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Christmas pastoral letter

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,
I am turning to You as the shepherd who has been entrusted with the greatest responsibility for Your salvation. 

At Christmas we penetrate more deeply into the mystery of God’s love – the almighty and eternal God came into the world as a defenceless child to deliver us from the cruel slavery of Satan and sin and to transfer us to the kingdom of God. By His death and resurrection He has overcome sin, death and the devil and given us eternal life. This life is in Him, nowhere else. “He who has the Son has eternal life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life.” (1Jn 5:11f) Every man was born in sin and through sin he is dominated by the system of the world. The world is in unity with our corrupted nature which is the source of lies and evil in us and enslaves us. Jesus takes away our personal sins. His Blood cleanses us from every sin: “If we walk in the light as He is in the light, the Blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin.” (1Jn 1:7). Jesus also frees us from the slavery of sin: “If the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed.” (Jn 8:36) This freedom from sin is the subject of the whole six chapter of the Epistle to the Romans. Forgiveness of sins and deliverance from the root of sin indeed is the good news of the Gospel. The majority of Catholic Christians have a traditional faith and have not been personally converted, that means, they have not consciously received Jesus as their personal Saviour and have not consciously committed their lives into His hands. Jesus wants us to be His disciples (Mt 28:19) and He also wants us to receive the Holy Spirit so that we may become His witnesses and martyrs (martyres) (Acts 1:8). 
How to live this Christmas deeply and truly? It is a practice in the Eastern Church that throughout Christmas time (40 days) the Christians greet each other with the words: “Христос раждається!”, which means: “Christ is born!” Yes, He is born but only in the soul which is willing to receive Him in truth. That means, in the soul which is willing to admit its sin, its bad habits and different forms of bondage, to enter into the light of truth and to give Jesus all sins and all problems. Jesus is really alive in the souls of those who have received Him. God’s Word says: “As many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God.” (Jn 1:12) So by receiving Jesus and “abiding in Him” (Jn 15:4) we are divinized. The Apostle confirms it with the words: “Christ dwells in your hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17) and then: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:20). “As therefore you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so live in Him.” (Col 2:6)
How is a Catholic to receive the Lord Jesus this Christmas? One can do so alone, in the family or in a narrow circle of believers. It is necessary to renew the baptismal promises and the saving faith. Jesus says: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with Me.” (Rev 3:20) One needs to realize what it means to receive Jesus as one’s Saviour and Lord. Nowadays most Christians are in unity with the spirit of the world and have lost the sense of sin. Some even regard homosexual abomination as normal, others regard so-called official sexual education, or rather systematic demoralization of children age 5 and older, as normal ... Sad to say, many bishops and priests, as shepherds, have neglected to enlighten and warn their flock as to these issues. God’s Word says that all have sinned (Rom 3:23). “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, every one, to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him (Jesus) the iniquity of us all.” (Isa 53:6) “The wages of sin is death.” (Rom 6:23) Who shall remove your sins and the punishments for them? Only Jesus. “...you were not redeemed with ... silver or gold ... but with the precious blood of Christ.” (1Pt 1:18-19) Realize your sins and your sinfulness before God. Sin is an offence not subject to the statute of limitations, corpus delicti for the hour of your death and for God’s judgement. Do you admit that you are a sinner before God and punishment is in store for you? Do you believe that Jesus, true God and true man, died for all your sins? Confess: Yes, I believe. 
To receive Jesus as your Lord means to give Him all you have. You belong to Jesus and all yours is His. You are no more the owner of things and relationships with people but only a steward. This position of surrender and pure love to God is your life programme until death which you are to actualize in different situations every day. This is the keeping of the first commandment – loving God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your strength, and at the same time a response to Jesus’ call – losing your soul for His sake and the Gospel’s (Mk 8:35). Are you now willing to receive Jesus as your Lord? If you are, confess it with your mouth in the presence of witnesses. Now God’s Word is fulfilled in your life: “If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.” (Rom 10:9-10) And it is also true about you: “As many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God ... who were born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.” (Jn 1:12-13) Now the good news of great Christmas joy is brought to you: “To you is born this day the Saviour, who is Christ the Lord.” (Lk 2:11) This is the essence of Christmas. Birth is followed by life. The Apostle testifies: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.” (Gal 2:20) One needs to return into this truth time and again. It is really true that Christ dwells in your hearts through faith (Eph 3:17). Since corrupted nature remains in us, that means that we sin by self-will, hedonism or criticism, we need to return to the light of truth again and again. And that is repentance. Again we admit our sin and sinfulness and again we give place to Jesus in our hearts. This is the meaning of the Christmas greeting among the Eastern Christians which says: “Christ is born!” It means that Christ is born again and again in your heart too through the saving faith. 
Dear priests and believers, it is not enough just to celebrate or attend Christmas Mass or just to receive Holy Communion. It is necessary to assume the position of truth, repentance and surrender to God. This is the reception of Jesus as one’s personal Saviour and Lord. This is the life programme for each and every Christian. On this foundation the reception of the Eucharist may bear its spiritual fruit. Otherwise the Apostle warns: “Because you do not discern the Lord’s Body and Blood, many are sick among you.” (cf. 1Cor 11:29-30) So a Christian needs both: to accept the fundamental relation to Jesus by giving Him one’s sins, receiving forgiveness and committing one’s life to Him, and also to receive the Lord’s Body in the Eucharist. Of course, a Catholic believer is obliged, in case of a grave sin, to receive the sacrament of Penance too. If one has doubts whether the sin is grave or venial, it is better to confess it to a priest. 
The repentance of priests consists above all in rejecting false doctrines and various philosophies or psychologies which make light of sin and destroy the living relationship to Jesus. 
Dear theologians, I ask You: Do You hand on the living doctrine of the Church in the same way as it was handed on by the Apostle Paul, in the spirit of truth and in the power of God? Do You lead Your students truly to the essence of the faith and to personal conversion, to a life with Christ? If You do not, how can the priests formed by You pass on the living faith to the next generations in this time of mass apostasy from Christianity? 
Dear representatives of the UN, the largest international organization, many of You regard themselves as Christians. Ask Yourselves the essential question: If God called You in this hour to stand before His judgement seat, would You be saved or eternally condemned? Do You serve the truth and Christ or do You directly or indirectly destroy Christianity as well as universal moral and spiritual values? 
Dear representatives of the EU, many of You likewise consider themselves Christians. Do You promote moral values or do You use the legal system and other power structures to enforce antivalues? Stand also in God’s light this Christmas and open Your hearts through sincere repentance so that Jesus may come to You and to Your families. You have great responsibility for Europe’s future. The more so You need to be rooted in the truth, so that God’s blessing may come through You upon many. 
Dear representatives of state governments in Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, there has been the Eastern Church separate from Rome on Your territory throughout centuries. The Church in the west is undergoing a great doctrinal and moral crisis, which has an impact on the individual nations of Western Europe. I am looking with confidence at Eastern Christians, in the hope that this deep crisis may be stopped right there and that from there shall flow the spiritual stream of a true renewal of whole Christianity. As government representatives, be aware of Your responsibility to Your nations as well as to God. Do not permit amorality in Your legislation; on the contrary, through a sound legal system foster moral and spiritual values which are a guarantee of harmony and blessing.
Dear bishops of the Western Church, I am constantly awakened to responsibility for the renewal of the Church and for starting a reform. I am repeatedly reminded by representatives of the Catholic Church of the Eastern rite that the reform entails election of a new generation of bishops who will accept this reform programme. It is logical. If some change is to take place in democratic states, there is always a change of government through elections first. The Church is no democracy but theocracy. Nevertheless, one ought to take account of certain principles which can mediate the vital reform which the Church is to carry out. I am turning to You at this Christmas time with a request for Your abdication and for giving an opportunity to a new college of bishops to start the Church’s reform. 
This year the world saw a lot of martyrs’ blood, which is always the seed of new Christians. May these heroes of faith be an example to us all of receiving Jesus Christ into our hearts and of the following of Him in truth. 
I bestow my apostolic blessing upon You all, all Catholics and all Christians and all people of good will. 
Christ is born!

Benedict XVI, Supreme Pontiff  ......................................
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