WHEN ‘PLUSES’ BECOME ‘MINUSES’
(Professor Joseph Ratzinger, as Pope Benedict XVI)
 By His Eminence Archbishop Stylianos of Australia

We deliberately allowed the first impressions to pass, and for the speculation and enthusiasm aroused by the almost unexpected election of Pope Benedict XVI to abate somewhat, before commenting on his subsequent ‘astonishing’ statements and actions in the international arena of Politics and Ecumenism, so as not to do injustice to his intentions and visions – as do they who do not know the man.
In briefly evaluating, today, the theological presence, on the one hand, and the administrative activity, on the other, of the most distinguished Professor of Systematic Theology, Joseph Ratzinger, who almost a year ago was elevated to Pope under the name Benedict XVI, the writer does not intend to infringe upon the responsibilities of any other contemporary Administrative Head or Theologian of the Orthodox Church. He simply wishes to place on record, for the sake of truth alone, matters which he happens to know personally from first hand. And this, not only because of his long-standing and uninterrupted friendship with the current Pontiff, up until his elevation to the Papal Throne, but above all because of his highly responsible position as Chairman of the Orthodox delegation for 20 testing years in the Official Theological Dialogue between Orthodox and Roman Catholics, which altogether unjustly and shamefully capitulated into an utter ‘calamity’ at Baltimore in 2000.
This essentially ‘martyric deposition’ becomes all the more morally requisite also because of the statement of honour conscientiously repeated by the Pontiff himself on the occasion of his first Official Visit to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, naming two specific persons whom, in a sense, he characterized as the living source from which he ‘came to know and love Orthodoxy’. That the first of those persons is the humble writer of this article, undoubtedly creates additional ‘demands’ and ‘obligations’.
In order, however, for the present ‘deposition’ to satisfy the specific, reasonable questions of the average reader, it is necessary – regarding the positive or negative influences of the new Pontiff on the global ‘arena’ of so-called modernism – to restrict our brief assessments and observations to the three key areas which, from the vantage of Tradition, even today, are especially significant:

a. The Vatican itself


b. Islam and Christianity

c. Byzantine Orthodoxy

a. The Vatican itself

For someone, like the writer, who had the opportunity to observe the academic career of the current Pope, from yet his first steps and publications as Associate Professor at the Theological Seminary of Freising (near Munich), to his mature treatises and the wealth of literature which he later produced as Professor Joseph Ratzinger at the most prominent universities of the then Western Germany, there was never a doubt that this distinguished, gentle and pious Clergyman would emerge, during the critical years of preparation and conduct of the famous Vatican II Council (1962-1965), as the most suitable ‘communicator’ of the Western Church with all the currents of contemporary Protestantism, for a truly ‘creative synthesis’ which would, at the same time, produce the ‘purification’ which the Council sought, after 100 years of complete silence of the Synodal institution in the West.
Through the ‘regenerating’ introspection of the Council in mention (which provided important ecclesiological texts for world Christianity), Professor Ratzinger had become a firm advocate for the ‘dynamic transcendence’ from barren Thomism and Legalism which - following the tumultuous Middle Ages, the much-divided Protestant movement and the ‘modernistic’ currents of the more modern era - had provided the Papal-centred spirit of the Roman Church the possibility of ‘creating a dogma’ for the Bishop of Rome, through the Vatican I Council (1870), presenting him as the absolute Monarch of global Christianity (Primacy-Infallibility). For precisely this reason, the name and the personality of Ratzinger became a ‘pole of attraction’ for all Orthodox theologians undertaking post-graduate studies, especially for the Greeks. 
It should be considered a certainty that, had there not developed a close cooperation and mutual respect between himself and the acutely politicized and dynamic Polish Pontiff, John-Paul II, who appointed him in essence to the true ‘rudder’ of the Vatican (as Prefect of the Congregatio Fidei), then his indisputable respect for the genuine traditional values of the 1st Christian Millennium would never have permitted the modest theologian Ratzinger to envisage himself in the role of the Papal Office, even in its somewhat ‘simplified’ mould of today!   
In any event, however, the ‘surprise’ of his unexpected election could not but raise the hopes of all around the world who honoured the education and theological vigilance of Cardinal Ratzinger  as well as his tireless work in his capacity as Prefect of the Congregatio Fidei, that there would prevail a more realistic ‘adaptation’ of the contemporary Roman Catholic world to the needs of modern times.
Besides, ‘adjomamento’ was, literally, the motto by which the amiable Pope John 23rd of blessed memory, dared to convene a Council of the calibre and programme of Vatican II. It was precisely the major decisions of that Council, in relation to the urgently imperative return ‘to the sources of authentic Christianity’, that the new Pope was called to ‘implement’ in the ‘structure’ and ‘function’ of all the historical institutions of the Roman Catholic Church.
Of course, his relatively advanced age (79) for a position of such manifold responsibilities, and his undoubtedly burdened state of health in recent years, perhaps were meant to act as a ‘constraint’. Yet, these same ‘personal’ traits, in a more venturesome man, may have provided the impetus for the acceleration of long outstanding changes, for instance, such as the canonical election of bishops by a Synod, and no longer by the Pope’s direct ‘nomination’ of their ‘appointment’ (!), a matter which we had personally, repeatedly and unambiguously discussed together, even up until recent times when the writer was still the Orthodox Chairman of our Official Theological Dialogue.
However, if one were to judge by the new leadership of the ‘Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity’, then it becomes plain as daylight that, under the Presidency of Professor and now Cardinal Walter Kasper (also from Germany) this so ‘sensitive’ function of the Vatican, instead of developing further the indisputable achievements of Ecumenism in our day, rather inaugurated unprecedented Papocentric attitudes and tactics which, in the end, might possibly ‘suspend’ everything that we – the Orthodox at least – had hoped for and almost believed in, upon the elevation to the Papal Throne of the enlightened Ecumenist theologian Joseph Ratzinger.
This, unfortunately, appeared immediately with the unacceptable and audacious conduct towards the most critical issue of Uniatism. Though it had been made known internationally that we had, in our Official Theological Dialogue, jointly ‘condemned’ Uniatism, ‘as a method of rapprochement’ between our two Churches, Rome dared suddenly and unilaterally to ignore the outcomes decided in the Dialogue with reference to this issue, as non-occurrences, resulting in the known impasse at Baltimore.

We shall not say any more here, since we will return to this subject in paragraph ‘c’ below.

b. Islam and Christianity

The new Pope, without obviously expecting it, created the greatest crisis to his image during his celebratory speech at the Aula Magna of Regensburg University in Bavaria, where he had gone especially to celebrate (9-13 Sept. 2006) the Jubilee for ‘40 years of contact with the Churches of the East’, together with a host of colleagues and friends of old.
The Jubilee in mention had been organized with much enthusiasm by ‘The Committee for Ecumenical Relations of the Roman Catholic Hierarchy in Germany’, known for its ‘Theological Symposia of Regensburg’, from long ago, and its exchange of scholarship holders for a more substantial acquaintance with the National Orthodox Churches, in the first instance, but also with Copts, Syrochaldeans and other Ecclesiastical Communities of the East.
Because he found himself once again in his most beloved academic environment, in a city where contemporary Dialogues of every nature were at the epicentre of interest for the unification of Europe, the ‘Professor’ Pope saw this as a unique opportunity to state his views concerning the relations between Islam and Christianity, a subject of acute timeliness, especially for Germany, and particularly in the midst of problematic ‘accession negotiations’ through which Turkey is applying pressure to enter the European Union under its dynamic yet contoversial Islamist Prime Minister, Tayip Erdogan.
We should not forget that today’s Pontiff, while still Cardinal of Munich, had succeeded a courageous Pastor and battler, Cardinal Julius Doepfner, who as Cardinal of Berlin previously, had personally witnessed the most volatile conditions of pastoral problems created by the presence of millions of Turkish ‘economic immigrants’ in these two major German cities.
There is no doubt that the Pope did not wish to become embroiled in the direct socio-political parameters of the problem. Plainly, however, he desired to contribute towards a creative Dialogue which needed to be pursued on purely ‘religious’ grounds between Christianity and Islam.

For this reason, even though he had not up until now concealed his reservations and his denial in seeing Turkey prematurely incorporated into the European Union, he hastened to bring to the forefront of current affairs the example of a historical Dialogue which had taken place during the 14th century between the adventuresome Byzantine Emperor Michael II and a wise Persian, a Dialogue which the Pope had observed in a relevant publication by Professor Theodore Khoury in Münster, Germany.

It would be impossible for an unbiased reader of the text of the official Papal Lecture (and in the original German at that) to find a remotely hostile or scornful remark against Islam or the Koran itself.

Also, no fair-minded listener or reader of the text in mention could possibly doubt the good intention of this profound scholar of the ‘religious phenomenon’ in general, and in particular of the fundamental ‘supplications’ presented to the prudent person by the so-called ‘question about God’. Precisely here, one should recall that the first Official Papal Encyclical issued by Benedict XVI was based on one solitary theme: ‘Deus Caritas Est!’ (‘God is Love’).

Consequently, it is not without significance that the international turmoil evoked almost reflexively by the lurking ‘criers’ of the current political circumstances, was not caused either by level-headed Researchers of Islam nor by the contemporary Religious Leaders of Islam. The turmoil was created immediately by extremely politicized ‘Activists’, not of Human Rights Movements, but of immiscible Political Organizations of Europe, America etc, which the more serious European and, in particular, German Press did not hesitate to expose with their specific names and whom they represent.
That the above-mentioned adversaries were not fair-minded ‘discussion partners’ or even simply ‘offended faithful of the Prophet’ was clearly demonstrated by the acidity with which they persistently sought an unequivocal apology, in order to ‘humiliate’ the Leader of Roman Catholicism. In any event, if they wanted explanations or clarifications, these were not denied by the Pontiff who, at the same time, expressed his sorrow at the complete misinterpretation of his words and intentions.
In the humble opinion of the writer, nonetheless, perhaps the mistake of the ‘infallible’ Pope was that he underestimated a latent centuries-old ‘psychological’ factor: That the name ‘Byzantium’ and, indeed, the recognizable historical personality of that region and civilization, as is the Byzantine Emperor Manuel II, would unavoidably evoke some not so pleasant, albeit subconscious, ‘connectivity’, which was something dangerous and unbeneficial! Whereas, had he spoken entirely in point of fact on the relations between the Christian Gospel and the Koran, the topic could perhaps have been ‘economized’ better.

c. Byzantine Orthodoxy

The distinct appreciation of the new Pontiff for Orthodoxy in its entirety – as the unaltered treasure which preserved for the whole of Christianity the authentic central ‘structures’ and ‘functions’ of the 1st Christian Millennium – was not merely acknowledged. It was officially and repeatedly confessed by the Pontiff himself through the plethora of his ecclesiological studies, as well as through his relevant statements. This precisely - which was and remains his great advantage over his Predecessors - created for him however certain specific and, by no means pleasant, responsibilities. Especially the advantage of his theological education and maturity, enforced a new order of priorities and, indeed, one in contrast to the so-called ‘World Ecclesiastical Politic’ established by his immediate Predecessor, John-Paul II.
The dynamic Polish Cardinal of Kraków, Karol Wojtyla who, as Pope John-Paul II, set a precedent by surpassing all other Ecclesiastical and Political Leaders in mobility, was nonetheless, from the beginning in many ways a captive of, and in deep solidarity with, the entire five-century history of Uniatism. This illegitimate fabrication by Rome, which the Orthodox justifiably characterized as a ‘Trojan Horse’, used against the Eastern Church in general, has left deep wounds and indelible traces in the relations between Rome and the Orthodox peoples of Eastern and Central Europe, as well as the Middle East.
Of course, Cardinal Ratzinger was well aware of these matters, as Prefect of the Congregatio Fidei at the Vatican. Above all, though, he was aware – as a member himself of the Joint Committee for the Official Theological Dialogue between Orthodox and Roman Catholics – of the deep sensitivity of all Orthodox regarding this critical and thorny problem of Uniatism. And more so following its sudden and highly militant rebirth after the collapse of the vast Empire of the former Soviet Union.
But, even from his substantial tenure during the preparation and conduct of the Vatican II Synod which, as is known, dared to implement courageous decisions for vital reforms in the contemporary Roman Catholic Church, not only in liturgical regeneration but also in matters of genuine Ecumenism, the current Pope was duty-bound to forthrightly state two things about Orthodoxy: Firstly, that, of all the Christian Churches or Confessions today, Orthodoxy is the closest to the Tradition of the Undivided Church of the first millennium. Secondly: that, precisely because of its faithfulness, it constitutes the most valid witness to the value of the reforms endorsed by the Vatican II Synod.
For all the above reasons, the new Pope hastened to express his desire and readiness to visit Constantinople expeditiously, as the First Throne of all the Autocephalous Orthodox Churches.
If one takes into consideration the familiar reactionary movements, as well as the ‘diplomatic’ obstructions with which the Turkish Government, initially, treated the intellectual and enthusiastically phil-Orthodox Pope Benedict XVI, we should give recognition to his unshakeable stability and his great patience. What unfolded gradually, however, during his Official Visit of support to the Ecumenical Patriarchate, unfortunately is not what any objective observer would have expected. 
His excessive submissiveness to Turkish pressure did not harm only his former image internationally. It might, perhaps, have undermined the authority of the Papal institution with problems of wider ramifications which we hope will not manifest themselves in the near future.
As for his anticipated positive accord towards Orthodoxy, it must be stated unequivocally that the learned Pontiff was rather ‘trapped’, either by the latent messianism of the Papal office, or by the coalitional powers in centres of influence which he was not able to control.
In any event, the blatant political game of ‘worldly diplomacy’ which was recommended he follow, that is, to demonstrate in the end an entirely unacceptable inconsistency on the subject of Uniatism, is the ‘acid test’ which, it appears, will unfortunately stamp his entire Papal tenure. At any rate, this became apparent also from his wholly unprecedented decision to suddenly and inexplicably reject the title ‘Patriarch of the West’ in order to be entitled to abandon the ecclesiological territory of the Traditional Pentarchy, in which case, as the absolute Monarch, he will feel entitled, at whim, to intervene in the East and the West.
For these precise reasons, in conclusion, the writer publicizes his letter to the venerable Centre in Phanar, Constantinople, in response to the relevant Patriarchal Letter on the occasion of the recent Papal Visit.
As for the supposed ‘continuation’ of the Theological Dialogue, we reserve our qualified judgment for the future because, for the time being, there prevail absolute fluidity and total vagueness. 
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