so much a work of creative innovation as it is of rendering the original texts faithfully and accurately into the vernacular language" (n.20).

The genius of the Latin Rite should be respected. The triple repetition is one of its characteristics. Examples are "mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa"; "Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison. Kyrie eleison". "Agnus Dei qui tollis...", three times. A close study of the "Gloria in Excelsis Deo" also shows "triplets". Translations should neither kill nor flatten out such a characteristic.

The Latin liturgy expresses not only facts but also our feelings, our sentiments, for example, in front of God's transcendence, majesty, mercy and boundless love (cf Liturgiam Authenticam, 25). Expressions like "Te igitur, clementissime Pater", "Supplices te rogamus", "Propitius esto", "veneremur cernui", "Omnipotens et misericors Dominus", "nos servi tui", should not be deflated and democratized by some translating iconoclast. Some of these Latin expressions are difficult to translate. The best experts in liturgy, classics, patrology, theology, spirituality, music and literature are needed so that translations beautiful on the lips of holy Mother Church can be worked out. Translations should reflect that reverence, gratitude and adoration before God's transcendent majesty and man's hunger for God which are very clear in the Latin texts. Pope Benedict XVI in his Message to the meeting of the '-Vox Clara" English Committee on 9 November 2005, speaks of translations which "will succeed in transmitting the treasures of the faith and the liturgical tradition in the specific context of a devout and reverent Eucharistic celebration" (in Notitiae, 471-472 (Nov-Dec 2005) p. 557).

Many liturgical texts are steeped in biblical expressions, signs and symbols. They resonate with prayer patterns that date back to the Psalms. The translator cannot afford to ignore this.

A language spoken by millions of people today will undoubtedly have many shades and variations. There is a difference between English used in the Constitution of a country, that spoken by the President of a Republic, the conversational language of dock workers or students and the conversation between parents and children. The manner of expression cannot be expected to be the same in all these situations, although all are using English. What form should liturgical translations adopt? No doubt liturgical vernacular should be intelligible and easy to proclaim and to understand. At the same time it should be dignified, sober, stable and not subject to frequent change. It should not hesitate to use some words not generally in use in every-day conversation, or words that are associated with Catholic faith and worship. Therefore it should say chalice and not just cup, paten and not plate, ciborium and not vessel, priest and not presider, sacred host and not consecrated bread, vestments and not dress. Therefore 'Liturgiam Authenticam says: "While the translation must transmit the perennial treasury of orations by means of language understandable in the cultural context for which it is intended, … it should cause no surprise that such language differs somewhat from ordinary speech" (n. 47).

Intelligibility should not be pushed to mean that every word must be understood by everybody at once. Just look carefully at the Credo. It is a "symbol", a solemn summary statement, on our faith. The Church has had to call some General Councils for an exact articulation of some articles of our faith. Not every Catholic at Mass will immediately understand in full such normal Catholic liturgical formulae as Incarnation, Creation, Passion, Resurrection, Consubstantial with the Father, Proceeding from the Father and the Son, Transubstantiation, Real Presence, Transcendent and omnipotent God. This is not a question of English, or French, or Italian, or Hindi, or Kiswahili.

Translators should not become iconoclasts who destroy and damage as they go along. Everything cannot be explained during the liturgy. The liturgy does not exhaust the

entire life activity of the Church (cf Sacrosanctum Concilium, 9). There is also need for theology, catechetics and preaching. And even when a good catechesis has been

delivered, a mystery of out faith remains a mystery.

Indeed we can say that the most important thing in divine worship is not that we understand every word or concept. No. The most important consideration as that we stand in reverence and awe before God, that we adore, praise and thank him. The sacred, the things of God, are best approached with sandals off.

In prayer, language is primarily for contact with God. No doubt language is also for intelligible communication between us humans. But contact with God has priority. In the mystic, such contact with God approaches and sometimes reaches the ineffable, the mystical silence where language ceases.

There is therefore no surprise if liturgical language differs somewhat from our every-day language. Liturgical language strives to express Christian prayer where the mysteries of Christ are celebrated.

As if putting together these various elements needed in order to produce good liturgical translations, let us quote from the address of Pope John Paul II to American Bishops from California, Nevada and Hawaii during their 1993 ad te^ visit to Rome. He was asking them in translations to guard the full doctrinal integrity and beauty of the original texts-One of your responsibilities in this regard is to make available exact and appropriate translations of the official liturgical books so that, following the required review and confirmation by the Holy See, they may be an instrument and guarantee of a genuine sharing in the mystery of Christ and the Church: lex orandi, lex credendi. The arduous task of translation must guard the full doctrinal integrity and, according to the genius of each language, the beauty of the original texts. When so many people are thirsting for the Living God - whose majesty and mercy are at the heart of liturgical prayer - the Church must respond with a language of praise and worship which fosters respect and gratitude for God's greatness, compassion and power. When the faithful gather to celebrate the work of our Redemption, the language of their prayer - free from doctrinal ambiguity and ideological influence - should foster the dignity and beauty of the celebration itself, while faithfully expressing the Church's faith and unity (in Insegnamenti di Giovanni Paolo II, XVI, 2 (1993) p. 1399-1400).

From the above considerations, it follows that the Church needs to exercise careful authority over liturgical translations. The responsibility for the translation of texts rest on the Bishops' Conference which submits them to the Holy See for the necessary recognitio (cf SC 36; C.I.C. Canon 838; Lit. Authenticam, 80).

It follows that no individual, even a priest or deacon, has authority to change the approved wording in the sacred liturgy. This is also common sense. But sometimes we notice that common sense is not very common. So Redemptionis Sacramentum had to say expressly "The reprobated practice by which priests, deacons of the faithful here and there alter or vary at will the texts of the Sacred Liturgy that they are charged to pronounce, must cease. For in doing thus, they render the celebration of the Sacred Liturgy unstable, and not infrequently distort the authentic meaning of the Liturgy" (Red. Sacramentum, 59; cf also General Instruction on Roman Missal n. 24).

8. What is expected of us?

As we seek to conclude these reflections, we can ask ourselves what is expected of us.

We should do our best to appreciate the language which the Church uses in her liturgy and to join our hearts and voices to them, according as each liturgical rite may indicate. All of us cannot be Latin speakers, but the lay faithful can at least learn the simpler responses in Latin. Priests should give more attention to Latin so that they celebrate Mass in Latin occasionally. In big churches where there are many Masses celebrated on a Sunday or Feast day, why can one of those Masses not be in Latin? In rural parishes a Latin Mass should be possible, say once a month. In international assemblies, Latin becomes even more urgent. It follows that seminaries should discharge carefully their role of preparing and forming priests also in the use of Latin (cf October 2005 Synod of Bishops, Prop. 36). All those responsible for vernacular translations should strive to provide the very best, following the guidance of relevant Church documents, especially Liturgiam Authenticam. Experience shows that it is not superfluous to remark that priests, deacons and all others who proclaim liturgical texts, should read them out with clarity and due reverence. Language is not everything. But it is one of most important elements that need attention for good and faith-filled liturgical celebrations. It is an honour for us to be allowed to become part of the voice of the Church in her public prayer. May the Most Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the Word made flesh whose mysteries we celebrate in the sacred liturgy, obtain for all of us the grace to do our part to join in singing the praises of the Lord both in Latin and in the vernacular. Francis Card. Arinze (Agenzia Fides 20/12/2006; righe 346, parole 4630)
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