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Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time   18th February 2007
Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times


Last Wednesday the world celebrated St Valentine’s Day, while the Church adhered loyally to SS Cyril and Methodius, co-patrons of Europe.


Amidst all the Valentine messages in the personal sections of our newspapers, and the ads for “men seeking women,” “women seeking men” or other combinations, the following  would look rather out-of-place these days: 
“Middle-ranking civil servant, single, Catholic, 43, immaculate past, from the country, is looking for a good Catholic, pure girl who can cook well, tackle all household chores, with a talent for sewing and homemaking with a view to marriage as soon as possible. Fortune desirable but not a precondition.”


The gentleman in question would probably be arrested for “sexist language” these days, but in 1920 there were no such dangers. He was actually a country policeman himself, belonging to the Bavarian State Police. Modern personal ads prefer good looks and good sense of humour to purity and domestic competence. 


The woman who answered this advertisement was Maria Peinter (36).  She was a trained cook and the illegitimate daughter of a baker. Sadly, she did not possess the desired fortune, but nevertheless the couple must have been delighted in each other. They married only four months later and settled in the small town of Marktl-am-Inn. 

It was definitely time to have a family – Maria’s biological clock was running down. Soon they were blessed with three children, Georg, Maria, and finally a younger son baptized only a few hours after his birth on Holy Saturday, April 16th 1927. He received the same name as his father: Joseph Alois Ratzinger, better known today as Pope Benedict XVI.

The pope's brother Georg has said: "Our father was a bitter enemy of Nazism because he believed it was in conflict with our faith." Indeed the family had more than one nasty brush with the Nazis.

Cardinal Ratzinger revealed at a Vatican conference in 1996 that one of his cousins, only a few months younger than himself, had suffered from Down's Syndrome. However in 1941 the boy, aged 14, was taken away by the Nazi authorities to a “sanitorium” for “therapy”. Shortly afterwards, the family received “condolences” because he had “passed away.” Like so many others, he had become a victim of the Nazi’s euthanasia war against the handicapped and chronically ill, whom the SS labelled “useless gobblers.”

Two weeks ago (4th Feb) in his Angelus message, the Pope spoke to the crowds gathered in St. Peter’s Square about the threats to the unborn through abortion, and to those who are mentally and physically handicapped through euthanasia.

“Life, which is the work of God, must not be denied to any one, not even the smallest and defenseless newborn, and much less so when he has serious handicaps.” 

“I urge you not to fall into the deception of thinking that one can dispose of life to the point of legitimizing its interruption with euthanasia, masking it perhaps with a veil of human mercy.” 

These words take on an added poignancy when understood against his family background.

The two factors which Joseph Ratzinger refers to more than any others in talking about his life, are his parents’ love and the influence of the Catholic Faith. “I always remember, with great affection, the goodness of my father and mother.”

Despite being a priest, he has been very much a family man. His memoirs reveal how eager he was to return often to the parental home, to take long walks with his mother and father, to live “as a family.” When he was appointed to his first university lecturing post in Munich, his parents came to live with him.

Perhaps because none of the three Ratzinger children married, they remained especially close to one another and to their parents. Georg and Joseph both became priests, and Maria worked as Joseph’s housekeeper, looking after him in Rome when he was a Cardinal. She died in 1991, leaving her brother bereft. 

Until Joseph’s election to the Papacy, the two brothers would spend much of their summer vacation together.

He recalls that in the peaceful Bavarian small-town life of his childhood, “The faith penetrated all of life, though not everyone was a serious, believing Catholic. In the countryside and small towns, no one yet could, or even wished, to step outside the fabric of Catholic life, of Christian life.” 

This explains his higher regard for the straightforward faith of ordinary working people, than for the tortured qualifications and intellectual reservations of the academic class, despite the fact that the latter forms his natural milieu. 

His rural childhood idyll was progressively overshadowed and then wrecked by the marching militarism of the Nazis, which devastated his homeland and the world he had known. The family had to move home three or four times to evade Nazi demands. Eventually the brothers were forcibly drafted into the Hitler Youth, and later the Wehrmacht. 
One could understand if Joseph Ratzinger were bitter about the persecutions the Nazis wrought against the Church, the blood guilt and catastrophe they brought down upon the entire German people.

He must have taken to heart the hard words of this weekend’s Gospel: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”

From his experience of Hitler’s Germany, Joseph Ratzinger drew some vital lessons.  He watched the Nazis twist and distort the truth. Their lies were more than merely academic exercises. Human beings – Jews, Slavs, other minorities -  died in their millions because of those lies, just as today millions of babies die on account of untruths circulated about “termination of pregnancy.”

He became convinced that the Church’s role in society is to witness to absolute truths which stand as boundary markers. To venture beyond those limits is to bring down disaster upon the heads of all concerned. 

In his opinion, theology must bind itself to the Church with her “deposit of faith” and her teaching office assured by the Holy Spirit. Otherwise theology becomes the plaything of outside forces – in our own day capitalism, Marxism, feminism, gay liberation or secularism. 
In 1986 in Toronto he noted that “A church without theology impoverishes and blinds, while a churchless theology melts away into caprice.” Theology supposedly “independent” of the Church community easily falls into dependence upon secular trends.
The Church is meant to resist the prevailing social fashions. If the Church fails to offer an alternative value system and gives in to the State or to the worldly culture, it loses its ability to protect freedom. 

Fr Joseph Fessio has commented about Benedict XVI: “The Nazis helped him understand the liberal mind. Liberals are as closed to genuine dialogue as fascists.”

This is evident not only with crusading abortionists and sex-educators, but also with those who now would force the Church to follow their agenda of “gay adoption,” with zero regard for freedom of conscience. The left-wing totalitarians are coming out into the open.

The Catholic Church in England, after decades of fawning upon the Establishment, is finally forced to realize that cosying up to the powers-that-be leads only to loss of the Faith, impotence and derision.

In Italy a debate is raging about government legislation later this month to grant legal status to same-sex couples, while Portugal is on the verge of legalising abortion. 
Benedict insisted: “The family, based on marriage, constitutes the natural environment for the birth and education of children and, therefore, to ensure the future of the whole of humanity.” … “It is necessary to defend, protect and value it in its unique and irreplaceable character,”

He called it “the duty of spouses … of the church and of all public institutions” to support the institution of the family in such ways that “take into account the real needs of spouses, of the elderly and of the new generations.” 


It is a basic fact of biology – let alone morality - that homosexual relationships cannot be on an equal footing with heterosexual marriage. Stand in front of any sixth form class and ask how many of them were conceived by an act of homosexual intercourse. 


The book of Genesis teaches us the complementarity of male and female. Children are best raised in a home where this bipolar nature of human sexuality – mother and father – provides them with role models for both sexes.


Imagine two heterosexual brothers, excellent Catholics, who have never married and live together in the same house. Would you consider them suitable to adopt a boy or a girl? 


Not a girl, because the brothers couldn’t relate well to her problems at puberty. Probably not a boy, because a boy needs a mother as well as a father figure. A stable married couple is evidently preferable even to singles. Nature herself teaches us how nurture is best carried out.


This “test case” shows that the Church is not discriminating unjustly against homosexuals. She discerns justly that children need both a father and a mother. We are living in a peculiarly distorted society if this most basic of facts is no longer acceptable. 
