Misunderstanding the New Pope
We have heard in recent days of the both the media and the Democratic Party seeking to reclaim “the faith” population.  While I do not think that the Republican party, or any political party, has a corner on the issues of faith, they do know something that is clearly missing among those who have spent the last generation denigrating people of faith and seeing religion as a dieing credo that no longer has say on the present or future of the world.  They know how to understand when people of faith talk what it is they are saying, and, more importantly, not saying.
This issue has never been clearer than since Tuesday’s election of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger to be Pope Benedict XVI.  His holily at the mass before the conclave to elect a new Pontiff was, in my opinion, one of the most forceful statements about the power of the Christian faith made by any person in the modern area.  His comments demonstrated the force of the Christian reality and the calling to be a follower of Christ.  But the media, aware only of the political world and the notions of compromise, seeking approval, and marketing has completely misunderstood this new Pope.  To borrow a phrase, they simply do not have the categories to understand the world of faith and the calling to ultimate reality.
The Denver Post, my home-delivered paper, featured the following headlines.  

Many of world's Catholics praise Benedict, but some see him as hard-liner (4/19/05)

Much more than an enforcer of doctrine (4/20/05)

Faiths mixed on Ratzinger (4/20/05)

And my personal “favorite”:

Pope speaks of unity in newly gentle tone (4/21/05)
It was the last headline, and the article that followed it, that caught my attention with it particularly strong statement that showed the media’s complete misunderstanding of Pope Benedict XIV (it will take a while for me to stop thinking of him as Cardinal Ratzinger, since I have read many of his writings over the years as that man).  Let me quote:

“Pope Benedict XVI on Wednesday used his first papal Mass to send a message of openness and reconciliation to his Roman Catholic followers, to other Christian churches and to "everybody, even those who follow other religions or who simply look for an answer to life's fundamental questions and still haven't found it.”
“It was a striking shift in tone from a mere two days ago, when he entered the conclave in the Sistine Chapel as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, a theologian who had served for the last 24 years as the often-feared chief interpreter - and enforcer - of Roman Catholic doctrine.”

“In a homily just before the conclave began on Monday, Ratzinger had denounced what he called a "dictatorship of relativism" and "new sects" that indoctrinate believers through "human trickery."

“However, on Wednesday, on the first full day of the new papacy, many of the cardinals who elected Benedict appeared to be engaged in an effort to both explain their decision and to transform his image from authoritarian doctrinal watchdog to humble servant and pastor.”

“The cartoon showed Benedict at the same balcony looking out at the crowds. "And If I make a mistake, woe to you if you correct me!”

The coverage in the media has tried to show him as backing off of his “dictatorship of relativism” line, and instead embracing the mushy “spirituality” with which we can all agree. The media’s basic line of understanding is that the Pope is doing the old “run to the middle” like a Democrat or Republican candidate that has just sewn up the nomination in the primaries and is beginning to prepare for the general election. This is not the point at all.
Benedict understands today, just as he did when he spoke on that Monday in his homily, that relativism is the deepest enemy of goodness, kindness and justice in the world today.  Relativism requires that all surrender their deepest heart-felt beliefs to the culture of the least-common-denominator, and the end result is a worldview unable to defend the interests of those most vulnerable to the tyranny of those who seek their own power. When all beliefs are “equally valuable, equally true” the possibility of standing for life – whether it be the worker against the harmful corporation, the sick and elderly against the state tired of their costs, or the family seeking to raise their children to avoid the dangers and traps of a sex-starved culture that abuses and does not repent.  Benedict has not changed his belief on this one iota.  
He is now the leader of the largest population in the world (Muslims do outnumber Catholics, but they have no unified leader).  His statement after his election regarding openness towards other Christians, other religious followers and the world at large means that he is willing to find allies and partners against the enemies of goodness in the world.  And, of course, he is inviting them to become part of the Catholic Church.  
In an interview with the media after his election he said that he does believe that the Catholic way is the true way.  While the leaders of my current denomination (the PCUSA) are willing to admit that they do not have the true way, it is not the normal business of a leader of any business, organization, party, or church to say, “You know, we got it wrong.  You can go in any direction, but we hope you’ll choose us.”  No, he believes passionately in the doctrine and practice through which he has found a deep and abiding relationship with the Triune God.  
It is important to remember that he is not selling a product.  Though, one finds it hard to believe that we would see Bill Gates standing up at a podium says, “Windows, Unix, its all good.”  Wall Street would be aghast.  The media would think that Microsoft was finished.  And that is for a product that, when we really think about it, really doesn’t matter much.  Pope Benedict is dealing with issues of ultimate meaning and ultimate (and final) realities.   It does matter a great deal whether we choose Christ or not, as we will all face death and, assuming there is a God (which 90% of Americans think there is, though I wonder what that percentage is in most newsrooms), we will face that God and his judgment on our lives.  
The Pope is the leader of a movement that cannot compromise on its truths, or else it has no reason for existence.  The media though continues to view issues of religion as if it were the 2006 U.S. Budget: will the Republicans compromise and spend only X billion dollars on defense instead of Y billion dollars.  In that scenario, while the issues are important, compromise is not only necessary to good government but also expected.  Not so with the bigger issues of life (this life and the next) and death (both physical and spiritual).  
What has been so particularly interesting is to see all the consternation among those who are suddenly so concerned about the decrease of the Catholic population in Europe. The media sees this as a question similar to whether or not Michael Howard will be able to win back enough votes to the Tory party in the upcoming U.K. elections.  The decline of Catholicism in Europe has nothing to do with the strict doctrine and practice of the Church, but with the complete embracing of secularism and relativism among the population of that old and tired Continent.   

The people of Europe do not even consider the questions of ultimate meaning, having long since given the existence of meaning and/or the hope of finding it.  Michael Howard only has to gain a one-time vote.  The fact is that choosing to vote Tory or Labour really doesn’t amount to much – it brings with it no deeper requirements.  
But religious faith is quite the contrary.  Benedict understands, as do all orthodox believers, that choosing to follow Christ (or for that matter the God of any religion) brings with it the surrender of your rights and the taking on a life of discipleship.  Choosing Christ, as opposed to a political party, will change your life forever.  

What is more, the attempts on the part of the media to encourage Benedict to “loosen up” the call of faith misses the deeper point.  People don’t really give themselves to something that asks nothing in return.  When faith is simply an add-on to life, people do not take it seriously, and eventually discard it all together.  The more rigorous the calling, the serious the task, the more people embrace it with their whole being.  This is why one of the fastest growing movement in the world today is Opus Dei, the conservative and rigorous Catholic lay organization so vilified in Dan Brown enjoyable but completely self-serving and factually ludicrous work of FICTION The DaVinci Code.   

This is also the reason that mainline churches in the United States has shrunk since the 1960s as Evangelical churches of all stripes have grown during the same time period.  While at one level we all do want to be catered to in our lives, there is another level, deeper down, that knows that we are not God and therefore understands that a holy and loving Triune God is calling them to “pick up their cross and follow him.”  Practices of worship may change (as Benedict himself lead the movement to do at Vatican II), but orthodoxy cannot change, because it is not ours to change.  
Many in the media, who believe in a living Constitution, cannot understand why the Church does not change its orthodoxy, allowing for a living (and therefore evolving) set of beliefs. That is because their own dominant secular understanding of the right, privilege and center-position of the autonomous self sees the concept of an God-given orthodoxy as antithetical.  These people are the party of heterodoxy, and they have had many partners in some of the formerly vibrant traditional churches of the West.  The PCUSA, the United Methodist, the UCC and, of course, the Episcopal Church USA.  They seem to labor under the idea that what people really want to a people-friendly theology.  In fact, the people have voted, with their feet, and left these churches in waves.  
Pope Benedict, as Father Robert Sirico of the Acton Institute pointed out in an interview, is neither a champion of conservative causes nor liberal. He is a champion of orthodoxy against the tides of heterodoxy and relativism (I highly recommend his recent article on “True Liberalism” on Acton’s website at http://www.acton.org/ppolicy/comment/article.php?id=263)
All this is not to say that orthodoxy will win out in the end.  People in America may follow their European brethren and choose relativism and embrace the culture of death in the end.  The way forward for the Catholic Church and for the Evangelical movement in the U.S. is not to declare victory, but to constantly seek to communicate the deepest truths of our faith in all its richness of color and beauty.  We must express to each new generation not our best methods, but the fullness of faith that comes from the Gospel of the Kingdom of God.  Changing our orthodoxy to fit the times will not keep our pews full, nor will it give us a voice to champion the causes of life and love throughout creation.  People may reject the message, but they will have a clear choice between the seeming ease of relativism and deep challenge of orthodox faith in the Kingdom of the Triune God.  

Pope Benedict has a tough road in front of him, especially among Americans.  He was the one who advised the Cardinal of Boston to deny John Kerry communion because of Kerry’s complete embracing of the culture of abortion.  This rankles the American notion of the freedom of the individual.  Of course, Kerry had complete freedom – to be a Catholic or not.  Being a Catholic or any stripe of Christian does not mean believing whatever you want.  If one desires that, they have the right to start their own faith community (we have a great tradition of that in America, the land of the religious entrepreneur).  But to call oneself a Christian of a particular community means that you believe in what that community embraces.  Kerry, as is true of many Americans, wanted his cake and eat it too.  While this is perfectly okay in many venues (though points to a lack of integrity), it is not acceptable in a community dealing with the deepest issues of human life and destiny.  
I for one will pray for Pope Benedict. I remain a Roman Catholic at the deepest levels of my being, even as I worship and serve in another community because of my marital status and some disagreement with Catholic doctrine (I practice what I preach to Mr. Kerry).  I pray that he will indeed be a strong voice against the dictatorship of relativism and cheapening of religious belief in lives of all followers of all faiths worldwide.
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