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“Progress, seen accurately, is progress from the sling to the atom bomb.” 
These words of the German philosopher Theodor Adorno, a man who refused both atheism and theism, appear in Pope Benedict’s second Encyclical, Spe Salvi , on the subject of hope.
Benedict is more appreciative of modern science, but maintains that only the moral and spiritual wisdom drawn from faith, can direct technology and politics towards truly human ends. 

This weekend’s readings nourish hope: Abraham’s hope to be father of many nations, the Apostles’ faith and hope through witnessing the Transfiguration. “May your kindness, O Lord, be upon us, who have put our hope in you.” (Ps 33:22)


John Allen, a noted biographer of Joseph Ratzinger, has summarized his subject’s key theological themes as follows:

• Truth is not a limit upon freedom, but the condition of freedom reaching its true potential;
• Reason and faith need one another – faith without reason becomes extremism, while reason without faith leads to despair;
• The dangers of the modern myth of progress, born in the new science of the 16th century and applied to politics through the French Revolution and Marxism;
• The impossibility of constructing a just social order without reference to God;
• The urgency of separating eschatology, the longing for a “new Heaven and a new earth,” from this-worldly politics;
• Objective truth as the only real limit to ideology and the blind will to power.

These leitmotifs appear in Spe salvi. The encyclical is “absolutely and personally” the Pope’s own thought, according to Vatican spokesman Fr. Federico Lombardi SJ. “We see very clearly the hand and the style of the author.” 
Reportedly the Papal scriptwriters were working on a text on social justice, and were taken aback to discover that Benedict had produced an Encyclical more or less all on his own.
Pope Benedict argues that the world needs God, otherwise it remains without hope. 
"With his death on the cross and his resurrection, Jesus has revealed to us his countenance, the countenance of a God so great in love as to communicate to us an indestructible hope, a hope that not even death can crack, because the life of those who entrust themselves to this Father always opens onto the perspective of eternal beatitude."



Christian hope is not hope in the everyday sense of an optimism that something will turn out OK – “I hope he arrives before 8 pm”; nor simply a wish: “I hope to win £10 million in the lottery this year.”

Hope is a gift of grace, a theological virtue infused from above, “by which we desire the kingdom of heaven and eternal life as our happiness, placing our trust in Christ's promises and relying not on our own strength, but on the help of the grace of the Holy Spirit.” (CCC 1817)  
Hope is a looking forward to what is certain, not doubtful – provided only that we do not deliberately, knowingly and unrepentantly forfeit salvation by mortal sin. By hope we desire, and with steadfast trust await from God, eternal life and the graces to merit it. (1843) God keeps us in the “hope that does not disappoint.”
The New Testament describes hope as the "sure and steadfast anchor of the soul . . that enters . . . where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf."  (Hebr 6:19-20) 

Hope, writes Benedict is not merely informative: it is performative. It is “a gift that changes the life of those who receive it, as the experience of so many saints demonstrates.” 

His first example is the Sudanese slave girl, St Josephine Bakhita, who after being cruelly treated and beaten by various slave masters, ended up as a servant in Italy. 
Discovering through the Gospel that God is a kind and loving Master, she found new hope and new life. She received baptism, and remained in Italy, joining an order of nuns and undertaking missionary work.
Later he mentions a Vietnamese martyr, Paul Le-Bao-Tinh († 1857), who was tortured for years in a concentration camp. Through prayer, he found the inner strength to bear his sufferings joyfully and to pray for and convert some of his captors and fellow inmates.  

Hope enables us, rather than trusting in our material wealth, to find our security in God’s promises of eternal life. Thus we may willingly forfeit worldly possessions, for the sake of a greater and more certain substance, kept for us in the heavens. 

“What is eternal life?” Benedict enquires. We yearn for something beyond this world, but we are uncertain what we are speaking about, yet feel driven towards it. St Augustine spoke of a certain “learned ignorance” in this respect. 

“Eternal” suggests something interminable and frightening. Life “makes us think of the life that we know and love and do not want to lose, even though very often it brings more toil than satisfaction, so that while on the one hand we desire it, on the other hand we do not want it.”

Eternity is not “an unending succession of days in the calendar, but something more like the supreme moment of satisfaction, in which totality embraces us and we embrace totality—this we can only attempt. It would be like plunging into the ocean of infinite love, a moment in which time—the before and after—no longer exists. We can only attempt to grasp the idea that such a moment is life in the full sense, a plunging ever anew into the vastness of being, in which we are simply overwhelmed with joy.”

Benedict describes faith in the Last Judgement as “first and foremost hope.”” I am convinced that the question of justice constitutes the essential argument, or in any case the strongest argument, in favour of faith in eternal life.” The injustices of history will not be the final word. 

“Grace does not cancel out justice. It does not make wrong into right. It is not a sponge which wipes everything away, so that whatever someone has done on earth ends up being of equal value.” Christ will return to re-instate justice. God is justice and He creates justice. 
Salvation is not selfishly individualistic, “saving my soul” alone. It has a strong communal dimension of care for one another. Benedict explains purgatory, and indeed hell, in terms which probably make these two more acceptable to modern readers than any other Pope has done. 

In his analysis of the rise of modern science Benedict begins with Francis Bacon. Human hopes increasingly became vested in “the triumph of art over nature,” in scientific progress and the cult of reason, while religion was pushed to the margins.

The “development of modern science has confined faith and hope more and more to the private and individual sphere, so much so that today it appears in an evident way, and sometimes dramatically, that the world needs God - the true God! - otherwise it remains deprived of hope.” 
Technological progress is cumulative from generation to generation, but moral progress is not. Because of human freedom, the battle for moral good has to be waged from the start again in each generation. Even with the best of social or political structures, the moral struggle goes on. 
The other displacement of religious hope was into politics. This began with the French Revolution of 1789, an attempt to establish the rule of reason and freedom as a political reality. However by 1795, observers like Kant were noting that the project had turned into a reign of terror, civil war and mass executions.

The second avatar of political hope was Karl Marx. Rejecting the truth of the hereafter, Marx desired to build the new Jerusalem here and now. He showed in the Communist Manifesto how to overthrow the existing bourgeois order, but not how to proceed further.

 “He forgot that man always remains man. He forgot man and he forgot man's freedom. He forgot that freedom always remains also freedom for evil. He thought that once the economy had been put right, everything would automatically be put right. His real error is materialism.”
His theories left “a trail of appalling destruction.”  Marxism has long been a bête noire of Joseph Ratzinger. He was driven from the Tubingen theology faculty by Marxist student riots in 1968 and found refuge at Regensburg. In his 1977 book, “Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life” he argued that under Marxist influence, mistaken notions of the Kingdom of God were threatening the integrity of the Christian message. Hence his deep scepticism about some forms of liberation theology.
When people confuse the gospel with a political message, the distinctively Christian element is lost, “leaving behind nothing but a deceptive surrogate.” 
"The great hope, the one that is full and definitive, is guaranteed by God, by God who is love, who has visited us in Jesus and given his life to us, and in Jesus he will return at the end of time. It is in Christ that we hope and it is him that we await!"

