Editorial

The first page of the China Daily of Friday, January 7, 2000,
carried a surprising headline in large bold print, “Five new bishops
ordained.” The smaller sub-heading carried China’s usual refrain in
dealing with the universal church, “Vatican urged to sever ties with
Taiwan; respect China’s sovereignty.” Under the headline was a
large color photo 19 by 14 cm of the five men taken during their
episcopal ordination.

Since 1ts first self-elected, self-consecration of bishops in
1958, T cannot recall that the China Daily, or any other official
mouthpiece of the Beijing government, has ever before seen fit to
stress this kind of event. The Beijing government has already
consecrated nearly 140 bishops and none of these consecrations have
ever made the headlines of any government controlled paper or been
given this kind of publicity. Given these circumstances, it may not be
odd to ask, “Why are these consecrations so much more important
than any of the others that have already taken place? What message
1s China’s central government sending to the Holy See and to the
world?”

[ am aware that there are no facile answers to these
questions. Many, however, since the ordinations took place, have
tried to make some sense out of this event.

Some maintain that these ordinations are basically an act of
defiance against the Vatican by China’s state-controlled church.
Others say that it is a powerful reiteration of the Chinese
government’s stance that it does not accept the Pope’s authority to
appoint and consecrate bishops for China. This tradition may be
acceptable to the rest of the world, but for China it allegedly
constitutes interference into its internal affairs. In China, contrary to
other countries anywhere else, episcopal ordinations are a matter of
national sovereignty. “Ordaining bishops is the internal affair of the
Patriotic Catholic Association,” said Zhu Bangzao, foreign ministry
spokesman. Some observers have remarked that the whole process of
holding these ordinations in the first place was a snub to Pope John
Paul who was also consecrating bishops for various sees around the
world on the same day, the Feast of the Epiphany. Representatives of
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the Chinese government were quick to explain that the fact that the
ordinations happened on the same day was nothing more than
coincidence. China contends that the Church is in need of younger
men as pastors. The hierarchy, with an average age of nearly eighty,
needs to be rejuvenated with young blood to meet the demands of a
growing church.

Whatever may be the reasons the Vatican explicitly
denounced the decision of the Chinese government to create these
new bishops. The act was seen, as the chief Vatican spokesman,
Joaquin Navarro-Valls said, as a gesture that would impede what
many hoped was a new rapprochement between Communist China
and the Vatican. He stressed that the Vatican clearly saw these
ordinations as a provocation and setback for reconciliation and
normalization of relations with China.

The event 1s particularly unfortunate because it comes when
various reports had raised the prospect of new moves toward the
normalization of relations between Beijing and the Holy See. This
would seem to drive a wedge between the universal church and the
Chinese Church.

It was only on December 8" that the Holy Father in his
“Papal Message to Catholics in China for the Jubilee Year” made
special overtures to the Chinese Catholic community giving the
Catholics in China, a sign of his special affection.

People everywhere who love both China and the Church
consider the event quite alarming. During the last months there had
been well-founded rumors that Beijing was finally responding to the
Holy See’s overtures to normalize the diplomatic relations broken
when China expelled Antonio Riberi, the apostolic nuncio, on
September 8, 1951. People of good will everywhere had been given
hope that the normalization of relationships between the two parties
might serve to start a process of reconciliation not only between the
Holy See and the Chinese government, but also between the open
and underground Catholic Church in China.

Who is to blame for this unfortunate turn of events? Some
would say that the fault lies with the Chinese government that cannot
tolerate anything that might lessen its political control over the
church. Others would blame the Patriotic Association that fears that
any change in the “status quo” could jeopardize its special position in
the church, affect the livelihood of its members and eliminate the
many privileges which they enjoyed during these last years.
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For the Church it is nothing less than a tragedy. The Church
has reiterated over and over again that it is willing to resume ties
with Beijing, when it is assured of China’s good faith. This good
faith requires that the Holy Father have some say in the election and
consecration of bishops. This is the sine-qua non for any normalizing
of relations.

Canon 1013 of the Code of Canon Law states clearly that
“No Bishop 1s permitted to consecrate anyone as Bishop unless it is
first established that a pontifical mandate has been issued.” Anyone
who presumes to do this seriously damages the unity of the Church.

So what are we to make of the events of January 6 in the Nan
Tang Cathedral in Beijing? From the viewpoint of the Universal
Church, these consecrations were 11l conceived. They might not only
delay, but even destroy much, if not all, of the mutual trust that had
been building up among people of good will on both sides, and even
discourage and alienate those who are sympathetic towards the open
church. It is to be regretted that the ineptitude of those who
orchestrated this event has seriously damaged the hope for
reconciliation so dear to the heart of the Holy Father, to so many
Christians everywhere and so integral to the theme of the Jubilee
Year.



