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Cardinal Basil Hume won affection from every side through his holiness, his humanity and his Benedictine humility. Choosing his successor at Westminster is not easy.

We, thank God, are not in the situation of the French Church during the eighteenth century. The King was discussing with his ministers the choice of a new Archbishop of Paris. Various bishops in the king’s service were proposed, some of them noted freethinkers, atheists and followers of Voltaire.


The King is said to have rejected the candidates suggested with the words: “But the Archbishop of Paris, at least, must be a believer!”  


The task of any bishop today is extremely difficult: falling priestly manpower and increasing bureaucracy, unsavoury scandals and ecumenical détente. How to balance hundreds of different considerations while remaining true to Christ. 


The mass-media hold considerable power over church leaders’ reputations. They can take any phrase from a sermon out of context and turn it into a headline. By the art of selective quotation, they can present a speaker who ventures beyond the bland generalisation, as a reactionary dragon or as raving heretic. 

Responsible to no-one, the media’s perceptions are overwhelmingly secular. A bishop or cardinal is lauded if he sits light of the Vatican and “Roman dogma”. By avoiding hard teachings, and taking care to be politically correct, he will win plaudits from the commentators for a while. Until they decide to denounce him as spineless, insipid, and “nailing his colours to the fence.” 

Meanwhile, any ecclesiastic who poses as a daring “freethinker” by criticising Rome and the Vatican, will rapidly become the darling of the chattering classes of illuminati in Fleet Street and the BBC.  

However, were a new Archbishop to teach forcefully and unflinchingly what Pope John Paul II teaches - the ancient and unchanging truths of Catholic faith and morality - the brickbats would soon start to fly against this “Roman obscurantism” and “medieval mentality”.

English Christianity has an inbuilt centrifugal tendency to fly off from the historic centre of the Faith, from Rome, into a toned-down, home-baked variant. This tendency came to full fruition at the Reformation under the loving attentions of the Tudor monarchy.

The Tablet, that standard bearer of the liberal wing of the English Catholic Church, opined last week that “The English Catholic Church in England and Wales is on a good trajectory, and a shift from its present central course in either direction could only do damage to its unity and alienate those on the fringes.”  The liberal theory holds that the English episcopacy has held to a middle course between “progressives” and “conservatives” and has thus avoided polarisation.

Four weeks ago The Tablet carried an article showing that since 1964, Catholic baptisms have fallen by 51%, ordinations by 49%, First Communions by 39%, Confirmations by 58%, Marriages by 68%, Conversions by 59%, Mass attendance by 49.6%. Over the same period the total Catholic population has increased by 8%. 


If this is a “good trajectory”, I wouldn’t like to see a bad one. Gordon Heald concluded this statistical review by saying: “Without some reform the downward path will continue.”

Moreover, any analysis of the Church which relies upon categories imported from secular politics like progressive and conservative, right-wing and left-wing, must be flawed. The Church is a divine as well as a human institution. She teaches, sanctifies and governs in Christ’s name. 

Only this question is paramount. Does a particular bishop, priest or theologian believe and teach the entire revealed truth given by God to mankind through the Catholic Church. Or does s/he believe and teach only selected parts of it? – in which case s/he is a heretic, literally, a chooser. Hereseo in Greek means “I choose.”

In the Church there is no right-wing and left-wing. There is only orthodoxy or heresy, grace or sin, truth or error, sanctity or evil. One cannot steer a middle path between these pairs of opposites without watering down the Gospel of salvation. One cannot serve God without infuriating the devil. 


So what is the remedy? Some cry: Backwards! To the good old days before Vatican II. To no meat on Fridays and the Tridentine rite.  Other cry Forward! To women priests, clergy weddings, contraception and gay relationships for all.  From the centre, John Paul II wants us to look at what Vatican II and Holy Scripture really say, and put that into effect. 


Statistics never tell the whole story. When King David conducted a census of Israel, his realm was punished with three months’ plague. The Church’s success is not seen in this world: it is the record of how many souls become saints and reach eternal bliss. Her failure is measured by those who languish in spiritual mediocrity, and especially by those who harden their hearts and go down into the pit with Satan, where there is “weeping and gnashing of teeth” for all eternity, as the Saviour mercifully warned us.  


The Church’s primary task concerns our eternal destiny.  Earthly justice, full employment and an end to racism and sexism here are worthy objectives, but secondary. 


Does the English Church need a fundamental change in direction? Completely new blood in the Episcopal Conference? Has inter-denominational politeness blunted the cutting edge of mission?


Many of our congregations are greying. There is a rapid fall off in representation below the age of 50. Fashionable modern catechetics has not succeeded in communicating solid meat about the Catholic faith. The younger generation have no apologetics or catechism to sustain them against the world’s attacks and deceits.


The Church’s missionary thrust seems to have evaporated in many regions. The Catholic Church needs to become more evangelical and more charismatic, in the best sense of those words. 85% of the British population is unchurched.

The new Archbishop needs to be a very strong character. For modern London makes Sodom look like Stow-on-the-Wold. In inner London more babies are aborted than come to birth. Britain is a major centre for spreading abortion, contraception, population control, eugenics and genetic engineering throughout the world.


One hears names mentioned like those of Bishop Michael Fitzgerald, a White Father from Rome. Or Ambrose Southey, ex-Minister General of the Cistercian Order, a monk at Mount St Bernard’s.


Given the present crisis, how divisive it would be if either Westminster of Birmingham was headed by a priest who supported defective catechetics, or promoted dissident and feminist theologians. Or someone who toed the Roman line in public but spoke otherwise in private. Or who changed his opinions to suit the prevailing wind. Such a priest would enjoy little confidence from Catholics to whom the Faith is precious.


Democratic instincts suggest that more ordinary Catholics – not just the aristocratic, clerical and political elite – should be consulted when important new appointments are underway. Anyone is free to write to the Archbishop Pablo Puente, Apostolic Nuncio at 54 Parkside, London SW19 5NE, or to Mgr Jorge Maria Mejia, Secretary to the Congregation for Bishops, Palazzo delle Congregazioni, Piazza Pio XII 10, 00193 Roma, Italy. But be brief and polite. Angry or abusive letters will only be counter-productive.


On a completely different note, three visiting students from the Greek Catholic seminary in Lviv, western Ukraine, have arrived here at St Joseph’s Adlington (Anderton) near Chorley, Lancs. They are staying until late August. Some readers might be interested in our Ukrainian-rite Masses (sung in English), on Sundays at 6.30 pm and Wednesdays at 7.30 pm. Please ring 01257-480237 for details.

