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WHAT POPE BENEDICT SAID 

 
uring his mid-September travels in his na-
tive Germany, Pope Benedict XVI went to 

the University of Regensberg. Much of his Ger-
man trip was a stroll down memory lane, as he 
visited the town of his birth and other places 
that he had known before moving to Rome as 
Pope John Paul II’s prefect for the Congregation 
of the Doctrine of the Faith. The Regensburg leg 
of the journey included a lecture to the univer-
sity community. In the first lines of his address, 
the former professor of theology remembered 
fondly his early days as a teacher at the Univer-
sity of Bonn. It was 1959, and the students and 
professors from every academic department 
came together once a semester for a day of lec-
tures and discussions. For that day the usual 
boundaries created by academic specialization 
were breached, and everyone could talk to 
everyone else, “working in everything on the 
basis of a single rationality with its various 
aspects and sharing responsibility for the right 
use of reason.” Bonn had not just one but two 
departments of theology, whose members joined 
in the discussions that inquired into “the reason-
ableness of faith… the faith which theologians 
seek to correlate with reason as a whole.” This 
is, the pope insisted, an absolutely essential en-
terprise, this pursuit of the question of God 
through the use of reason. This must be carried 
forward not only within the West, but also in a 
dialogue between the West and other parts of 
the world, and particularly those parts of the 
world where the religion of Islam is dominant. 
     The pope set as the purpose of his lecture the 

discussion of a single point within that dialogue, 
the question of whether or not it is in the nature 
of God to act with reason. Although Christiani-
ty, throughout its two thousand year history, has 
generally answered that question with a Yes, it 
no longer speaks with one voice on the matter, 
and significant numbers of Christians, both 
Protestants and Catholics, are now inclined to 
either answer it in the negative or deny its im-
portance. Muslims, on the other hand, with their 
emphasis on the utter transcendence of God, in-
sist that God is beyond all human categories, in-
cluding that of reason, and so it is not at all in 
his nature to be bound by rationality. As a focal 
point for illustrating the difference in theology 
between the two faiths, the pope chose the issue 
of violent coercion in religion, and to introduce 
this point, he chose a dialogue that took place in 
1391 between the Byzantine emperor Manuel II 
Paleologus and an educated Persian Muslim, the 
proceedings of which were recently published in 
a new edition by Professor Theodore Khoury of 
the University of Münster, a book the pope had 
evidently just finished reading. 
 

nd it was here that Pope Benedict cited the 
lines that were no doubt the most quoted 

and re-quoted lines of the month. The pope 
noted that the emperor addressed his partner in 
dialogue “with a startling brusqueness” on the 
central matter of the relationship between vio-
lence and religion. The emperor said: “Show me 
just what Mohammed brought that was new, and 
there you will find things only evil and inhu-
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man, such as his command to spread by the 
sword the faith he preached.” The emperor then 
went on to explain why spreading religious faith 
by violence is evil and inhuman – it is evil 
because it is unreasonable. Violence is not com-
patible with either the nature of God or the na-
ture of the human soul. “God is not pleased by 
blood,” the emperor continued, “and not acting 
with reason is contrary to God’s nature. Faith is 
born of the soul, not the body. Whoever would 
lead someone to faith needs 
the ability to speak well and to 
reason properly, without vio-
lence and threats… To con-
vince a reasonable soul, one 
does not need a strong arm or 
weapons of any kind, or any 
other means of threatening a 
person with death….” 
     Manuel II Paleologus was 
of course a Greek Christian, a 
man shaped by the gospel of 
Christ and by Greek philoso-
phy. The core assumption of 
his argument – that not to act 
in accordance with reason is 
contrary to God’s nature – 
would have been self-evident to him. However, 
the pope points out, this would not have been 
the case with his Muslim interlocutor, whose 
faith proclaims that God is above all, even 
above reason, and so is not limited to our cate-
gory of rationality. Thus this late 14th century 
dialogue shows clearly that we cannot avoid the 
question of whether the emperor’s core assump-
tion is merely a Greek idea, or something that is 
always and everywhere true. 
     The pope’s firm conviction is that there is a 
“profound harmony between what is Greek in 
the best sense of the word and the biblical un-
derstanding of faith in God.” Citing the first 
verse of John’s gospel (“In the beginning was 
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God”) Benedict notes that the thrice 
repeated “Word” (logos in Greek) is precisely 
the term used by the emperor, for the Greek 
word logos means both “word” and “reason,” 
depending on the context. The emperor insists 

that it is God’s nature to act with logos, that is, 
with reason. John 1:1 is thus one fairly obvious 
occasion of the encounter between Biblical faith 
and Greek thought. And, the pope points out, it 
was neither the first such encounter, nor did it 
happen by chance. 
     Greek thought and the faith of Israel had 
been rubbing shoulders even before the time of 
Alexander the Great, who died in 323 B.C. The 
destruction of Jerusalem and the Babylonian 

captivity had made the Jewish 
people a minority within a 
vast empire with many relig-
ions and many gods. Like it 
or not, from this time on the 
revelation to Israel would be 
in dialogue with other relig-
ions and ways of thinking. 
With Alexander’s empire, the 
Greek language and philoso-
phy were the dominant intel-
lectual forces, within which 
and over and against which 
the Jews would have to 
define themselves and pro-
claim their faith. That Jewish 
thought was clearly influ-

enced and enriched by the Greek ideas can be 
seen in the development of the later Wisdom lit-
erature within the Bible. But it was not a one-
way street. During this time the books of the 
Hebrew Bible were translated into Greek, and 
this translation, the Septuagint, made Jewish 
religious thought available to a wider Greek 
audience. The monotheism and the universal 
ethical code that is at the heart of the Hebrew 
Bible began to make its way into Greek thought. 
The philosophy of middle and later Platonism is 
not the same as what we read in the works of 
Plato. Greek thought by the time of the compo-
sition of the New Testament was clearly evolv-
ing and moving in the direction of monotheism, 
which movement was greatly aided by the dis-
semination of Jewish religious ideas via the 
Septuagint. Thus the Greek thought that John 
encountered and made use of in John 1:1 was al-
ready seeded with certain key concepts from Is-
rael’s ancient faith. It is within and out of this 
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congruence that John asserts that the logos, 
“reason” if you will, is God. 
     Thus the pope discerns an “inner rapproche-
ment between Biblical faith and Greek philo-
sophical inquiry” that was to be decisive not just 
for the history of religion but for world history 
as well. In a statement that is startling in its 
sweep and depth, Pope Benedict says that not 
only did this convergence of faith and reason 
take place in Europe; Europe itself, he says, was 
created by this convergence (together with the 
later addition of the Roman heritage), and this 
convergence “remains the foundation of what 
can rightly be called Europe.” 
     Greek patterns of thought and philosophy did 
not become an integral part of the Christian faith 
without objection. The pope notes that already 
in the late Middle Ages we see a theological 
trend, most clearly in Duns Scotus, that would 
break the synthesis of the Greek spirit and the 
Christian spirit. Scotus’ doctrine of the primacy 
of the will, together with his emphasis on the 
transcendence and otherness of God, is moving 
in the direction of an insistence that human rea-
son, the human sense of what is true and good, 
cannot be a genuine mirror of God, whose 
deepest reality is infinitely above us and thus 
hidden behind his actual decisions. The Church, 
however, always maintained “that between God 
and us, between his eternal Creator Spirit and 
our created reason there exists a real analogy, in 
which… unlikeness remains infinitely greater 
than likeness, yet not to the point of abolishing 
analogy and its language.” 
     In what is surely the densest, most difficult 
section of his lecture, Pope Benedict traces the 
three historical phases in which “a dehelleniza-
tion” of Christianity has been progressively at-
tempted and, to a considerable degree, realized. 
Beginning with the Reformation, and moving 
into the metaphysics of Immanuel Kant, and  in-
to the liberal theology of the 19th and 20th centu-
ries whose key spokesman was Adolf von Har-
nack, and ending up with the modern world and 
its positivist view of science, which understands 
reason in so narrow a way as to totally exclude 
religion and questions of faith, relegating them 
to a vague and totally subjective realm of “con-

science,” the pope marks the journey that has 
brought the West to its current situation. In the 
world of post-modern Western thought, a phrase 
like “the reasonableness of faith” is simply as-
sumed to be a contradiction in terms, and the 
only conceivable relationship between faith and 
reason is taken to be opposition, or perhaps total 
mutual non-involvement. Pope Benedict decries 
this sundering of faith from reason, this break-
ing of the synthesis of Greek thought and Bib-
lical faith. He does not at all advocate a return to 
the past, a pretending that the modern age never 
happened or never provided anything of value, 
but he does think that this divorce between the 
heritage of Jerusalem and the heritage of Athens 
is not sustainable, and that it needs to be re-
thought. One of its most tragic consequences is 
that it leaves the secular West bereft of the intel-
lectual tools necessary for a genuine dialogue 
with people of faith, whether that faith is Christ-
ianity or Islam. Those tools can only be ac-
cessed by those who understand that theology 
and science belong together. “Only thus do we 
become capable of that genuine dialogue of cul-
tures and religions so urgently needed today.” 
The final paragraphs of his lecture focus on the 
urgency and necessity of that dialogue, and the 
role that the universities are called to play in it. 
 

hat is what Pope Benedict said. His lecture 
was mostly an analysis and criticism of cer-

tain intellectual developments in the West, but 
along the way he did point to a tendency within 
Islam to resort to violence and to justify it by re-
ligious reasons. Given the violence of the words 
and actions of some Muslims in response to the 
pope’s lecture – a nun shot in the back and 
killed in Somalia, churches burned in the West 
Bank, imams declaring that “Whoever offends 
our prophet Mohammed should be killed on the 
spot by the nearest Muslim” – no one can seri-
ously deny that Islam has a violence problem or 
that the dialogue of cultures and religions that 
the pope called for is both necessary and urgent. 
Both the modern West and Islam, he said, would 
benefit from a rediscovery of “this great logos… 
this breadth of reason.” And in religion, this 
rediscovery begins with seeing that Manuel II 
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was at least right in saying that “Not to act 
reasonably, not to act with logos, is contrary to 
the nature of God.” 

—Fr. Bob Sprott, O.F.M. 
 

AND IN DOWNSTATE ILLINOIS: ONE ARRIVES, ONE DEPARTS 
The largest house of the Sacred Heart Province of Franciscans is in downstate Illinois, in Sherman, 
which is a suburb of Springfield. It offers a retirement center and nursing care for those who need it. In 
late September the St. Peter’s community bid farewell to one who had lived here for many years. Br. 
John Bush frequently said, and always with a wry smile, that he was enjoying his “retirement” life at St. 
Peter’s very much. For being retired, the man got around a lot. Well into his eighties, he made his vaca-
tion trips by himself, usually visiting a spot he’d never been to before, for he is one who has never 
ceased from exploring. He collected clothing for the poor, begged for Misericordia House, and was ever 
active in Veterans’ organizations and issues. His health and some needed treatment have prompted the 
move to Sherman. We miss him here, and he is very much in our prayers. His new address is: 
  Br. John Bush, O.F.M. 
  Our Lady of the Angels Friary 
  100 Stardust Drive 
  Sherman, IL  62684-9763  Telephone:  217-744-9891 
 

And Fr. Joseph Windolph, a confessor here at St. Peter’s for many years and for this past year a resident 
of the Sherman friary, passed away quietly early Sunday morning, October 8. He had been suffering 
from congestive heart failure. Please remember him in your prayers. 
 

>   [   >   \   > 
 

 
APPLICATION FOR YEAR-LONG MEMORIAL CANDLE 

(Please print, leaving a space between each word.) 
 

   To be lit in honor of: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
     Living_____      Deceased_____ 
 
   Requested by: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
 
   Date candle is to be lit:   Immediately_____      Specific Date___________________________________ 
 
   The offering for the Memorial Candle is $150.00. Please enclose a check for the full amount with this form.  
 

 
 

 
APPLICATION FOR PERPETUAL ENROLLMENT IN THE FRIARS LEGION 

(Please print, leaving a space between each word.) 
 

   Please Enroll: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
   as a Perpetual Member of the Saint Peter’s Friars Legion. 
     Living_____      Deceased_____ 
 
   Your Name: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
 
   Address: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
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   City, State, Zip Code: |__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__|__| 
 
   OFFERING:  Individual, $25.00_____      Family, $100.00_____ (Immediate family, parents and children) 
 


