MASS TO MARK THE ELECTION OF POPE BENEDICT XVI

My dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

Habemus papam! - We have a Pope. With these traditional words the protodeacon of the College of Cardinals announced to a vast crowd in St Peter’s Square, late on Tuesday afternoon, that Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger had been elected by his fellow Cardinals as successor to Pope John Paul II.

The swiftness of the election suggests unanimity among the Cardinals. Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit they judged that no-one was better qualified to expand the rich legacy of faith left by Pope John Paul than the Cardinal who had been both his friend and close advisor during his long pontificate. On your behalf I have already sent warmest congratulations to Pope Benedict XVI “with sentiments of filial devotion”.

Inevitably there will be some both inside and outside the Catholic Church who will be expressing disappointment that their expectations of a different outcome were not realised.  Also, predictably, there will be those in society at large who, having little sympathy for the doctrinal firmness of the Catholic Church will take the opportunity to criticise it for not succumbing to their liberal demands.

The Church has two major concerns.  To remain faithful to the Gospel of Christ as handed down from the apostles, and to provide pastoral care for the faithful.  

The keywords, then, are fidelity and compassion.

True compassion is manifested by the Church in her pastoral care for all, irrespective of human shortcomings. St Peter tells us that Jesus bore our faults “in His own body on the cross, so that we might die to our faults and live for holiness.” (1 Peter, 2, 24).
Holiness is the universal mission of the Church. It is the universal vocation of Christians. Each of us is called to holiness. Each has his or her task in its fostering.  

The only message worthy of the dignity of man and woman, is the call to perfection, a perfection in which our fullest happiness is realised: “Then we shall not be children any longer,” says St Paul, “or tossed one way or another, carried along by every wind of doctrine, at the mercy of all the tricks men play and their cleverness in practising deceit.” (Eph 4, 14)
We are all clever in deceiving ourselves. It is the truth that sets us free from self deception: “If we live by the truth and in love we shall grow in all ways into Christ, who is the head by whom the whole body is fitted and joined together, every joint adding its own strength, for each separate part to work according to its function.” (ibid v15)
The unique function of the Pope is to preside as Bishop of Rome over the universal community of love, as described by St Ignatius of Antioch (cf Magn. 6,1);  “so the body grows until it has built itself up in love.” (Ephesians 4, 16).
At every Mass we pray for the Pope, as much a sign of our loving communion with him as an expression of our concern for his well-being.  This weekend, particularly, we need to pray for him.

A few days after I was ordained priest, Pope John XXIII was elected Pope to succeed Pius XII.  I was in the crowd in St Peter’s Square when the announcement of his election was made.  A woman next to me said: “But he is old …”  None of us then anticipated the impact that Blessed Pope John XXIII would have on the Church.

But I have another recollection, and that was, as a new priest, saying Mass at the tomb of St Peter in the crypt of the Basilica. Above me Pope John XXIII celebrated Mass at the Papal altar for a small group of people who had come in from the Castelli Romani – the hill towns to the south west of Rome where the Pope has his summer residence.  I could hear through the grating above my head, the voice of Peter’s successor, as I offered Mass at Peter’s tomb.  But I could also hear the voice of the one who read the Gospel. It was a passage which describes how Jesus came walking over the waves, as the Apostles toiled to make land, “beaten by the waves; for the wind was against them.” (Matt 14, 24). 

Jesus said to them: “Take heart, It is I. Have no fear.” (ibid 27)
You will recall what happened next: “Peter answered Him, ‘Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the water.’  Jesus said: ‘Come.’  So Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water and came to Jesus; when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord save me’.  Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him saying to him: ‘O man of little faith, why did you doubt?’” (ibid 28-31).
Perhaps it is we who have little faith. But those words of Jesus, then and now, continue to inspire me, as no doubt they do Pope Benedict. The image of Jesus stretching out His hand, and holding Peter up, is the image which we Catholics have of the support which Christ gives to His vicar on earth, and which is assured in His promise to Peter: “I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail; and when you have turned again, strengthen your brethren.” (Luke 22: 32)
The new Pope is a man who, from his youth, has heard the call of Christ, and, knowing how the Lord has sustained him over many years as a priest and bishop, has accepted the renewed call to follow Him.  Where he goes, let us follow with confidence.

My dear brothers and sisters, I have heard, even when abroad attending the Holy Father’s funeral, of the way in which you responded to the call for prayer for our late Holy Father. I am full of admiration for your devotion. I believe this Archdiocese deserves the name once given to it by a Pope: Special Daughter of the Roman Church, and I have every confidence that it will be with the same sentiments that you greet our new Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI.
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