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Congratulations are certainly in order to Crossroads and its valiant and dedicated members for convening this timely symposium. 
The fourth visit of a pope to the United Nations, that made by Benedict XVI on 18 April 2008, came at a difficult time for this Institution. Cultural fragmentation, difficulty and at times the unwillingness for mutual understanding, political drifts in every part of the world and challenges to human security, find a sounding board in the UN.

 Pope Benedict XVI, who understands all this and who shares the weight and hope in his pontifical ministry, as “bridge builder” (pontifex maximus), has raised morale and given vigor to those who in the halls of the United Nations work to affirm justice, peace and freedom. He has done it with his presence, encounters, glances, handshakes, words and gestures marked with great serenity, gentleness and sincerity.

His message was outstanding and well received: the issue of human rights; the responsibility to protect, as the necessary basis for every authority of every government and administration; and the dialogue among persons of diverse cultures and religions, rooted in a common recognition of the dignity of every person and human group.

No one expected Pope Benedict to come to the United Nations in New York just to say niceties and politically correct words, suited to the occasion. For weeks I was besieged by questions about what the Pope would say. These questions were quite telling: indeed, they were a sign that the words of the Pope are appreciated today and that he would come to the UN not as any Head of State but as  moral authority. Authority that fosters a plan, preserves the founding principles, and values the life of the individual and the community. Authority that is recognized as "natural law", which precedes, and cannot be contradicted by the laws of the State. Moral authority which also uses particular means to achieve all this: the means of persuasion and negotiation which reject any use of force or imposition. 

That is why the Pope did not dwell at length on the various crises and challenges that concern the world today -otherwise, there would not have been time-, but went to the root of every problem, namely, to human rights, which are based on natural law inscribed in the human heart and present in different cultures and civilizations. Indeed, he recognized that “human rights are increasingly being presented as the common language and the ethical substratum of international relations”.
The United Nations deliberations and activity are the result of the total sum of political will of the member Countries, and for some time now, it is evident that within the UN, the welcome and respect for non-negotiable principles have made way for compromise and negotiation on any matter. Pope Benedict has reasserted his conviction that certain principles -concerning for instance life, the responsibility to protect and dialogue- are not at the discretion of the majority or of governments. 

This conviction needs now to guide the UN debates and resolutions, as we prepare to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

The Holy See recognizes the many merits found in this Declaration. I would like to mention two in particular: first, it coalesced all the philosophical traditions, moral and religious, around the recognition of  the equal dignity of human beings,  and secondly, it identified rights so fundamental that are non-negotiable and cannot be denied to anyone anywhere in the world. Unfortunately, we have to admit that not one of these rights is exempt from violations or negligence everywhere. And this is due to the persistent conviction that States and Governments, and often the rule of the majority, are to concede the rights and determine their content and extension, rather than recognize these as being inscribed in human nature.
Pope Benedict has accustomed us to very lucid analyses of the current situation in which we are living and to coherent, rational, demanding and inspiring reflections of new horizons. His address at the General Assembly of the United Nations is exactly of this vein. It is a rich discourse full of nuances that need to be dissected and “digested” in order to be translated in operative ways and bear fruit.  
What’s more, this speech was not directed only to UN people. This was directed to leaders of nations, to local administrators, and all the components of civil society. So much so that it concerns also all of us present here this evening.
My compliments to our distinguished panelists who will help us to grasp the full potential and impact of Pope Benedict’s message to the United Nations.
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