ROMAN REFLECTIONS – THE FUNERAL OF A POPE
I arrived in Rome on the eve of the Pope’s funeral, having travelled from Sydney for some 27 hours via Dubai and Milan. I concelebrated Mass in the crypt of the Pontifical Scots College and was so tired that I could not face supper and went to bed.

Next morning I just had time to grab a piece of bread and cheese and a quick cup of coffee before leaving with Cardinal Keith O’Brien and Bishop John Mone for St Peter’s.  We were unaccompanied by members of the College staff and student body, simply because no-one at a distance had much hope of reaching St Peter’s Square, such were the crowds and such the restrictions on transport.

As it was, we had to take a very circuitous route to arrive at the Porta Perugina of the Vatican. The last part of the journey was on a stretch of road kept clear for visiting heads of state, government representatives, Cardinals and other visiting dignitaries.  We learned during the course of the subsequent week how the cardinalatial red turned every traffic light green!

At the side entrance of the basilica, sheep were divided from goats – cardinals this way, bishops that way towards the square, where even two hours before the Mass began vast crowds had gathered including numerous bishops, the number of which can be gauged from the fact that I must have been at least 10 rows from the front, and it was a broad front!

It was a great opportunity to recognise bishop friends and also representatives of other churches whose view of proceedings was somewhat better than our own – but such was the courtesy of the organisers to the many from church and state who had travelled to Rome to represent their people.  I greeted the General Secretary of the World Council of Churches and other well-known members of his staff as well as my CoModerator of the Joint Working Group (the liaison group between the World Council of Churches and the Catholic Church) Bishop Jonas Jonson, Lutheran bishop of Stragnas in Sweden.
Among our own whose company we joined was Bishop Arthur Roche of Leeds. Archbishop Vincent Nichols of Birmingham and Archbishop Peter Smith of Cardiff were present but commentating for television, and by all accounts doing it brilliantly.

As the time for the start of the funeral Mass approached there emerged in turn from the basilica the heads of state, kings and queens and other major dignitaries who were accommodated in seats opposite those of the bishops.  At a distance it was not possible to recognise every delegation but there were some exceptions as the King and Queen of Spain, the King and Queen of Jordan emerged to take their place side by side with one another at the very front of the group with the President of the United States somewhat surprisingly a couple of rows back, and the Prince of Wales rather awkwardly next to President Mugabe of Zimbabwe.  The Prime Minister and his wife managed to avoid that embarrassment. The British Ambassador to the Holy See explained later how the protocol was arranged with all its peculiarities. For some the exchange of a sign of peace became quite challenging!
The Mass commenced on time with the red-robed procession of Cardinals emerging from the central portal of the basilica, reverencing the altar and then taking their seats in a most impressive phalanx of red below the mighty pillars of the basilica’s façade.

Fortunately the sun shone though it was not seen for several days thereafter, as if the heavens too were mourning. However blasts of cold wind occasionally sent skullcaps flying, my own taking flight, and recovered for me by a kindly colleague. Others were less fortunate.

The Mass proceeded with great dignity.  The plainchant of the Requiem flowing, haunting and beautiful over the square.  

The readings given in different languages, illustrating the global reality of the Church, were extraordinarily apt. The Gospel was taken from the final chapter of St John where Jesus said to Peter that when he was a young man he would put on his own belt and go where he wanted, whereas, as an old man someone else would put a belt on him and lead him where he would prefer not to go. (cf John 21, 15-19). The likeness to Pope John Paul was deeply touching, as was the comment of St John, that in these words Jesus predicted how Peter would glorify God by his death. The vast number of people of all races represented in the square and watching on television, gave ample evidence of the truth of this saying. [as applied to this latest successor of Peter]
The epistle contained the following comforting words: “He will give a new form to this lowly body of ours and remake it according to the pattern of his glorified body, by his power subjecting everything to himself.”

This passage was read in English and it concluded with words which must have touched the hearts of many: “For these reasons, my brothers, you whom I so love and long for, you who are my joy and my crown, continue my dear ones, to stand firm in the Lord.”  (St Paul to the Philippians, 3, 20 – 21;  4, 1)
The Dean of the Sacred College of Cardinals, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, gave the beautiful homily leading off with the final words of the Gospel which appeared time and time again during the address: “Seguimi” – “Follow me!”

The Cardinal illustrated how throughout the whole of his life, Pope John Paul II had sought to follow Christ. His following at the end took him virtually to the cross, but now most surely to the resurrection.

Unfamiliar languages were heard in the course of the prayers of the faithful, such as Swahili and Filipino.
A vast number of priests dressed in white albs and red stoles entered the basilica and returned carrying ciboria which eventually they would attempt to distribute throughout the huge crowd, spilling out of the square, down the Via della Conciliazione, and lost from sight in neighbouring streets.

During the Cardinal’s homily, every so often, like the noise of running water or the sea’s tides, ripples of clapping could be heard far into the distance, a clapping which was to many unfamiliar ears a rather extraordinary tribute to the Holy Father at the very end of the Mass when his body was carried from the square. This was only after a series of prolonged liturgical farewells, the first from the Diocese of Rome of which the Pope was Bishop; the second from the Latin Church of which he was Patriarch and the third in Greek, from the representatives of the Oriental Churches, illustrating the universality and catholicity of the Church.

What I found most moving was the slow final procession of Cardinals, the head of the coffin carried by stalwart men who turned it to face the vast crowd, pausing for a few moments before bearing the plain wooden casket into the basilica underneath a large tapestry hanging over the central portal depicting the resurrection of Christ.

The rest of the liturgy was hidden from view as was the actual burial in the crypt of St Peter’s, in the space once occupied by the body of Pope John XXIII, now as Blessed John XXIII reposing under an altar in the basilica itself.

In subsequent days, assiduously the cardinals, including our own Cardinal Keith Patrick O’Brien, made their way to the synod hall, there to familiarise themselves with the procedures and with one another, while the faithful made their way predictably, and in increasing numbers, down below the basilica to pay their respects at the simple tomb of a Pope who has left an indelible mark upon the Church and an assured place in the history of mankind.

May he rest in peace.

