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Storms of controversy have enveloped Pope Benedict. In September 2006 there was the Regensburg affair. Next, Benedict’s generous gesture of lifting the excommunications on four Lefebvrist bishops was overshadowed by the bizarre Holocaust-denying comments of one of the four, Richard Williamson.


Then Benedict’s choice of the very orthodox Dr Wagner as Auxiliary Bishop of Linz – he had dared to speak of Hurricane Katrina as possibly divine punishment for sin - was thwarted by a local campaign led by the (now ex-) Dean of Linz who lived openly with his Spanish girlfriend for 13 years. The Austrian bishops gave the Pope no support and sold him out.

The gaffe-prone Pope? On 17th March aboard the plane en route to Cameroon, at the start of his African visit, Benedict was reported as saying that condoms were not the answer to AIDS and might even aggravate the problem. This sparked off an international media feeding-frenzy. 


French, German and Spanish politicians and the EU rushed in to teach Benedict a lesson: “To go to Africa and tell people they shouldn't use condoms is criminal,” said France's education minister, Xavier Darcos. 


Parliamentarians from 12 Francophone countries declared in Luxembourg that they “strongly regretted" Benedict’s comments which “go against efforts made for many years... against the scourge of AIDS.”

Belgian lawmakers tabled a parliamentary resolution to condemn the Pope's comments, and suggested the recall of the Belgian ambassador to the Vatican. The ultimate deterrent?

60 gays and lesbians staged an anti-Pope demonstration outside the Fourviere basilica in Lyon with a banner: “The condom, it's life, the church bans it.” Clashes broke out when AIDS activists staged similar protests outside Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris.

The Times of London published a vicious cartoon of Benedict wearing a condom on his head. Its behaviour was reminiscent of the Nazi SS newspaper “Der Sturmer,” which printed grotesque cartoons of Cardinal Pacelli (the future Pius XII) conspiring with a French Jewess against Germany, after he preached at Lourdes in 1938 in defence of the Jews.


Another cartoon in the Philadelphia Inquirer and Washington Post depicted Pope Benedict ghoulishly praising a crowd of sick and dying Africans and saying: "Blessed are the sick, for they have not used condoms." 


Altogether the media brought forth an avalanche of over 4,000 articles on the subject, calling Benedict a “threat to public health,”

Is the Passion being played out once again in the life of Pope Benedict? Sections of the media willingly assume the role of the shrieking mob, while western governments and the UN adopt the role of Annas and Caiaphas. How dare an 81-year old celibate contradict the politically correct wisdom that we must flood the world with condoms to stop AIDS? 

Some churchmen acted like the apostles in Gethsemane, keeping a low profile and saying nothing. The Moscow Patriarchate stepped in to play Simon of Cyrene, supporting the Papal statements!

Before we join either the mob or Benedict’s defenders, we do well to read his original words in context. A reporter from French TV posed the question: 


“Your Holiness, among the many evils which burden Africa, there is in particular that of the spread of AIDS. The Church’s position on how to fight this is often considered as unrealistic and ineffective. Will you deal with this theme on your trip?”

The Pope responded: 


“I would say the opposite: I think that the organization most efficient and most present at the front of the struggle against AIDS is actually the Catholic Church, with its movements and its various components. I am thinking of the Community of Sant’Egidio which does so much both visibly and invisibly in the struggle against AIDS, of the Order of St Camillus, of all the nuns who serve the sick… 




"I would say that one cannot overcome this problem of AIDS only with money. It’s necessary, but if there isn’t the heart/soul which knows how to apply it, it doesn’t help, one cannot overcome it with the distribution of condoms: on the contrary, they increase the problem."


[The Vatican Press Office issued a different version of the Pope’s words: “I would say that one cannot overcome this problem of AIDS only with publicity slogans. If there is no heart/soul, if Africans do not help themselves, one cannot resolve the scourge with the distribution of condoms: on the contrary, the risk is to increase the problem.” However the original words, as filmed on camera, were as above.] What they think is to be gained by fiddling the record I do not know.]


Benedict continued: The solution can only be found in a double commitment: first, a humanization of sexuality, that is, a spiritual and human renewal that brings with it a new way of behaving with one another; and second, a true friendship, also and above all for those who suffer, the willingness -- even with sacrifice and self-denial -- to be with the suffering. And these are the factors that help and that lead to visible progress.


"Because of this, I would say that this, our double effort to renew man interiorly, to give spiritual and human strength for correct behavior with regard to one's body and that of another, and this capacity to suffer with those who suffer, to remain present in testing situation - it seems to me that this is the correct answer, and the Church does this and thus offers a very great and important contribution. We thank all those who do this." 


While the western media and chatterati went berserk over the Pope’s comments, John L Allen reported from Cameroon that:

“It was difficult to find anyone  - at least anyone who wasn’t a foreign journalist or missionary, or an employee of an overseas NGO —for whom the condoms issue loomed especially large. The locals had different opinions on whether condoms are the right way to tackle AIDS, of course, but it didn’t seem to dominate their impressions of the event. Seen from abroad, the trip has been about condoms; on the ground, it’s felt like a celebration of African Catholicism.”

Support for the Pope has come from more experienced non-Catholic sources. Dr. Edward Green, Senior Harvard Research Scientist for AIDS Prevention, has suggested that the Pope may be correct. Whereas in theory, condoms should lower the AIDS rate, because in a best case scenario with stable couples, they are about 85% effective against the virus, in practice they have not worked very well. “We just cannot find an association between more condom use and lower HIV reduction rates” in Africa.

The two countries that have the highest infection rate of AIDS in the world, Botswana and Swaziland, have recently launched campaigns to promote fidelity and monogamy. These countries “have learned the hard way” about the failure of condoms in preventing AIDS. 

Condoms unfortunately give men a sense of invulnerability, so that they engage more in risky sexual behaviours. This so called “risk compensation” “disproportionately erases” the beneficial effects of condom use, says Green.


While abstinence from sex for the unmarried, and fidelity within marriage, are the ideal preventative against AIDS, human beings do sin. Nevertheless, reduction in the number of sexual partners is vitally important in bringing down AIDS rates. More painfully, male circumcision also greatly reduces HIV transfer! 

Condoms have had limited success at containing the epidemic in Thailand, with its massive sex tourism and thousands of brothels and vice dens. Where there is much sexual promiscuity and drug abuse, it will be impossible to eliminate HIV.

Researchers in AIDS epidemiology are realizing that condoms are not the panacea they were made out to be. A more multi-pronged approach is necessary. David Kalema of Tzaneen in South Africa commented sadly:  “My friends who used to laugh at me thinking that abstinence is abnormal, most of them are dead by now.” 

The South African bishops have noted: “Apart from the possibility of condoms being faulty or wrongly used they contribute to the breaking down of self-control and mutual respect."

Rose Busingye, who directs Meeting Point Kampala, a Ugandan centre which cares for about 4,000 AIDS sufferers a day, defended Benedict. “At the root of the spread of HIV," she explained, “there is a behaviour, there is a way of being.” It is a human, not merely a technical, problem.

In the current situation the use of condoms “can seem a bit ridiculous” since before using them one must first wash one’s hands, keep all dust away and store them at a certain temperature - all rather difficult for the women she cares for. 


She described a group of western journalists visiting the centre. Seeing the condition of the HIV-positive women, they tried to help, and gave the women a small box of condoms. One of the women, Jovine, looked at them and said: “My husband is dying and I have six children who will soon be orphans. What use are these boxes you are giving me?”

 
Pointing out that malaria kills more people than AIDS, Busingye asked: "Why don't they bring us aspirin and anti-malaria medicine?" 4.7 condoms per man per year (Angola) isn’t exactly an adequate supply either.

Recently  - perhaps thinking of himself too - our scholar-Pope quoted the Roman poet Ovid 2,000 years ago: “Perfer et obdura: multo graviora tulisti.” “Endure and resist. In the past you have overcome much more difficult situations.”
