Bishop’s Homily
MASS of THANKSGIVING for POPE BENEDICT XVI
Cathedral of Saint John Gualbert – May 6, 2005


165 years ago today, the Reverend Prince Demetrius A. Gallitzin, our evangelizer, was called forth from his earthly pilgrimage among the people of these Allegheny Mountains. It is to the Holy Spirit acting through this missionary that we owe our beginnings as a Diocesan Church.

It is a little over a month ago that the great spiritual leader of not only our Church but of the world (with whom God blessed us during more than a quarter of a century), Pope John Paul II was called forth from his earthly pilgrimage. We witnessed the powerful response on the part of the world to his life of authentic living – embracing all of humanity while remaining faithful to the teachings of Jesus Christ.

Two and one half weeks have passed since the election of our current Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI to the See of Saint Peter. The fact that the conclave lasted such a short period of time, - along with the fact that he was rumored and was actually elected (not usually the case), - helps to confirm, for me, the action of the Spirit of God in the selection of Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger.

Already, there is a multitude of stories about him that show his humanity, his deep spirituality, and his commitment to the mission of the Church. Soon after being elected pope, he is to have walked to his old apartment several times. Popes simply do not walk the streets of Rome. One of the Bishops with whom I met recently tells of a meeting that he attended, where his notes dropped onto the floor and the then Cardinal Ratzinger quickly came around the table to help pick them up! In this morning’s Altoona Mirror, there are reports of his being able to speak to those of other churches with sensitivity but without compromise as regards the teachings that we hold.

We ought not to miss the significance of the name that he chose by which he wished to be called, - Benedict XVI. Saint Benedict, founder of the Benedictine Order of monks, had the motto of “ora et labora,” – pray and work. It is this essential balance that we forget so often in our lives. While our own effort is important, entrusting it to the Lord Jesus ensures its success within God’s over-all plan. That, certainly, needs to be the modus operandi of any pope.

The prior Pope Benedict (Benedict XV) was pope during the First World War, - between 1914 and 1922. He condemned the atrocities of that war and made arrangements to reunite prisoners-of-war with their families. He proposed a plan for peace. He devoted himself to healing and reconciliation. Hoping for the reunification of the Western and Eastern Churches, he established at least two institutions in Rome to assist in that goal. Within two months of his election, Pope Benedict XV issued his first encyclical letter, which called for a halt in the conflict between the integralist and progressive Catholics (or, between the conservatives and the liberals of his era), - saying that the name “Catholic” needs no qualification. One of the commentaries on the popes states that he “may well have been one of the finest popes in history.”

All of this is not something that would be easily missed by our current Holy Father. His choice of name was deliberate and, I believe, indicative of the direction that he wishes to pursue. Called “the humble genius,” it is the genius of the Holy Spirit that appears to have come through in the elevation of Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger to the papacy. We rejoice and give thanks to the wisdom of the Holy Spirit.

We have mourned the passing of a great pope. He was truly the man in the right place at the right time. We praise God for him and pray that he has been welcomed by the Father as a “good and faithful servant.” At the same time, we continue to celebrate God’s gift of a new and eminently qualified spiritual leader for our time. Times ought not to be compared and, neither, should those called to serve within them.

From the Acts of the Apostles we heard read this evening what the Lord said to the Apostle Paul: “Do not be afraid. Go on speaking and do not be silent, for I am with you.” In the proclamation of the Gospel, we heard Jesus saying to his disciples: “Amen, amen, I say to you, you will weep and mourn, while the world rejoices; you will grieve, but your grief will become joy.” We are witnesses to this in our own time, - in the experience that we as the Church have had in these past several weeks.

The recent smooth and rapid transition of authority from one person to another in the papacy is a powerful testimony to what we are as God’s people, the Church. This was not your regular changeover of political potentates. The world has received a lesson!


In one of his letters (entitled: A defense of Catholic Principles), the Reverend prince Gallitzin writes about the papacy. He refers to it as being the support and cement of the Church’s unity. He quotes a noted non-Catholic theologian as asking: “What is the reason that those among Catholics who differ in opinion still remain in the same body without breaking communion….?” It appears to be a mystery to some. Certainly, it ought not to be a mystery to us, who understand that we are a part of something much larger than our own individual existence within our particular parish faith community or, even, this Diocesan Church. That something is the wider Church that transcends place, time, and persons.

The Reverend Prince Demetrius Gallitzin understood that. The former Pope John Paul II understood that. May our Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, lead us to a better understanding of that. To that end and in the name of this Diocesan Church, I pledge our new Holy Father our prayers, support, and loyalty. Please remember him and the tremendous responsibility to which he has been called in your conversations with the Lord.
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