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      Chapter 14 - The workers’ cardinal
    

    
      
    

    
      1965: The Workers' Cardinal 
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeker and Visionary to the End. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Two weeks after Mgr Cardijn wrote, asking to be allowed to resign as international chaplain of the YCW Paul VI made him a Cardinal. His first reaction: “This is impossible. I can't go against my vow to give my whole life to the working class!” And to some of his close friends: “The scarlet soutane and all those other Cardinal's things go with a certain mentality and are tied up with the honours people are expected to give you. You are the one who is always right. In the end you think you are God because you are dressed in red! ..” 
    

    
      
    

    
      In personal notes he tries to bring his faith and charity to bear on his hesitations: 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it the devil who torments me or the Holy Spirit rousing me? The further I go, the more I believe that grace and personal promotion are incompatible. I am in a queer state of mind, not of self doubt, but doubt about the state or function to which I am being called. Me, Archbishop and Cardinal? And this quite suddenly and against all probability? May the Holy Spirit enlighten and strengthen me! I am just Cardijn in my own inner being, ideas, feelings, words and actions. I can't be otherwise. That would by my destruction... and at the same time Archbishop and Cardinal? Other people's astonishment will be nothing compared with my own. Is it possible to go beyond all this and say: It is God's will? .. .”
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      And just as at times of tension with authority in the old days, he would say: “I am going to Malines” so now it was: “I must go and talk to the Holy Father about it!” 
    

    
      
    

    
      So he put his worry to Paul VI: he wanted to remain Cardijn and could he please not be obliged to go and live in Rome; how could he survive in all these offices and in an atmosphere to which he was not accustomed? 
    

    
      
    

    
      He would like to die at home, in his room in the Rue de Palais, where he could meanwhile take his meals with the YCW leaders who lived in the house, and from where he could easily do some world travelling! 
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are not going to be a Cardinal to die, but to live,” the Pope replied with a smile. “You will continue talking on the YCW all over the world and with a great deal more weight. ..” 
    

    
      
    

    
      This reassured him and with Abbé Uylenbroeck's help, he went ahead with all the necessary arrangements. Among other things, he had to choose a basilica which would be his titular church. “Eminence, what is your wish?” After a moment's surprise, “Give me,” he said, “the poorest.” So inquiries had to be made and three days later he was back and from among the names offered he asked for the Church of St. Michael the Archangel in Pietralata, a working class and communist district on the outskirts of Rome. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Don Ottavio, the parish priest, was staggered when he heard; it was impossible; it wasn't a basilica; it wasn't even a Church! The building had never been finished for lack of funds. And, in fact, when he made his first visit to Pietralata in the pouring rain, the new Cardinal dived out of the rain into Church only to find the rain still coming in on him through through the roof. The Church could hold only two hundred and there were nine Masses every Sunday to get everybody in. But from that day on, Cardijn always referred to Pietralata as “my Parish.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile the YCW everywhere were celebrating the event. The press were delighted and one daily spoke of “working youth entering the sacred college”. The idea was well in tune with what the new Cardinal himself thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The news that Paul VI elected Cardijn to the college of Cardinals came to the Headquarters of the English YCW by way of a telephone call from the BBC requesting photographs and biographical detail. This was on Monday, 25th January, 1965. On Wednesday 10th February, the English delegation left for Rome. On Sunday, 21st February, the old man of eighty-two was consecrated Archbishop by his compatriot Cardinal Suenens. Four hundred YCW's mostly Belgian, feted the new Archbishop in the courtyard of Propaganda College afterwards. There was flag-waving, dancing, music and streamers. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “What will they do next?” exclaimed the Rector in some alarm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      On Tuesday, the new Cardinal received his biglietto the letter of appointment. On Thursday he joined the twenty seven Cardinals to receive the ring and red biretta in the ceremony in St. Peter's. He had no gentiluomo in attendance. His simplicity and affectionate nature shone through in many informal contacts. He announced his retirement from the responsibility of general chaplain to the International YCW. “I do not want to be excluded!” he said, “I remain to serve the YCW to be used and abused. What preoccupies me always is our influence on the masses. We must train leaders with influence on the masses.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      The YCW party had an audience with Paul VI on Wednesday 24th. The Pope invited Cardijn to speak. He brought to it all the vigour and seriousness of his earliest days—Europe no longer occupying his thoughts, his eyes on Africa, Asia and South America. Cardijn knew where the crisis of civilisation and Christianity was to be lived out today. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was not because you represent an historical see or a national episcopate, it was for the YCW that I have made you Cardinal!' said the Pope simply
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      . Once the ceremonies were over, precise and methodical as ever, Cardijn worked out his programme and way of life: 
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Pope has said publicly that he hopes my being made a Cardinal will be the occasion of a new departure for the YCW and a stimulus of its apostolic action among all the young workers of the world. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Future tasks! With International YCW: nothing without reference to the International Office. I must write a booklet on the world YCW in 1965. About my situation in Belgium: matters will have to be arranged at the Bishop's meeting. I would like to keep my place in Brussels. I will accept no invitation from any of the home branches of the YCW without reference to the National Chaplains; and no invitation outside the YCW without reference to the Hierarchy. No one must be put to any trouble on my account. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Priestly ordinations of former YCW's could become part of my episcopal ministry and it would give me the opportunity of encouraging more and more priestly and missionary vocations in the YCW. The seeds of such vocations could be sown among YCW's taking part in these ceremonies. They could take place in the parish church. The whole regional federation and all the former YCW's with their own children could be invited. I would be able to remind them of their own vocation and insist on the apostolic mission to which all are called”.
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      New situations to be faced. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “A man who no longer seeks is dead.” declared Cardijn and in 'Laymen into Action' he said that, after fifty years 'Seek'... was still his motto. He put questions again and again on every question and every aspect of the question. And his seeking, his research became a constant tension pressing towards a discovery of the right steps to be taken, between past and future, between life and thought, between secular values and faith, between priesthood and laity... 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was certainly a test of will and determination to be at this age, the man of youth. And being a man of youth now was very different from the situation thirty-five years previously when the YCW made its first inquiries. This, for him, was all the more reason to keep up with the changing situations; the ever rising school-leaving age and educational facilities, the earlier age of marriage, problems of juvenile delinquency, the use of drugs, the great possibilities of international voluntary service replacing the obligation of military service. He followed, too, the development of the YCW at home and abroad, read all the publications from beginning to end and gave his opinion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All the same, during those last years, unable as he was, to live the life of the movement at the base, he found it difficult to keep up with the new way of the movement, its vocabulary, the closer working of boys and girls, new aspects of formation and training. Inevitably he was to some extent out of touch, though his journeys abroad encouraged him to see still the essentials of the thought and method of the YCW being realised by young people of totally different cultures and backgrounds. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Beyond the YCW Cardijn was thoroughly wide awake in following the beginnings of the various post-conciliar currents in the Church. He was quite frank and forthcoming, too, about the profound reforms needed in all areas and on all levels. But his attitude remained what it had always been, deeply ecclesial. By his faith and his priesthood, he was identified with the Church and it was always from within the Church and by the way of love, that he sought, patiently but tenaciously, to support or promote the reforms and developments which he thought necessary. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The more he went on, the more his vision widened to a planetary scale. Going through the contents of a file one day, a secretary of his came across this delightful note in the margin of an article on the possibilities of lunar exploration: “Think out adapted pastoral methods.” And behind his vision of mankind one and integrated, there is the whole cosmic dimension of his faith and philosophy: 
    

    
      
    

    
      “This one basic problem, which some people have claimed to brush aside, remains today in the face of all the possible errors and abuses of science and atomic weapons: 'Why do I exist? Why am I alive? Why do I work and think of love? Why was I born and why must I die? These are the fundamental questions humanity is asking itself today, questions that can only be truly answered by faith: faith that completely permeates life, which becomes the whole act of life. This is the only peaceful victory that can give the answer to these questions.”
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      “The more I question, the more conscious I am of being responsible for my own life; the more certain I am that this responsibility does not end with death, but that I am eternally responsible. My own existence and that of others and the existence of all who have lived from the beginning, all this cannot be the blind work of chance. God exists who is the explanation of all things, before whom I shall be eternally responsible. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I can read easily enough denials of all this and can hear the scorn and sarcasm but what I am in my body and soul, that I want to communicate to all men, not as pride or personal boasting but as the divine message which alone can and should be the salvation of mankind. I love all men and above all the poorest and most deprived, those of every race and colour. I want to make them all one in the same love, the same conviction and the same faith. I have too much respect for them in their existence and their personal dignity to dream of exerting the least moral or material pressure on them; but I would like to go to them all, to reach them all, to seek together with them the meaning of life, to realise together the solidarity of our destiny and above all to help them all to find their true happiness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I want all the progress of science and technology to serve and not to kill, destroy, oppress and ravage, but to raise up develop and unite all men.”
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      An Old Man's Vocation 
    

    
      
    

    
      From 1959 Cardijn began to realise the new reality that came with the years, the reality of solitude, both painful and fruitful. The experience of this, linked already with the sacrifice of having to leave his own life's work in the hands of others, lies behind the following: 
    

    
      
    

    
      'The essential characteristic of old age is solitude. The old man is, thinks, loves, and works alone. And the more he remains young in mind, heart and character, the more he is alone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He can find means of escape in reading and writing and today in radio and television. I think this should be avoided. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Solitude should be a more intimate, profound and personal presence: presence of and to God, Christ, the Church and dearest friends. Such solitary presence is not an imaginary attitude: it is the richest, deepest gift of oneself. The old man has no wish to trouble those who are not there, to be a bother to them, to stop them living their own lives, getting on with their own work, their own vocation and their own leisure time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The work and research of an old man should not be just a way of passing the time! If at the moment it cannot be of service, it may well be after his death. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Work and research like this, made fruitful by long experience, are a privilege. He is blessed, too, if he enjoys a work of collaboration which is truly understanding and affectionate and not looked on as a burden. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The most difficult thing for an old man is not to be a nuisance to those who succeed him and take his place. They have to be able to learn and take on their responsibilities. The old man's advice, opinion and interventions, particularly when he has been a leader and master, easily appear as a lack of confidence or an obstacle. This is his greatest trial and he has to learn to efface himself and to keep quiet. This is the greatest sacrifice for the old man who has remained young in mind and heart; it is not always easy for him, when he has given his whole self and consecrated his whole life to the work to which he will always be so attached. Those nearest to him must not be made to suffer on his account. This calls for great love and delicacy. Particularly when the old man thinks he can see work going down or being set back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In this age of ours of rapid and sometimes radical changes in manner, tastes and ways of acting, these trials seem hardest. The old man must accept them With wisdom if not with joy. If decisions which he thinks important or unfortunate are hidden from him, if he is not consulted, if he is neglected, it is not for him to rebel or complain. The love of an old man who has remained young must keep and increase his youth. It is a continual apprenticeship. The injustice can be taken as a reparation and is always a blessing. It reminds the old man of the injustices he committed himself towards older people when he was young and impatient. How often had he criticised and taken over from them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “So many motives here for prayer for the strength and courage necessary for old age even more than during one's youth. The longer life goes on, the more courageous one must be. The life of the old must be an ascent—through health, through sickness, agony and death. It is only love that can bring this about. John XXIII gave us a fine example of this. It is the one way of remaining young throughout eternity. Hell is old age without hope. Heaven is eternal youth!”
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      This kind of self-portrait shows that Cardijn was never under any illusion, neither about himself nor his surrounding circumstances, the work he had accomplished, the honours that had come his way . . . Quite simply he was going, because in the depths of his being, he had always been a man detached, a man “who had never worn a mask and whose life had been as straight and as violent as an inter-planetary rocket.”
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      Such was Cardijn in his last years. What had he really been all the way through; how best to sum him up? Was he first and foremost son of a worker's family who had stood up for justice and became a leader for the full development of the working class? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Or was he rather the charismatic Christian, powerfully led by the Holy Spirit, a prophet of the Gospel to rich and poor alike? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Was he the father to a great youthful people, a man faithful all through to his calling to be a rallying point, an educator, one who brought people together in a joint enterprise of brotherly love? 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was surely all of these. But if we look at the whole of his life, we see a man, in and through all those things, marked by his priesthood. He became all those things and in his own particular way because he was fulfilling the gift of himself which he had vowed in his youth and that same youth he renewed daily with faith and courage when he celebrated the Eucharist. He has been called the Priest of hope. Whatever the struggles, difficulties and trials he went through, he wanted, right to the end, to pass on the great gift he himself had received, to countless other priests. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There is no fundamental change in the portrait sketched of Cardijn around 1935; “the same many a little bent now perhaps, but the same piercing eyes behind the glasses, the same bundle of nervous energy.”
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      The power and originality of his personality have changed tone somewhat.
    

    
      
    

    
      The peaceful interludes between journeys and engagements became still more precious, not simply for rest but for the reflection of life, of mind and spirit. Three main occasions were given to this: the evenings, after meetings and visits, the lonely Sundays when he had no outside engagements and his stays in Switzerland at Mont Pelerin. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Lost in the depths of an armchair in his study after his evening meal, in the blue haze of cigar smoke, he would read and think. It is to these times we are indebted for his personal notes, witness of the hours of truth, in which in full sincerity he opened his heart and mind. Within arm's reach on his desk there were the latest reviews and books. He would stop at significant paragraphs and with a big red or blue pencil he would underline words or ring passages, to recall them later, to use them, assimilate them or quite simply, he would say, “for the psychological value of doing it.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      He kept an eye on all the best books coming out and read more than ever. On his shelves or piled high on the desk, waiting an hour or two of leisure or a long trip; Fourastie, Dubarle, Sauvy and Vialatoux, Francois Perroux and Lebret, Arnold Toynbee, Oscar Cullmann, Karl Barth, Evdokimov, Ghauchard, Tibor Mende et Roger Bastide, Teilhard de Chardin, Simone Weil, Congar and Kung, Bishop Robinson, Leslie Newbigin and the Dutch Catechism. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His annual stop at Mont Pelerin, up in the peaceful heights of 800 metres, served both as physical rest and personal spiritual renewal: “Here”, he remarked, “I've come to learn to be an old man.” They were wonderfully peaceful, those weeks, in which he had his fill of all the poetry of the mountains and lakes, the alpine flowers, the sheep and the sun, to the point of penning a few verses on occasion. Every morning he went down to the village to pick up Le Monde and some post-cards and to post off long reports on his last journeys that would have to be typed ready for his return. And like a good country Cure he celebrated the Eucharist in the midst of the other old folk in the house, giving them a little homily on their divine vocation and mission. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Mgr Angerhausen, former national Chaplain of the German YCW has a good story showing us Cardijn's inner heart and mind: 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I remember very well a long tour I made with him throughout the country. It took us into ten dioceses and with Bishops present, there were talks to 3,600 priests and seminarists on the YCW While he was still in the car that had taken us on the long road, sitting there exhausted, I said to Mgr Cardijn: 'You must be very tired after all that;' he looked at me with a smile I shall never forget and answered: 'An old man is always tired: but a good priest is never old.” 
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