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A facetious archbishop?

I remember very
clearly as I was
growing up in the
1980s when the
social conditions in
Malta were terrible,
when all we talked
about was politics,
when those on the
other side of the
fence were ‘so damn
bad’, when what
mattered was
allegiance to the
party (and not to the
issues) and when
tribalism got a new
meaning to it.
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ne thing that sticks

in my memory is

our anger at the way

the Church, personi-

fied in the Arch-
bishop, at the time, the laid
back and blasé Guzeppi Mer-
cieca, was being criticised for
seemingly taking a detached
approach to all the issues that
were in play. The ‘gisu rieged’
description of this man was sta-
ple diet in our day-to-day con-
versations. The annoyance was
immense especially when one
considers that so many princi-
ples were being thrown to the
dogs, when civil rights were
stained and corruption and
lack of governance were there
for all to see.

People were terribly angry
that the Church was taking the
easy way out instead of trying
to grind the terror and discon-
tent.

Probably at the time there was
the 1960s narrative lingering at
the back of the Church’s mind.
The Church in Malta led by
Archbishop Mikiel Gonzi had a
history of unconstructive, off-
putting and downbeat involve-
ment in politics especially
when all was not good and the
Church felt that the best way
would be to simply draw down
the shutters. At the time, the
1960s were the back drop of di-
rect confrontation with the
Labour Party and this was pro-
pelling civil discontent an
restlessness. This situation as a
fact caused irreparable damage
with people not being allowed
to bury their own in holy
places, individuals were not
authorised to receive the Holy
Eucharist and all the rest I need
not restate - all of this because

they were followers of one of
the parties whose leader did
not go down well with the
archbishop of the time. It was
incredible how the Vatican had
allowed this behaviour to go on
for so long which was an inex-
cusable scenario even if we had
to take into consideration the
cultural and historical context.

In all probability, this is why
the Church went tacit in the
1980s (except for the Church
Schools debacle and the confis-
cation of the Blue Sisters from
Malta). It is probably the reason
why the Church during and
after Guzeppi Mercieca’s time
remained almost completely cut
off from the political issues that
were brewing, silence prevailed
and consequently people were
peeved. Whilst I can compre-
hend the rationale of the
Church at the time, I disagree
with the strategy. Silence in it-
self is a politica?]statement. Itis
telling people to shove it and it
is ignoring the plight of so
many who suffered and some
still do because of the absence
of any commentary.

I have always found it incred-
ibly difficult to understand
why the Church had to sit on
the fence when there was so
much she should have been
talking about.

Let’s be clear on a fact here.
The social teaching that guides
the Church is very specific in
that it does not allow for si-
lence and tameness. The
Catholic social teaching, which
is the body of doctrine of the
Church focuses on matters
around social justice. It looks
at the impact of our economic
decisions, the way our commu-
nities are organised and analy-

ses how the state is operating
and in whose interest. So the
Catholic Church, and if we take
the way Jesus Christ spoke and
lived, is not about simply ask-
ing for divine intervention but
is fundamentally focused on its
social teaching that ranges from
its proclamation of the life and
dignity of the human person, to
issues around family, commu-
nity and participation, from
matters of rights and responsi-
bilities, to social issues like
poverty, vulnerability, dignity
of work and the privileges of
workers. The Church is also
about social solidarity and re-
acts to environmental concerns.
This is all spelled out clearly in
its teachings, beliefs and princi-
ples.

I've mentioned all of this be-
cause it places in perspective
the criticism being directed at
Archbishop Scicluna. What
bothers many is that the arch-
bishop is coming across as find-
ing fault in everything the
government is involved in.
This is probably not the case
but the perception of people is
that he takes a dig at the whole
lot the current administration
decides to engage with. In
more ways than one Scicluna is
quite right in pointing out the
booboos and the differing
moral positions. The question
is whether he should be doing
it in what seems to be an im-
petuous way, even if he has re-
minded us on several occasions
that these are not official posi-
tions of the Church. However,
in a highly charged political
context Tweeting can become
very opinionated and there is
tittle-tattle that some in the
inner circle are not too keen on

the pastor’s comportment.

I would like to make reference
to Fr Joe Borg’s article on the
Sunday Times of Malta (7/6/15)
because I believe that the ques-
tions he asked at the time re-
main binding:

Did Scicluna overstep his compe-
tence? Is he being pastorally negli-
gent? Would it not be better if he
just shuts up or confines himself
to ambones and pulpits singing
the praises of some mega-martyr
and pontificating on innumerable
ethereal subjects?

Fr Borg answers these ques-
tions in this same article by
quoting Pope Francis, and his
encyclical “The Joy of the
Gospel’, and states that, “Fvan-
gelisation would not be complete if
it did not take account of the un-
ceasing interplay of the Gospel
and ojg man's concrete life, both
personal and social.”

My deduction is that the arch-
bishop should remain on the
ball and react to what is hap-
pening around him, but at the
same time keeping in mind the
sensitivities to ensure that his
well-intentioned musings do not
end up being interpreted erro-
neously. I choose to conclude
with a sample of Elexio’s ‘The
Ten Commandments of the
Church Twitter Use’” which I be-
lieve can serve the archbishop
well when contemplating his
next Twitter jibe; “Thou shall not
be willy-nilly’, “Thou shall not
be an egghead’, “Thou shall not
use twitter as a boxing ring’,
‘Thou shall not toot thy own
horn” and “Thou shall not host a
takeover.”

(http://www.elexio.com/blog/the-
10-commandments-of-
church-twitter-use/).!
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