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    Presentation


    1. Context


    In 2015 the Catholic Church is celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second Vatican Council, a council that was a landmark in the two thousand years of the Church’s history. At the end of the Council, inspired by what was being done and said in the Council hall, some forty bishops from various countries of the world met in the Catacombs of Domitilla to sign what is today known as The Pact of the Catacombs, a text and programme that sets out the mission of the poor in the Church.


    With this Pact the bishops committed themselves to walk with the poor and be not only a Church for the poor, but also of the poor, since it is the poor who embody and carry out the Gospel’s highest mission. To achieve this end the bishops decided to adopt a simple style of life, characteristic of the poor, renouncing not only the symbols of power, but all outward power, as a way of recovering, with the help of the Triune God and the Spirit of Christ, the original missionary impulse of the Church for the contemporary world (it was 1965), marked by the harsh economic struggle and general oppression of the poor.


    The spirit of the Pact of the Catacombs has guided some of the best Christian initiatives of the last fifty years, not only in Latin America, where it had particular impact, but throughout the Catholic Church, so that its witness (its inspiration and its text) have become one of the most influential and important signs of twentieth-­century Catholicism. This Pact remains as important today as when it was signed, and we can and must receive and promote it with more force than at the time of the Council, even though not all of us Christians (indivi­duals and communities), have welcomed it with the same enthusiasm.


    It is therefore good to use this date (its fiftieth anniversary) to celebrate it. This is what Pope Francis feels: through his words and his example of life he has once more placed the option for the poor at the centre of the Church’s life and teaching, overriding whatever vacillations may have existed on the subject. In the same spirit we may assert that, following the spirit of Vatican II and the message of Pope Francis, the Pact of the Catacombs of Domitilla can and must be an inspiration and a guide for the whole Church.


    This feeling has in a special way inspired the Divine Word Missionaries, who not only are the custodians of the Catacombs of Domitilla, where this Pact was signed, but also wish to promote a Christian mission carried out from the position of the poor and with them. In this sense, without abandoning the “mission to the nations”, i.e. to peoples who are not yet Christians, we have to take up in a special, privileged way, the “mission to the poor” with Jesus himself, who came to evangelise the poor (cf. Lk 4:18-19; Mt 11:3), as this Pact emphasised.


    To act on this decision, on the fiftieth anniversary of this document and of the end of Vatican II, we have brought together in this book not only the text of the Pact and the names of those who signed it, but also some important studies that help to explain it, place it in its past history, and also suggest its relevance for today and for the future. We want this Pact to continue to provide a message of encouragement for the whole Church, not only for the bishops, who were and are primarily responsible for the “mission to the poor”, but also for all Christians committed to the work of the Gospel; we are thinking particularly of women and men religious so that there can be an updating of the structures of consecrated life and its way of serving the poor from its union with Christ, as has been emphasised in this year, 2015, devoted to it.


    This book seeks to make known and has adopted the gift and the task of the Pact of the Catacombs, its content and its implications for the life of the Church. That is why we wanted to study it from various points of view – its biblical and ecclesiological foundations, the option for the poor, the Church’s commitment and evangelisation in terms of today’s world, fifty years after Vatican II – to contextualise and give force to its message. We have done this with three principal aims:


    1. To understand and adopt more firmly the spirit of Vatican II and the Church commitments made by the bishops in the Pact of the Catacombs;


    2. To renew the commitment made by the whole Church to transform human life and build a world based on solidarity and justice, starting from the Gospel of the poor;


    3. To endorse with the “fathers” of the 1965 Pact the invitation that Pope Francis keeps giving us in 2015 to be a Church of the poor that evangelises and serves human beings out of its own poverty.


    The Pact of the Catacombs was intended as the specific text and commitment of a limited number of bishops (forty), who signed it in their own names, in the context of the Council, but not in the rich Vatican basilica, but in the poor catacomb of Domitilla, in a place that keeps alive the tradition of the Church of the persecuted and excluded in ancient Rome. But these bishops were representative of many other Council fathers, perhaps around 700, most notably Cardinal Giacomo Lercaro of Bologna, remembered for his commitment to the service of the poor in the Church. In this context it is also appropriate to remember the groups of “poor Christians”, many linked to the me­mory of Charles de Foucauld and the Little Brothers of Jesus, who did so much in the context of the Council to highlight the memory of the Christ of the poor. This memory allows us to interpret the Pact in a perspective that is not just that of bishops, but also of history and theology, open to all the areas of Christian life and mission.


    2. The text


    Pact of the Catacombs


   (Catacombs of Domitilla, 16 November 1965)


    On 16 November 1965, a few days before the end of the Council, around forty Council fathers celebrated the Eucharist in the Catacombs of Domitilla. They prayed “to be faithful to the spirit of Jesus” and at the end of the celebration they signed what they called The Pact of the Catacombs. The “Pact” is an invitation to their “brothers in the episcopate” to live a “life of poverty” and to be a Church “of service and poverty”, as John XXIII had wanted. The signatories - who included many Latin Americans, notably Brazilians, who were later joined by others - committed themselves to live in poverty, to reject all symbols or privileges of power, and to place the poor at the centre of their pastoral ministry.


    We, bishops, gathered at the Second Vatican Council, conscious of the inadequacies of our life of poverty in terms of the Gospel, motivated by each other in an initia­tive in which each of us has avoided standing out or taking leadership, united with all our brothers in the episcopate, relying above all on the grace and strength of our Lord Jesus Christ, on the prayers of the faithful and priests of our respective dioceses, placing ourselves in thought and prayer before the Trinity, before the Church of Christ and before the priests and faithful of our dioceses, with humility and awareness of our weakness, but also with all the determination and all the strength that God wills to give us as his grace, make the following commitments:


    1. We shall seek to live in the ordinary way of the people around us as regards accommodation, food, transport and everything that follows from this. Cf. Mt 5:3; 6:33f; 8:20.


    2. We renounce forever the appearance and the reality of wealth, especially in dress (rich vestments, striking co­lours) and in symbols made of precious metals (these signs must certainly be evangelical). Cf. Mk 6:9; Mt 10:9f; Acts 3:6 (“No gold or silver”).


    3. We shall not possess property or buildings, nor shall we have banks accounts, etc., in our own names, and if it is necessary to possess anything, we shall place it all in the name of the diocese or of social or charitable institutions. Cf. Mt 6:19-21; Lk 12:33f.


    4. As far as possible, we shall entrust the financial and material management of our dioceses to a committee of laypeople who are competent and conscious of their apos­tolic role, in order to be less administrators and more pastors and apostles. Cf. Mt 10:8; Acts 6:1-7.


    5. We reject being addressed either verbally or in writing by names and titles that express greatness and power (‘Eminence’, ‘Excellency’, ‘My Lord’…). We prefer to be called by the Gospel title of ‘Father’. Cf. Mt 20:25-28; 23:6-11; Jn 13:12-15.


    6. In our behaviour and our social relations we shall avoid anything that might appear to grant privileges or priority or to show preference for the rich or powerful (for example in giving or attending banquets or having distinctions in religious services). Cf. Lk 13:12-14; 1 Cor 9:14-19.


    7. Similarly we shall avoid encouraging or flattering the vanity of anyone, in repaying or asking for help, or for any other reason. We shall invite our faithful to consider their donations as a normal part of worship, the apostolate and social action. Cf. Mt 6:2-4; Lk 15:9-13; 2 Cor 12:4.


    8. We shall give all that is required of our time, thought, heart, resources, etc. to the apostolic and pastoral service of people and groups that are workers and economically weak and underdeveloped, without letting this prejudice other people and groups in the diocese. We shall support the laity, religious, deacons and priests whom the Lord calls to evangelise the poor and the workers by sharing their lives and work. Cf. Lk 4:18f; Mk 6:4; Mt 11:4f; Acts 18:3f; 20:33-35; 1 Cor 4:12; 9:1-27.


    9. Conscious of the demands of justice and charity, and of the relationship between the two, we shall seek to transform charitable institutions into social programmes based on charity and justice directed to all, as a humble service to the relevant public bodies. Cf. Mt 25:31-46; Lk 13:12-14; 33f.


    10. We shall do everything possible to ensure that the leaders of our governments and public services adopt and put into practice the laws, structures and social institutions that are necessary for justice, equality and the harmonious and complete development of the whole human being and of all human beings and thereby for the coming of a new social order worthy of human children and children of God. Cf. Acts 2:44f; 4:32-35; 5:4; 2 Cor 8-9; 1 Tim 5:16.


    11. Since the collegiality of bishops finds its fullest Gospel realisation in common service to the majorities in physical, cultural and moral poverty – two-thirds of humanity – we commit ourselves:


    * to share, according to our possibilities, in the urgent programmes of the bishops of the poor nations;


    * to ask jointly, in international bodies, always giving witness to the Gospel, as Pope Paul VI did at the United Nations, for the adoption of economic and cultural structures that do not produce poor nations in an increasingly rich world, but enable the poor majorities to escape from their poverty.


    12. We commit ourselves to share our lives in pastoral charity with our sisters and brothers in Christ, priests, religious and laity, so that our ministry becomes a true service. Therefore


    * we shall make every effort to make a “revision of life” with them;


    * we shall look for collaborators so that we may be more like animators in the spirit of the Gospel than bosses on a worldly model;


    * we shall seek to make ourselves present and welcoming as far as is humanly possible;


    * we shall be open to all, whatever their religion. Cf. Mk 8:34f; Acts 6:1-7; 1 Tim 3:8-10.


    13. When we return to our dioceses we shall inform the people of our dioceses of these resolutions, asking them to help us with their understanding, their collaboration and their prayers.


    May God help us to be faithful.


    
3. Signatories1



    There is no official list of the 39 bishops present at the celebration of mass in the Catacombs of Domitilla on 16 November 1965 when the Pact of the Catacombs was signed. They wanted to have a discreet celebration far from the press, with a few bishops (originally it was presumed that there would be only about 20) to prevent their act of simplicity and commitment being interpreted as a ‘lesson’ to the other bishops. As a result the first report of the celebration appeared in a note by Henri Fesquet in the French newspaper Le Monde over three weeks later, as the Council ended on 8 December 1965, under the title “Un groupe d’évêques anonymes s’engage à donner le témoignage extérieur d’une vie de stricte pauvreté” (“An anonymous group of bishops commit to giving outward witness of a life of strict poverty”); cf. Henri Fesquet, Journal du Concile, Forcalquier, París 1966, pp. 1110-13). The report did not mention names, but in the papers of Mgr Charles Marie Himmer, bishop of Tournai, Belgium, who presided at the celebration in the morning and gave the homily, a list of the participants was found.


    Brazil


    Dom Antônio Fragoso (Crateús-Ceará)


    Dom Francisco Mesquita Filho Austregésilo (Afogados da Ingazeira, Pernambuco)


    Dom João Batista da Mota e Albuquerque, archbishop of Vitória, Espírito Santo


    P. Luiz Gonzaga Fernandes, who was to be consecrated auxiliary bishop of Vitória


    Dom Jorge Marcos de Oliveira (Santo André-São Paulo)


    Dom Hélder Câmara, archbishop of Recife


    Dom Henrique Golland Trindade, OFM, archbishop of Botucatu, São Paulo


    Dom José Maria Pires, archbishop of Paraíba, Paraíba.


    Colombia


    Mgr Tulio Botero Salazar, arcbishop of Medellín


    Mgr Antonio Medina Medina, auxiliary bishop of Medellín


    Mgr Aníbal Muñoz Duque, bishop of Nueva Pamplona


    Mgr Raúl Zambrano, bishop of Facatativá


    Mgr Angelo Cuniberti, Vicar Apostolic of Florencia


    Argentina


    Mgr Alberto Devoto, of the diocese of Goya


    Mgr Vicente Faustino Zazpe, of the diocese of Rafaela


    Mgr Juan José Iriarte of Reconquista,


    Mgr Enrique Angelelli, auxiliary bishop of Córdoba


    Other Latin American countries


    Mgr Alfredo Viola, bishop of Salto (Uruguay)


    Mgr Marcelo Mendiharat, auxliary bishop of Salto (Uruguay)


    Mgr Manuel Larraín, bishop of Talca (Chile)


    Mgr Gregorio McGrath Marcos, bishop of Santiago de Veraguas, Panama


    Mgr Leonidas Proaño, bishop of Riobamba, Ecuador


    France


    Mons Guy Marie Riobé, bishop of Orleans


    Mons Gérard Huyghe, bishop of Arras


    Mgr Adrien Gand, auxiliary bishop of Lille


    Other European countries


    Mgr Charles Marie Himmer, bishop of Tournai, Belgium


    Mgr Rafael González Moralejo, auxiliary bishop of Valencia, Spain


    Mgr Julius Angerhausen, auxiliary bishop of Essen, Germany


    Mgr Luigi Bettazzi, auxiliary bishop of Bologna


    Africa


    Mgr Bernard Yago, archbishop of Abidjan, Ivory Coast


    Mgr José Blomjous, bishop of Mwanza, Tanzania


    Mgr Georges Mercier, bishop of Laghouat in the Sahara, Africa


    Asia and North America


    Mgr Hakim, Melchite bishop of Nazareth


    Mgr Haddad, Melchite bishop, auxiliary bishop of Beirut, Lebanon


    Mgr Gérard Marie Coderre, bishop of Saint Jean de Québec, Canada


    Mgr Charles Joseph van Melckebeke, Belgian-born, bishop of Ningxia, China


    Translated by Francis McDonagh


    
      
        1 Source: Rev. José Óscar BEOZZO, 29.06.2009: http://nucleodememoria.vrac.puc-rio.br/site/dhc/textos/beozzocatacumbas.pdf.

      

    

  


  
    Introduction


    HEINZ KULÜKE



    Some years ago I got an invitation to give a talk to a group of missionary sisters in Cebu, in the Philippines, about our social and pastoral work. This invitation I kindly declined. Instead I invited the sisters to come and visit our project areas, to meet and learn from the poor we were journeying with at that time and thus to simply see for themselves. We began with a visit to the garbage dumping sites and then in later months met with people in the streets and red light districts.


    Initially the extremely poor living and working conditions, the dirt and the smell, the numerous women and children suffering that touched the sisters’ hearts. But right from the beginning the sisters also experienced the honest friendliness, the trust, sympathy, simplicity, hospitality, care, warm welcome and basic joy of the poor so generously shared with their visitors.


    The first encounter with the people in the garbage pit left a lasting impression on the sisters, something a talk never could have achieved. The sisters started coming back every weekend. More and more sisters came. Also the older sisters joined “the new outreach” as they called their Saturday afternoon activity. They had heard from the younger sisters and wanted to see for themselves. Not much time passed and the sisters brought friends along. The sisters’ friends too wanted to see for themselves. The sisters discovered a place where they could not only give and share but also a place where they could learn. Till today the sisters are with those at the margins.


    The “unplanned effects” of that episode are nume­rous: The sisters’ number of friends has increased ... The poor have become an essential part of the sisters’ daily conversations, their concerns, their planning, their formation programs, their faith, their liturgy and their prayers. Furthermore, the poor have brought us – Divine Word Missionaries, Missionaries Servant Sisters of the Holy Spirit, and lay mission partners – together anew in a life giving and working relationship. Now we have something to talk about when we meet, not merely about ourselves. We identify problems together, look for solutions together, plan, implement and evaluate our projects together. The good example of the sisters has inspired and still inspires many of us and our lay mission partners. The encounter with those at the margins has become a ge­nuine blessing. Where God has found his home religious also can find a new home and new meaning.


    I recall this experience as we are celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Pact of the Catacombs, a commitment signed by a group of bishops to be closer to the poor. Several initiatives have been organized to celebrate the Pact of the Catacombs and among them the publication of this book. This occurs in the context of two important events in the Church: the 50th anniversary of the closing of Council Vatican II, and the celebrating of the Year of Consecrated Life.


    The Vatican II was a milestone in the recent history of the Catholic Church. The Council offered orientation and guidelines to renew the Church; to make it closer to the lives of the people and attentive to the challenges of the world; it proposed a renovation of Christian life ins­pired by the Gospel. Moved by what was going on and what was said during the Council, already towards its end 40 bishops from all over the world signed a pact in the Catacombs of Domitilla known as the Pact of the Catacombs. With this gesture, the bishops promised to journey with the poor and to be a poor Church that serves the poor by living a simple life style and withdrawing symbols of power.


    In convoking the Year of Consecrated Life, Pope Francis wanted to propose again to the Church as a whole the beauty and value of this special form of discipleship of Christ. He renewed the call to wake up the world and to illuminate it with our prophetic and countercultural witness. In the letter written for this occasion, Pope Francis writes: “I am counting on you ‘to wake up the world’, since the distinctive sign of consecrated life is prophecy. [...] Prophets know God and they know the men and women who are their brothers and sisters. They are able to discern and denounce the evil of sin and injustice. Because they are free, they are beholden to no one but God, and they have no interest other than God. Prophets tend to be on the side of the poor and the po­werless, for they know that God himself is on their side”1. Celebrating the Pact of the Catacombs is a way to renew the commitment of religious women and men to the prophetic dimension of their mission and vocation. In line with the spirit of Vatican II this can be very inspiring for the whole Church today.


    The Pact of the Catacombs brings us in contact with the essentials of our faith, the simplicity of the Gospel. It is true that it remained unknown to the wider Church for many years, as only a small minority of Christians kept its memory alive. Fortunately, recently it has been made known. The Pact is like a hidden gem that sees the light of day. But, unlike the treasures of archeological research, the nature of the Pact is not to be preserved in a museum to be admired by lovers of ancient artifacts. As I read the Pact of the Catacombs some questions come to my mind: What are we going to do with this rediscovered treasure? Bury it again or, on the contrary, make it profitable? (cf. Lk 19,11-26). How relevant can the Pact be for the future, a pact that has been in existence for some 50 years already, a pact that probably did not have the impact that it wanted and envisioned to have? Have the times changed for a bigger impact of the pact?


    Besides making the Pact known to the wider public, the publication of this book is a contribution to revive the spirit of Vatican II, renewing the commitment of the whole Church for the transformation of the world, reinforcing the invitation of Pope Francis for a poor Church that serves the poor, and contextualizing the Pact’s message for the Church of today. As we celebrate the 50 years of the Pact, we need to make it flourish into new projects, new avenues of life and brotherhood, in lives committed to serving the poor, in policies that bring about justice and peace. I think that we could also develop what was not explicitly stated in the Pact when it was signed, due to its historical context, but what can easily be foreseen, for ­example, the role of women in the Church and in society, the harmony with creation, environmental protection, prophecy as an alternative attitude, critique of consumerism, the fight against corruption etc.


    The Catacombs of Domitilla belong to the Holy See but, in 2009, they were entrusted to the care of the Society of the Divine Word. The fact that we are in charge of running these particular catacombs has become for us an opportunity to strengthen our commitment as missiona­ries at the service of the Kingdom of God. The vision and the ideas highlighted in the Pact are very much in line with the vision and the mission of our Society. Following our last General Chapter (2012) we adopted the motto: missio inter gentes – putting the last first. Thousands of pilgrims and tourists visit this sacred place every year. Being the caretakers of the Catacombs of Domitilla, offers an opportunity to make known the Pact and to commit ourselves anew to the missionary vision of our Society.


    Pope Francis reminds us in Evangelii Gaudium that both Christian preaching and life “are meant to have an impact on society” (EG 180). Furthermore, every community “is called to be an instrument of God for the li­beration and promotion of the poor, and for enabling them to be fully a part of society. This demands that we be docile and attentive to the cry of the poor and to come to their aid” (EG 187). Pope Francis also writes that he wants “a Church which is poor and for the poor” (EG 198). The bishops who 50 years ago signed the Pact of the Catacombs had the same dream and thought for it. Let us be inspired by their commitment and their prophetic words, and let us try to give up our lives at the service of those who are more vulnerable and marginalized.


    
      
        1 Pope FRANCIS, To All Consecrated People on the Occasion of the Year of Consecrated Life (2014).
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    Church of the poor


    LUIGI BETTAZZI



    1. The Church of the poor at the Council: the beginnings


    “The Church is presenting itself as it is and wants to be, as the Church of all and particularly the Church of the poor.” The remark, uttered by John XXIII on 11 September 1962 (a month before the opening of the Second Vatican Council), went unnoticed by public opinion, but had been illustrated by that same pope in the light of the great encyclical Mater et Magistra, as a “rigorous affirmation, the duty of every human being, the pressing duty of every Christian...to measure superfluity by the standard of the needs of others and to take great care that created things are placed at the disposal of all. This is called spreading the sense of society and community that is inherent in genuine Christianity.” This remark about the expectations of the world, of the most needy, of the underdeveloped nations, was guidance for the first session of the Council.


    This appeal has already been present in the Greeting to the bishops of the world, and made all the more urgent by the experience of the bishops from the regions of the world that were poorest and most in need of development: “Gathered here from every nation under heaven, we carry in our hearts the concerns of all the peoples entrusted to us, the sorrows of soul and body, the pains the desires, the hopes. Our thoughts are constantly on all the anxieties that afflict people today, but in the first place our concern is directed to the lowliest, the poorest, the weakest. Following the example of Christ, we feel pity for the crowd that suffers hunger, poverty, ignorance, and we think constantly of those who are deprived of the ­support they need and have not attained a standard of ­living worthy of human beings... Truly, ‘How does God’s love abide in anyone who has the world’s goods and sees a brother or sister in need and yet refuses help?’ (1 Jn 3.17).”


    The question of poverty was also present in the interventions as early as the discussion of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy. In this way we can see how the discussion of poverty, the ideal and the call for the Church of the poor gradually connected with their deep theological and biblical roots. Reflection on the fact that Christ chose to be poor, and proclaimed the spirit of poverty as the first of the beatitudes, provided an argument for cal­ling for simplicity in the Church’s worship and to look beyond an excessive concern for pomp that in other times might have seemed justified as seeking to give dignity and honour to God. In this spirit the Chilean bishop Manuel Larraín stressed that, since the liturgy is “the me­morial of the paschal mystery, the summit of the life of Jesus”, it must be “completely marked by a clear and genuine poverty, but with beauty... The mystical body of Christ must really be the Church of the poor, not only in desire but also in fact, not only in preaching but also in ac­tion, in the way its ministers behave and live: this is the mission of pastors. It is not only the liturgical ornaments and vestments that must better express the Gospel, but all the dress and behaviour of the Church’s ministers, following the beautiful poverty of Jesus Christ.”


    But it was in the discussion of the schema on the Church that the theme of poverty, of the Church of the poor, of the simplicity of the Church as faithfulness to its nature and an effective means of evangelising the world, was presented especially by Cardinal Giovanni Battista Montini, archbishop of Milan, and Cardinal Giacomo Lercaro, arch­bishop of Bologna (who relied on the advice of his personal theologian, Fr Giuseppe Dossetti). The most significant intervention came from Cardinal Lercaro, because, while stressing the intimate mystery of the Church as the “great sacrament of Christ”, of the Word of God who reveals himself, dwells, lives and works among human beings, he rephrased Pope John XXIII’s definition by saying: “The mystery of Christ in the Church is always, but especially today, the mystery of Christ in the poor, because the Church is indeed the Church of all, but especially the Church of the poor.”


    In stressing this call and regretting that it was not adequately represented in the various schemata, Cardinal Lercaro emphasised that the essential and primordial revelation of the mystery of Christ was an aspect foretold by the prophets as an authentic sign of the messianic consecration of Jesus of Nazareth, an aspect that became clear in the birth, infancy, hidden life and public ministry of Jesus, an aspect that is the basic law of the kingdom of God, which leaves its mark on every out­pouring of grace and on the life of the Church, from the apostolic community to the periods of most intense internal renewal and fruitful outward expansion and will in the end be ratified by the Father with reward or pu­nish­ment at the glorious coming of the Son of God at the end of time.


    Cardinal Lercaro subsequently developed this biblical theme in a number of talks, also given publicly to groups of bishops, stressing the Gospel beatitude reserved for the poor. He meant this concept first of all in a religious sense, the moral conditions, that is, of a person lacking earthly goods. Comparing it with the other beatitudes directed at children and sinners, he remarked: “God chooses to grant his gifts to those whom human beings judge least worthy. The lesson of this teaching is not directly moral, but theological: God’s preferences are for those creatures, who from a human point of view, are most deprived precisely because entry to the kingdom of heaven is not presented as a reward. It is rather a teaching on the absolutely gratuitous mercy of God, who chooses to grant salvation to those, who conscious of being unworthy of it, will receive it as a gift of his mercy. We are not talking about moral dispositions the poor should have, but about the fact that Christ was sent to console them.”


    When Cardinal Lercaro set out in detail the theological basis of the Church of the poor, he also highlighted its particular relevance: “We are in fact in a period in which, in comparison ­with others, the poor seem to be less evangelised, and their minds seem distant from and uninvolved in any contact with the mystery of Christ in the Church. But it is a period in which the human spirit is querying and examining with anguished, even dramatic, questioning the mystery of poverty and the conditions of the poor, of every individual in poverty, but also of the peoples that live in destitution and nevertheless are becoming aware for the first time of their rights. It is a period in which the poverty of the many (two-thirds of the human race) is outraged by the immense wealth of a minority, in which poverty creates a daily increasing horror and the person of flesh feels the thirst for wealth.”


    By stressing in this way the theological importance and the relevance, including for ecumenical relations, of the question of the poor, Cardinal Lercaro was asking, not so much that the issue of the evangelisation of the poor be added as an additional topic for the Council agenda, but rather that it should illuminate the treatment of the various topics the Council itself would be considering. In other words, he was asking for the Gospel teaching on Christ’s holy poverty should be made explicit, for the special dignity of the poor as privileged members of the Church to be emphasised, for prominence to be given to the ontological connection between the presence of Christ in the poor and the other two deeper aspects of the mystery of Christ in the Church (the presence of Christ in the action of the Eucharist and in the hierarchy). This was matched by his proposal that when the schemata on the reform of Church institutions were discussed, prominence should be given to the historical connection ­between the loyal and active recognition of the special dignity of the poor in the kingdom of God and in the Church and our ability to identify the obstacles faced by these institutions, their possibilities and ways of adapting them. He also offered a variety of specific examples of the approaches that could be taken in the reform decrees with wisdom and maturity, but also without compromise or timidity; these included limits on the use of material goods, a new style for office-holders in the hierarchy, faith­fulness to holy poverty on a community level as well, in the case of religious congregations, a change of behaviour in economic matters, including the abandonment of some institutions from the past that no longer served any purpose and were obstacle to a free and generous exer­cise of the apostolate.


    If I have given such a long account of Cardinal Lercaro’s intervention, I have done so, not only because of its unique significance and completeness, but also and especially because it was the sparkling spring that made possible the fruitful rethinking that then took place in the Council and spread out through the whole Church even after the Council. Moreover the intervention was only the successful conclusion of a long period of work carried out in secret during the same first session and promoted by a number of bishops particularly sensitive to this problem; they met in the Belgian College and therefore became known as “the Belgian College study group”. Cardinal Lercaro’s intervention summarised the ideas and concerns of a great many pastors who were particularly sensitive to this urgent problem facing the Church in its evangelisation of the world. One example is the way Mgr Alfred Ancel, auxiliary bishop of Lyon, one of the most authoritative interpreters of this sensitivity, described situations that he had no hesitation in calling “signs of the times”: the poor, he argued had not really been evangelised, or only minimally, the hungry countries were the pagan countries, and in the Christian countries one only needed to look at the situation of the mass of workers, and among them manual workers. “Today’s world, he bitterly commented, is a machine for producing poverty.” The poor throughout the world, he said, could no longer endure their situation and were looking, in one way or another, for development (as social groups) and independence (as colonised nations). In many Christian countries, he added, the poor see the Church as a stranger or even an enemy, a rich and powerful body allied with the rich and powerful. But in the Church there is a growing turning towards poverty and the service of the poor, in the testimony of increasing numbers of lives, whether of individuals or communities, not only of religious, but also of priests and lay people, including married couples. “Personally – and I know that many people share this view –, the auxiliary bishop of Lyon remarked, ‘I am deeply convinced that we have become part of an irresis­tible and irreversible movement. In the Church of God the Holy Spirit has inaugurated a new age that will be marked by a profound renewal in accordance with the Gospel. This renewal will be at once doctrinal and pastoral and will take place under the sign of poverty, of service to the poor and the evangelisation of the poor.”


    After carefully examining the perplexities and criti­cisms such a movement could provoke, Mgr Ancel indica­ted the ways in which it could be developed: theology would have to be renewed so that it could achieve a deeper contemplation of Christ as a poor person, to give a complete doctrinal account of the poor, images of Christ and our sisters and brothers, and to present evangelical poverty as both a human and a spiritual value. On a practical level, he argued that it was essential to have a poor person’s soul, filled with humility, tenderness and apostolic zeal towards our poorer sisters and brothers; we also needed to dedicate ourselves to the service of the poor, individually and collectively through institutional action, combining competence and organisation with a genuine Gospel spirit.


    Finally, Mgr Ancel offered three principles for the evangelisation of the poor – presence, hope and universal love – and three principles for the evangelisation of the rich – love, renunciation of wealth and evangelical poverty, and acting with the spirit of poor people. He also named three attitudes that the Church needed to adopt: a renunciation of any triumphalism (the Church should present itself to the world not as dominant, but as a servant), independence from any political power or the various social strata, and a commitment to be the living image of Christ. Of course, he said, it would be necessary to study more deeply how the Church could bear authentic witness in the contemporary world, especially in the light of the Council’s decisions and those that would follow by bishops conferences and individual bishops. It would be necessary prepare for this change out attitude among clergy and the faithful through individual and collective education.


    
2. The Church of the poor at the Council: the developments


    During the second session of the Council there were many interventions of Council Fathers that referred to this spirit, to the prospect of the Church of the poor, and there were many meetings of the Belgian College group and other similar groups, all designed to take further such an important idea that had emerged from the Council.


    There was an idea that a schema or at least a special declaration on the topic should be proposed, much as it had been decided to produce a pastoral Constitution on the Church in the modern world, or at least to ask that in this schema, at the time called Schema XIII, a specific place should be given to a section on the poverty of the Church. In the end it was decided instead to outline some particular developments that could be emphasised in the various schemata, so that poverty would appear at the centre of the various topics. The texts were prepared ­with the help, not only of many Council fathers from diffe­rent continents (such as Helder Câmara from Brazil and especially the bishop of the Sahara, Georges Mercier), but also of a number of notable theologians equally sensitive to the question of poverty (for example, the Dominicans Yves Congar and Dominique Chenu). It is to this group in particular that we owe the idea of the so-called “Schema XIV”, that is, the letter that was presented to the pope at the end of the third session. In this letter numerous bishops committed themselves, on the one hand, to greater simplicity in their life-style (titles, residences, dress, etc.) in order to make contact with the poor and the unimportant easier and more spontaneous; at the same time they committed themselves to give special priority in their apostolate to the world of work and to the poorest, the least important and the most deprived. It is also said that it was easy to obtain signatures to the letter, signed by over 500 Council fathers – those considered most likely were asked to sign –, but today it is agreed that many others would have signed if they had been aware of the initiative. The letter was presented to the Pope together with a study (mentioned earlier) prepared secretly by a team of bishops interested in exploring the idea of the poverty of the Church in its biblical, theolo­gical, sociological and pastoral aspects.


    For the full text of “Schema XIV”, currently called “the Pact of the Catacombs”, see pp. 14-17.


    
3. The Church of the poor at the Council: Looking Back


    I think it is particularly interesting to stress, however briefly, the constant reference in the conciliar documents to the topic of poverty, and not simply where these references might be expected today, such as in the exhortation to religious in the Constitution on the Church (LG 43) or in the Decree on Religious Life (PC 25) or the invitation made in the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World to the rich nations to help the less developed and poor (GS 9) and to respect the dignity of every person without exception, rather than imitate the rich man who had no concern for Lazarus, the poor man. (GS 27)


    The insistence, with which the idea keeps appearing, in almost all the documents, is striking, and there is a particular stress on the example of Jesus, who decided to ­live as a poor man in order to perform his mission to the full. This is stressed in the Constitution on the Church: “Just as Christ carried out the work of redemption in poverty and oppression, so the Church is called to follow the same path if she is to communicate the fruits of salvation to human beings. Christ Jesus,” though he was by nature God,... emptied himself, taking the nature of a slave” (Phil 2:6-7), and, “being rich, became poor” (2 Cor 8:9) for our sake. Likewise the Church, though she needs human resources to carry out her mission, is not set up to seek earthly glory, but to proclaim, and this by her own example, humility and self-denial. Christ was sent by the Father “to bring good news to the poor...and to heal the contrite of heart” (Lk 4:18), “to seek and save what was lost” (Lk 19:10). In the same way the Church encompasses with her love all those who are afflicted by human misery and she recognises in those who are poor and who suffer the image of her poor and suffering founder. She does all in her power to relieve their need and in them she strives to serve Christ” (LG 8c).


    The brothers of Taizé have produced beautiful reflections, which we should take to heart: “The community of goods is total. The boldness to use in the best way possible all the goods of today, not to put aside some capital for fear of possible poverty, gives incalculable strength. But if, like Israel, you keep for tomorrow the bread from heaven (Ex 16), and make plans for the future, you run the risk of making brothers who are called to live in the present moment live in vain, in a heightened tension. Poverty is not a virtue in itself. The poor person described in the Gospel learns to live without security for tomorrow, in joyful trust that all our needs will be met. The spirit of poverty is not about pretending to be down and out, but about using everything in the simple beauty of creation. The spirit of poverty is living the joy of today. If God has been gracious in bestowing on us the goods of the earth, it is a grace for human being to give what they have received.”


    The appeal to the persuasive example of Jesus Christ sends us back to Chapter 5 of Lumen Gentium, which deals with the universal call to holiness in the Church: “The forms and tasks of life are many, but holiness is one – that sanctity which is cultivated by all who act under God’s Spirit and, obeying the Father’s voice and adoring God the Father in spirit and in truth, follow Christ, poor, humble and cross-bearing, that they may deserve to be partakers of his glory” (LG 41). Towards the end of that section the document adds: “In a special way also, those who are weighed down by poverty, infirmity and sickness and other hardships should realise that they are united to Christ, who suffers for the salvation of the world; let those feel the same who suffer persecution for the sake of justice, those whom the Lord declared blessed in the Gospel and whom, ‘after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ Jesus, will himself restore, support, strengthen, and establish you’ (1 Pet 5:10).”


    The chapter on the universal call to holiness ends repeating Paul’s call to the faithful “to have the same mind which Christ Jesus showed, who ‘emptied himself, taking the form of a servant...and became obedient unto death’ (Phil 2:7-8) and for our sakes ‘became poor, though he was rich’ (2 Cor 8:9). Since the disciples must always imitate this love and humility of Christ and bear witness to it, Mother Church rejoices that she has within herself many men and women who pursue more closely the Saviour’s self-emptying and show it forth more clearly by undertaking poverty with the freedom of God’s children and renouncing their own will” (LG 42).


    I shall not dwell on the many other specific references to the poverty of Christ (LG 50; AA 4; AG 3), but it is interesting to note how the Council tried to draw from these constant and repeated appeals to the example of Christ the poor man precise recommendations to all members of the Church to live their Christian vocation to the full. So bishops “have the obligation of fostering and safeguarding the unity of the faith and of upholding the discipline which is common to the whole Church; of schooling the faithful in a love of the whole Mystical Body of Christ and, in a special way, of the poor, the suffering, and those who undergo persecution for the sake of justice” (LG 23); and shortly afterwards they are exhorted, “in accordance with the venerable example of former times, [to] gladly extend their fraternal assistance, in the fellowship of an all-pervading charity, to other churches, especially to neighbouring ones and to those most in need of help” (LG 23).


    This path of poverty and concern for the poor is also stressed in the documents on ecumenism (UR 12) and missionary activity (AG 5), and there is a strong pointer in the same direction to priests: “Although priests owe ser­vice to everybody, the poor and the weaker ones have been committed to their care in a special way. It was with these that the Lord himself associated and the preaching of the Gospel to them is given as a sign of his messianic mission” (PO 6). There is also a call to religious: “Voluntary poverty, in the footsteps of Christ, is much esteemed. Religious should cultivate it diligently and, if needs be, express it in new forms. It enables them to share in the poverty of Christ, who for our sake became poor, though he was rich, so that we might become rich through his poverty... The institutes themselves should endeavour, taking local conditions into account, to bear a quasi-collective witness to poverty. They should willingly contribute part of what they possess for the other needs of the Church and for the support of the poor, whom all religious should love with the deep love of Christ himself” (PC 13).


    A similar call is made to the laity in the decree on their apostolate: “Mercy to the poor and the sick, and charitable works and works of mutual aid for the alleviation of all kinds of human needs, are held in particular honour by the Church” (AA 8). Every Christian, given the likeness of Christ in baptism, must therefore adopt this inner attitude of poverty, endeavouring to discover every day of his or her life how to strengthen and express this poverty heart. I think that one of the most careful attempts and the most generous efforts of Christian fa­milies must be directed to giving genuine witness, a serene example of Christian poverty, above all in the education of their own children.


    Priests, more deeply identified with Christ must live out and nourish their poverty of heart, and closely imi­tate even Christ’s outward poverty. For a priest there is an additional important pastoral reason: the priest, like every Christian and more so, is called to bear witness to the renewed quality of Christian life through his life even more than his words. In a world in which the attractions of material things tend to choke spiritual ideals, even more in a world in which the culture of affluence aggravates the dominance of corporeal values over those of the spirit, every Christian – and even more a priest – is called to bear witness in everyday life that his or her life on earth is already life in heaven: only then will their words, which stress universal values, carry more conviction.


    This almost amounts to saying that poverty is the primary effective witness priests and religious are called on to give, even before obedience and chastity, if only because obedience is not easily understood in ordinary life and chastity is more difficult to believe in. It is of course true that what is new about Christian witness is the witness of love, but the truth of what is said can also be recognised; in other words, if it is love that makes people live a new life, it is poverty that provides the proof. A further reason for priests to live a life of poverty is a reason based on solidarity and justice: a spirit of poverty makes their lives more intelligible and accessible to all the brothers and sisters, especially the weakest and most deprived. The witness of a new life becomes more credible if a poor heart makes a priest more attentive to the problems and demands of his fellows, brings him closer to their sufferings, more available and readier to serve them. This solidarity in poverty is also a piece of “apologetics” because it breaks solidarity with wealth and power, a position all the easier and more comfortable for the Church since it has such deep and far-reaching roots in society. Without poverty we become allied with the “world” in the New Testament sense, the sphere of wealth, arrogance, injustice and selfishness.


    The Christian is on the side of the poor not only when he or she gives alms, but when he gives his or her whole being. A priest’s poverty will be all the more effective if detachment from excessive greed, a voluntary generous commitment to a simple life, helps him to live in a spirit of reciprocity with others, in an effort to share equally in what God has created for the use of all and the Church has made available to its ministers. This will produce a double witness, doubly persuasive, of poverty and genuine sharing, two attitudes that can with patience be cultivated in the human heart, despite its inherent greed and selfishness, and which will demonstrate in practice the presence and action of this new life. Even money recovers its genuine and deeper meaning in poverty, not an idol that enslaves but a means to leading a human life and relating to others, an expression of the deepest self-giving that the Christian is called upon to make.


    These general observations could lead to specific suggestions for priests: for example, a modest house, one in which all parishioners, even the poorest, would feel comfortable; a greater equalisation of financial resources, to the point of considering a charge to be levied prudently and fairly, and the setting up of shared diocesan and inter-­diocesan funds that would together ensure a dignified sustenance for all priests and the possibility of meeting the most urgent diocesan needs (in Italy the Clergy Support Institute was created after 1971 – author’s note). A fundamental task is the proper cultivation in priests of a genuine spirit of brotherhood and mutual respect, and more fraternal confidence in the central bodies that priests find it easier to report their incomes automatically and donate any surplus and – with even greater generosity, part of their essential income – in the certainty that this money will be wisely administered.


    Finally we need to recall some considerations which, while closely linked to practice, reach a theoretical, doctrinal level and offer illuminating guidance:


    – The first is that, in reading the Council texts, especially those of a more pastoral character, we must not look for definitive, final practical rules, as though they were manuals of canon law, so that only the provisions expressed down to the last detail should be regarded as binding, while the other parts can be regarded as exhortations left to the free choice of those concerned. No, they are specific guidelines that the Holy Spirit, through the Council, wanted to give to the Church. These guidelines can be given more precision in specific notes, in more clearly defined rules, but can be taken here and now as binding instructions that everyone must make their own if they wish to respond to their Christian vocation. This is the attitude that the Holy Spirit, through the Council, has called the Church and Christians to adopt.


    – The second is that poverty is practised in terms of ­life, attitudes and situations of today. What might have been a witness to poverty in one time or place may in a different situation not be so: St Charles Borromeo was admired because he carried out pastoral visitations with a retinue of only eighteen people! Again, begging from door to door, which at one time might have been seen as an edifying act of humility, may easily be regarded today as an evasion of more serious and more demanding duties. Today poverty means above all earning one’s living by hard work, without having the luxury of many comfortable and costly breaks or trips. And by the same token in today’s society, an essential form of Church poverty is to make public the accounts of Church bodies, prudently but with sincerity; another witness to poverty and detachment is to entrust the administration of Church assets far more generally to lay people with confidence in their abilities and thereby leaving the clergy freer for more directly priestly ministries.
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