THE NEXT PAPACY

The death of a Pope and the election of his successor provide the Church with a moment of reflection on its present state and an opportunity for change.  It is also the occasion for recalling what are its strengths, its necessary alignments and perennial commitments.
These may be considered ad intra – relative to its own constitution and history – and ad extra – relative to its role and mission.
With regard to the first, the election of a new Pope is an assertion of the importance of the Apostolic Tradition.  The history of the Church is not a haphazard concatenation of events, but a deliberate building, block by block, of an authorised succession witnessing to a foundational event and its truth; it is the deliberate handing on of a core message which is in part revelation and in part the wisdom born of it.
The Apostolic tradition founded on the faith of the first Apostles and guarded by those in legitimate succession to them is the steel in the Church’s constitution.  Nowhere is this better seen than in the succession of the bishops of Rome.  A second century bishop – St Irenaeus of Lyons – expressed it thus: “On account of its greater principality, Churches worldwide must needs concur with the Church of Rome.”
The constitution of the Catholic Church recognises in the Pope the Petrine ministry first promised and then conferred on the Apostle Peter: “On this rock (petrus) I will build my Church.” (Matt 16,18) 
And later, “Feed my lambs, feed my sheep …” (John 21, 15-17).

In this the Catholic Church finds its stability and acknowledges its (internal) coherence.  It is not open to the Church at large, nor to any section of it to alter its hierarchical structure, its sacramental system or its doctrine, though the latter is capable of organic development.  There is an unfolding, as time passes, of its inherent truth as it interacts with the findings of other sciences or applies its principles to new ethical questions.

It has to avoid the temptation, however, of unduly limiting the quest for truth for fear of controversy or heresy, or so centralising the engagement with culture as to prevent the legitimate development of local expressions of faith, particularly in public and private worship.

There has been such a tendency in recent years on the part of the Roman Curia, particularly, for example, in the area of liturgy and in the dialogue with those of other faiths.  Indeed one of the problems to be addressed in a new pontificate is the relationship of the See of Peter to the local Churches, whether of Latin or oriental rite, which constitute the Catholic Church.

The Roman Curia is intended to be at the service of the Church and its unity; it may need to undergo reform in the workings of some of its dicasteries.
More fundamental, however, is the way in which the Bishop of Rome, as head of the College of Bishops, seeks the collaboration of his colleagues in the governance of the Universal Church.  In this respect, the implementation of the Second Vatican Council’s ecclesiology, must still be on the new Pope’s agenda.
Also ad intra is the relationship of the Catholic Church to other Christian Churches, most notably the Orthodox Churches, since they stem equally and directly from the Apostles and maintain the Apostolic Tradition.  

Pope John Paul’s famous request that they assist him in determining the future shape of the papacy in the service of the universal Church, has opened a debate that must continue.  This debate will certainly be informed by the style of the recent pontificate and the way in which the Pope was universally respected.

The relationship of the Catholic Church with the Churches of the 16th century reform – generally referred to as the Protestant  Churches – is bound to become more vigorous as issues connected with the Apostolic tradition – both with regard to faith and moral practice arise.

We have already seen the beginnings of this tension in the relationship of the Catholic Church with the Churches of the Anglican Communion with respect to the ordination of women and the acknowledgement of homosexual partnerships in society, whether ecclesial or civil.  Decisions of the Anglican Church have been described as unfortunately presenting obstacles to a developing rapprochement between the Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion.

The falling away of attendance at the worship of all the major churches presents a problem common to all and challenges all equally with the task of reversing the secularization of society and the desacralizatoin of worship.  The crowds who journeyed to Rome or went there via TV screens, give the lie to the suggestion that the religious sense has been extinguished in all but a few. The leadership of a new Pope is going to be critical in this regard; it is a pressing ecumenical task.  
It is one matched by the need for clear guidance in our Christian relationships with other world faiths, not least Islam or the communities whose representative presence at Pope John Paul’s funeral offered the hope of future engagement together in the building of global human solidarity and world peace.
It is the mention of human solidarity and world peace which takes the Church from matters ad intra to those ad extra.  

The Popes of the last 100 years, from Leo XIII in the latter part of the 19th century, have developed a rich social doctrine based on gospel values. The impact of that teaching on civil governance, though not always recognised or acknowledged, has been very considerable.  The influence of Pope John Paul on the fall of communism and the growth of the European community of nations is beginning to be more widely acknowledged, as is the role of the Catholic Church itself in the promotion of a world order based on justice and peace.

A preferential option for the poor and the absolving of the poorest nations of their debt liabilities have in recent years become central to the teaching and practice of the Church whether in South America, Africa or areas of the Indian sub-continent.  A new Pope will need to sustain this programme by means of his words and actions.

Fundamental to the Church’s universal mission, and therefore the Pope’s leadership is the Christianising or humanising of the social order.  Christianising is the term to be used where the Catholic Church and its partners in the ecumenical movement are the dominant religions in society.  Humanising is the word to be employed where the partnership necessarily involves those of other faiths and none.  It is a word, however, that requires qualification since the humanism of which we speak must embrace the spiritual as well as the mere material aspirations of society and humankind, and seek to achieve what successive Popes have called the “Civilta’ d’amore” – the civilisation of love, a new world order based on love; a genuine sharing of this world’s material and cultural goods.  It is a demanding task which requires heroic leadership.

Within this broad agenda which comes to light as the Church, at a moment of loss, reflects on her inheritance, there is an indefinite number of more particular but equally important and pressing issues to address.  
These include the need to increase the number of priests and religious at the service of the Church in the west; the question of the admission of married men to priesthood will continue to be asked; as also the nature of the training and proper formation of both clergy and faithful for today’s evangelisation. The role of women in the Church is also an issue which will need addressing.

There is a need to reverse the alienation of the young and the not-so-young from the institutional Church.

There are liturgical questions to address and consideration to be given to the role of the new movements in the life of the Church and their integration within the normal structures of parishes and dioceses.

The teaching and attitude of a new Pope to such questions will be critical to their addressing.

It will, however, be his holiness as a man and the credibility of his spiritual guidance which will release new energies within the Church for the collaborative action of all God’s people in the discharge of their Dominical command: “Go and make disciples of all nations.”
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