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Pope Benedict XVI surprised the world by announcing he would renounce the papacy on February 28. The Catholic Church’s Code of Canon Law gives a pope this authority, but no one has done it since Gregory XII in the year 1415. A few other popes also resigned - one because he faced martyrdom in prison. Benedict is the first pope to resign due to his age and health. He believes we need a pope with more physical and mental abilities. His resignation is an act of personal humility and profound charity for the good of the Church.

Benedict will move to Castel Gondolfo, the pope’s summer residence, about an hour north of Rome. In mid-March 115 cardinals below the age of 80 will gather in the Sistine Chapel beneath Michelangelo’s famous ceiling, to open the conclave and elect a successor. Pope Benedict will retire to a convent inside the Vatican and devote the remainder of his life to prayer out of the public eye. We pray for him, for the Church, and for the cardinals, that the Holy Spirit will inspire them to choose for us a good and holy leader.

Each of us makes difficult decisions that have a profound effect on our lives and the people around us. These choices may not have a profound effect on the history of the Church and the world. But Pope Benedict has given us a good example of how to make these decisions. He put his trust in God who helps us every step of the way, no matter how perilous the journey.

That is the belief behind Psalm 91, “Be with me, Lord, when I am in trouble.” This psalm affirms the protection we receive from God, whom it calls a refuge and a fortress. It says to the believer, “No evil shall befall you, nor shall affliction come near your tent… You shall tread upon the asp and the viper; you shall trample down the lion and the dragon.” It also promises that God will send angels to protect us in our times of danger, just as Israel experienced at the time of the Exodus: “For to his angels he has given command about you, that they guard you in all your ways. Upon their hands they shall bear you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone.”

That is the line from Psalm 91 that Satan quotes in the temptation of Jesus, and that is why we sing this psalm today. Satan knows that believers enjoy God’s protection, so his temptation is to make us careless. He draws us into reckless behavior that threatens our physical and spiritual security. He will make you think that one more drink won’t affect the way you drive, that using illegal drugs at home will never be discovered, that looking at pornography on the internet is harmless, and that sex outside of marriage won’t lead to any dangers. Being a Christian does not protect us from these temptations. It can actually give us a false sense of security, and into sin we fall.

Pope Benedict could have resigned the papacy a long time ago if he had wanted to. But he believed that God had chosen him for this ministry and he faithfully fulfilled it. Now he has taken the time to pray and examine his conscience to make a well-reasoned a good decision. That is a model for us to follow. If we wish to avoid sin when we make our choices, we need to spend time in prayer, to think about what God asks of us, and then to rely on the protection that God brings to those who believe.

