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THE POWER OF SYMBOLS

Reflect ions by Cardinal  Cormac Murphy-O’Connor,  Member

I  am one of  those people who bel ieve that,  i f  a symbol needs to be explained, i t  has
lost  i ts  power or,  perhaps, never had the power we thought i t  had. There were symbol ic
elements of  the Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture’s most recent Plenary Assembly that  spoke
to people far  beyond the members and consul tors,  and this is a c lear s ign of  a desire
to inaugurate or even to cont inue a dialogue in a way which, I  bel ieve, is fa i thful  to the
Second Vat ican Counci l  and to the wi l l  of  Pope John Paul  I I ,  expressed in the let ter  wi th
which he founded the Pont i f ical  Counci l ,  when he took up the urgent plea in Pope Paul
VI ’s Apostol ic Exhortat ion Evangel i i  Nunt iandi , publ ished 35 years ago, in December 1975:
“The spl i t  between the Gospel  and cul ture is wi thout a doubt the drama of  our t ime, just  as
i t  was of  other t imes. Therefore every ef for t  must be made to ensure a fu l l  evangel isat ion
of cul ture,  or  more correct ly of  cul tures.  They have to be regenerated by an encounter wi th
the Gospel .  But th is encounter wi l l  not  take place i f  the Gospel  is  not proclaimed”[1] .  But I
would l ike to move into the next paragraph of  Evangel i i  Nunt iandi :  i t  is  of ten by a “wordless
witness” that  “Chr ist ians st i r  up i r resist ib le quest ions in the hearts of  those who see how
they l ive:  Why are they l ike th is? Why do they l ive in th is way? What or who is i t  that
inspires them? Why are they in our midst? Such a wi tness is already a s i lent  proclamat ion
of the Good News and a very powerful  and ef fect ive one”[2] .  Cardinal  Ravasi  and his staf f
at  the Pont i f ical  Counci l  craf ted a programme which combined elements one rarely sees
in events organised in the Roman Curia,  in such a way that people who would normal ly
simply hear about our Plenary Assembly i f  they happened to be l is tening to the appropr iate
radio or te levis ion news bul let in could actual ly meet those involved in relaxed but also
intel lectual ly engaging circumstances. The inaugural  session took place not in the pr ivacy
of a cur ia l  bui ld ing,  but in the Sala Protomoteca del  Campidogl io. What a powerful  symbol
that very gesture was! Formal greet ings gave way to a round table where our speakers set
out some of the areas where the Gospel  is  a l ready a protagonist  in publ ic discourse, and I
took th is as a chal lenge to commit ted Cathol ics to stay involved in the media – part icular ly
televis ion,  f i lm and journal ism – rather than retreat ing to a place where we could ta lk about
the media.  Only one of  those involved in the round table was a c ler ic,  and perhaps the
most eloquent symbol here was that the moderator was a dynamic young woman journal ist
f rom Catalunya!

Rather than analysing the whole t imetable,  I  would l ike to ment ion those things that stand
out part icular ly in my memory,  as I  th ink back to the middle of  November.
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The f i rst  th ing is the sheer var iety of  cul tural  d iscipl ines that came before our eyes, f rom
the unexpected bonus of  a presentat ion wi th s l ides by the inspir ing archi tect  Sant iago
Calatrava to a f i lm about Jesus set in a township in post-apartheid South Afr ica,  an
internet-based programme of evangel isat ion and dialogue, an extended meditat ion on the
language of  mystagogy and a remarkably honest and clear presentat ion of  how a key player
in the wor ld of  informat ion technology approaches i ts responsibi l i t ies to society and to i ts
cl ients.  I t  struck me that we were suddenly able to see in f ront  of  us,  l ike so many pieces
of a mosaic,  the enormous var iety of  ways we can be – and already are – involved in an
evangel is ing conversat ion wi th the cul tures to which we belong.

Enzo Bianchi ’s thoughts on “Mystagogical  Communicat ion:  symbol and art  for  the l i turgy
and evangel isat ion” set  my mind on a journey back home to Great Br i ta in,  where I  have
been a pastor for  so long. A word l ike “mystagogy” made me think of  the problems and
chal lenges faced by so many Cathol ic parents,  so many of  our pr iests and catechists.  I f
we cannot unravel  the r ich strands in what words l ike “mystagogy” mean, we shal l  a lways
be on the outside looking in on the cul ture of  the next generat ions.  And i t  is  easy to feel
terr i f ied by that task of  shar ing wi th them what we ourselves value in our fa i th.  Our natural
ret icence can be a block to that  boldness – parrhesia – of  which St.  Paul  so of ten wrote,
and I  want to show you one part icular way we in my country have of ten fa i led our young
people.  What looks l ike k indness and a desire not to give them concepts that  are too hard
for them, we actual ly fa i l  to pass on what is necessary.  I  was thinking just  how easi ly they
would have absorbed so much of  what was being said on our Plenary,  which is not always
the case for us older fo lk!  Young minds are eager to learn;  nowhere is th is more obvious
than in the sphere of  new technology. But there has been a sad tendency for rel ig ious
educat ion and catechesis to remain on the surface, a fa i lure to engage these young minds
with concepts that  would help them to develop their  theological  vocabulary.  How many of
them understand redemption, salvat ion or even the need to be saved? And whose faul t  is  i t
i f  they do not understand these things? They are certainly not at  faul t .  I t  is  of ten our wel l -
meaning but mistaken fear of  over loading them intel lectual ly which,  in real i ty,  leaves them
at the level  of  babies in terms of  being able to art iculate their  exper ience of  the presence
and the real i ty of  God.

Just a few weeks before our Plenary,  I  l ived through some remarkable days in the company
of our Holy Father,  when he came to v is i t  us in Br i ta in.  He won so many hearts by the
gracious way he spoke, and what he said to chi ldren and young people one sunny Fr iday
morning was ut ter ly remarkable,  especial ly when you consider these words came from the
mouth of  the Pope! He asked the young minds and hearts there to aim for the highest
standards.  “ I  hope that among those of  you l is tening to me here today there are some of
the future saints of  the twenty-f i rst  century. . . .  When I  invi te you to become saints,  I  am
asking you not to be content wi th second best. . . .  You al l  know what i t  is  l ike when you
meet someone interest ing and at t ract ive,  and you want to be that person’s f r iend. You
always hope they wi l l  f ind you interest ing and at t ract ive,  and want to be your f r iend. God
wants your f r iendship.  And once you enter into f r iendship wi th God, everything in your l i fe
begins to change”[3] .  Behind al l  our discussions at  the Plenary Assembly,  I  not iced that
I  was certainly not alone in focusing on the fact  that ,  wi th al l  the wonderful  technology,
i t  is  a lways persons who are engaged in communicat ing.  But my own ref lect ions took me
to the wor ld I  love, the l i fe of  a Pastor who wants to share wi th others his love of  God. I
am so grateful  that  the v is i t  of  Pope Benedict  reminded me and so many other people that
we have nothing to fear,  that  we real ly can begin to communicate ef fect ively i f  we have a
share in that  boldness – that  parrhesia – St.  Paul  encourages us to have.

[1]  Pope Paul  VI,  Apostol ic Exhortat ion Evangel i i  Nunt iandi , Vat ican City 1975, no. 20,
a paragraph Pope John Paul  I I  of ten quoted, but wi th part icular s igni f icance in the Motu
Propr io Inde a Pont i f icatus wi th which he founded the Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Cul ture in May,
1982.

[2]  Evangel i i  Nunt iandi , no.  21.
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[3]  Pope Benedict  XVI,  “Address to Pupi ls”  in Twickenham, 17th September 2010


