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LESSONS FROM POPE BENEDICT’S RESIGNATION

“What are you telling me?  Please, don’t joke about something so very serious!”  

That was my first spontaneous reaction when a friend told me that Pope Benedict XVI was resigning as head of the Catholic Church.  It couldn‘t be true, it just wouldn’t happen!  Popes don’t resign!  

Well, it turned out to be true, and I – and many millions of others – were surprised, shocked and puzzled.  In the days that followed, we all learned that we were in the midst of history in the making.  And possibly what Benedict has done by his resigning from office might be one of the most important things he has done during all his eight years as Pope.  

Yes, at a structural level of what our Catholic church is, this action of Benedict surely is significant.  It teaches us that the office of Pope, the leader in our church, is larger than just the person who holds that office.  History certainly shows that very clearly.  Good or bad, wise or foolish, kind or stern, the individual who is the successor of St. Peter the Apostle is only the office-holder, the one who for a period of time occupies the leadership position.

What Pope Benedict’s action has done is to remind us of this structural fact, so that we Catholics place our faith and hope in God’s plans and not in human qualities and activities.  

PERSONAL QUALITIES

But I think we can also learn something very important at a personal level from this surprise move of Benedict.  By that I mean that we can learn some qualities that he has demonstrated that can help each of us live our Christian lives more authentically.  At least I’ve been personally tested by his surprise decision. 

Let me suggest some of these qualities that have challenged me when I’ve been reflecting on the meaning of this historic action.

First, Benedict has shown a very strong sense of honesty in his decision to resign as leader of the worldwide Catholic Church.  He has looked at his current physical condition in a straightforward fashion and evaluated in a truthful way his capability to be an effective leader of the Church at this very challenging time.  People who have been close to the Pope in recent months have commented how tired he would often look and how even his speech pattern was slowing down.   Benedict recognised this, knew his strengths and weaknesses better than anyone else, and evaluated honestly his personal abilities to be effective leader.

Second, the wisdom of Benedict was demonstrated in his decision.  He better than anyone else knew the spiritual, intellectual, emotional and physical demands that fell upon the person holding the papal office at this time.  He understood the trials facing the Church from various movements within the body of the Church and the various challenges from outside – e.g., rise of secularism, loss of youth, growing influence of Islam.  His intelligent grasp of the situations, with the sharpness of an astute theologian, told him that a new face, a fresh figure, a stronger personality was what the Church greatly needed in the days ahead.  Wisdom dictated resignation.

Third -- and this personal trait was so important to be combined with the honesty and wisdom -- Benedict showed a refreshing and restorative sense of humility.  He did not think first of himself and what people would think of him by this astounding act of resignation.  He thought first of the Church, not simply the institutional Church but the Church as the People of God.  He sensed what would be required of him to continue to be the Church’s leader in the days ahead and was ready to humbly acknowledge that he no longer had the physical and emotional strength to be that leader.  

Fourth, resignation took courage.  At least that’s what it would take for me if I were in his position!  Courage to face criticisms – voiced out loud or not -- from those around him who had their own personal reasons for wishing he would continue in office.  Courage to face a future of considerable uncertainty, no matter how “nice” might be the arrangements within the Vatican walls.  Yes, I think Benedict demonstrated an admirable personal trait of bravery that a true leader certainly requires.

Fifth, trust showed forth in the Pope’s decision.  A trust in God’s providential care for the Church he had been chosen to lead and now was himself choosing to give up that leadership.  This is something that is very refreshing because it is very empowering in our Church today.  To believe that the Church will be alive and well despite all the difficulties, scandals, rumours, etc., it currently is experiencing shows a belief and confidence in God’s promises that is surely needed today.  In his resignation, Benedict’s trust is not only an expression for himself but for all of us.

So, these seem to me to be the personal qualities that I am presuming to say that Pope Benedict demonstrated in his surprising announcement of impending resignation: honesty, wisdom, humility, courage and trust.  Readers of this article may think of other qualities and may agree or disagree with my list.  

SOME QUESTIONS

Now for me, I am prodded to reflect on two questions arising from Benedict’s example.  First, will his example influence the present ecclesial structure in ways that would make our Church today more believable, more evangelical, more effective?  Second, in my own life how do I demonstrate such qualities in my personal arrangements, activities and hopes and dreams? 

The need to answer questions like these seems to me to be some of the positive teaching elements in this historic ecclesial moment we are passing through.  

And are there agenda for the new Pope to be attentive to early in his service to the universal church?  What relevance does that have for our Catholic church here in Malawi?  Surely a major point to emphasise will be to repeat Benedict’s commitment to implement the Second Vatican Council.  Remember that Benedict called the Year of Faith especially to commemorate the 50th Anniversary of the opening of the Council.  Another point will be to continue the strong exposition of the church’s social teaching (CST) that marked Benedict’s teaching efforts.  We might expect the unfinished version of his third social encyclical to be picked up and promulgated by the new Pope.  

And surely there is hope that the cries of many good Catholics -- young and old, active and inactive --  will be heard to address in a very pastoral fashion some controversial issues about moral teachings, roles of women and the new liturgical prayers.  



CONCERN FOR AFRICA

One other thing that I find helpful at this moment of transition is to recall Pope Benedict’s special relationship to Africa.  I say “special relationship” because he presided over the Second African Synod in October 2009 and then published the post-synodal exhortation Africae Munus (“The Commitment of Africa”) in November 2011.  His extraordinary hope for Africa was manifested in his remarks at the close of the Synod, when he referred to the continent as “one of the spiritual lungs of humanity,” so refreshing for the entire world.  (I had the chance to be part of the AMECEA advisory group for the Synod and I know how greatly cheered we were by Benedict’s challenging remark.)  

In Africae Munus, the Pope addresses the theme of the Second African Synod: “The Church in Africa in Service of Reconciliation, Justice and Peace.”  While being very hopeful, he is also very realistic, acknowledging “the various socio-political, ethnic, economic or ecological situations that Africans face daily and that cannot be ignored.”  

But he shows his profound respect and optimism when he states boldly: “I pay tribute to Africans and to all the Christians of that continent who face these situations with courage and dignity. Rightly, they want this dignity to be recognised and respected. I can assure them that the Church loves and respects Africa.” (AM #4)

NEW POPE?

So as we move gratefully through the transition of Pope Benedict XVI to be the “Bishop Emeritus of Rome,” and move prayerfully toward the Conclave that will elect his successor, the questions obviously being raised are: who will be the next Pope?  And where might he come from?

My only comment on these pertinent questions would be to describe to you a cartoon that a friend sent to me after learning of Benedict’s resignation.  Three cardinals, clearly of different continental backgrounds, were discussing where the new Pope might come from.  In this cartoon, a cardinal with a Brazilian look says, “Maybe one from Latin America!”  Another with a Ghanaian look says, “Maybe one from Africa!” A third with a Philippine look says, “Maybe one from Asia!”  Standing nearby is a young nun in full religious garb who says, “Maybe one from the 21st Century!”

Whoever he is, and wherever he comes from, I pray that he manifests the personal virtues that Pope Benedict XVI did in his resignation and that this will shape the Church of the 21st Century here in Malawi and worldwide.
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