2. Allocutio, occasione celebrationis primi centenarii a morte P. Gregorii Mendel, O.S.A., die 10 martii 1984, in Aula Synodali, habita.


1. It is with heartfelt joy and a sincere sense of thanksgiving that I join in the triple homage being rendered to Abbot Gregory Mendel of the Augustinian Order, to which he belonged, by the Pontifical Council for Culture and by the Gregory Mendel Institute of Rome.  He was, in fact, at the same time a man of faith, a man of culture and a man of science.  I am grateful to the Organizers of this celebration of the centenary of his death for having offered me the occasion to draw attention in a  solemn way to these facts.


	Gregory Mendel was a man of faith from the time of his birth into a family in Moravia that was profoundly Catholic.  From his family to the parish, from the school to the monastery, his journey was, we could say, completely natural.  Before becoming a man of culture and of science, Gregory Mendel was a man of faith.  And so he remained, knowing how to unite closely, like others too, but in a far superior way, his Christian and monastic life to his scientific research, and always maintaining the genius of his exceptional intelligence both turned towards his Creator to praise him and adore him, and towards Creation to discover the laws hidden in it by the providential wisdom of God.


	Perhaps it is not after all typical of culture to know how to join harmoniously ways of living with the reasons for living, to know how to incarnate the one in the other, in a profoundly creative synthesis, in which the task to be solved is nourished by a shared ideal?  Thus Gregory Mendel was a Christian and Catholic man of culture, in whose existence prayer and Augustinian praise sustained the research of the patient observer and the reflection of the brilliant scientist.


	2. A man of faith and of culture, Gregory Mendel was also a man of science, and we undoubtedly would not celebrate either one or the other, if we were not led to do so by the fame that his works and scientific discoveries gave to his austere life as an Augustinian priest and abbot.  The humble but ingenious scholar of the crossbreeding of the “pisum sativum” became the father of modern genetics and the laws of inheritance which are even taught today to students, starting from high school. The Superior of the Convent of the Augustinians of Brno certainly does not deserve the reproof of Augustine, who complained that many “are more inclined to admire the facts than to search for their causes” (Epist. 120, 5).  He knew how to do both the one and the other.


	Following the example of his master, St Augustine, and his own personal vocation, in observing nature and contemplating its Author, Gregory Mendel knew at the same time how to join his search for truth with the certainty of already knowing it in the creator Word, whose light is sown in every man and shines in the interior of the laws of nature, which this scholar so patiently decoded.


	Far from opposing the faith, true science allies itself with it in a fruitful symbiosis, in which knowledge and truth are joined.  St Augustine had already pointed this out in a passage on which the Abbot of the Brno monastery probably lingered  more than once to meditation: “The beauty of the world is like a silent voice that rises from the earth.  You observe it, you see its beauty, its fruitfulness, its resourcefulness; you see how it reproduces itself in a seed often causing something to sprout that is so different to what was sown.  Observe all this and reflecting on it you almost start questioning it…  Full of wonder you continue your research and delving deeply you discover a great power, a great beauty and an amazing strength.  Not being able to have in itself or by itself this strength, you immediately think that, if it cannot have come from itself, it must have been given by the Creator.  In this way what you have discovered in the creature the voice of its own confession that brings you to praise God” (Enarr. in Ps  144, 13).


	3. Gregory Mendel was a top class research scholar.  His great merit, from this point of view, is that of having begun a new line of investigation, that opened the way to the most surprising knowledge and conquests in the field of biology


	A careful observer, he had been struck by the regularity with which specific characteristics, regarding flowers or seeds of various varieties of plants, were transmitted through subsequent generations.  For this regularity he wished to find -  as he himself states in his original work -  the “general law”.  He was aware of the seriousness of the task. In the same pages, among the introductory pages, he wrote: “The fact that up now it has not been possible to outline a general law should not be a cause for wonder to those who are aware of the vastness of the task and are able to appreciate the difficulties that are met with in this type of experiment.  A final decision can only be reached when the results of particular experiments carried out on plants belonging to different orders are obtained ...    In fact a lot of courage is required to undertake such an enormous task.  This however appears to be the only correct way forward by which to reach the solutions to a question that, in view of the history of the evolution of the organic forms, is of great importance” (G. Mendel: Versuche über Plantzen-Hybriden. Original text republished in J. Krizenécky: Fundamenta Genetica, Prague 1965, on the occasion of the Celebration of the Centenary of publication).


	His experiments continued for a good eight years (1856-1863) according to a plan that was strictly prepared and implemented, and constantly extended as stimuli for new experiments came from the examination of new scientific data.  It was a huge operation that Fisher -  whose critical rigour is well known to every scholar of genetics -  defines as “one of the greatest experimental progresses “ achieved “ in the history of biology”, and again -  these are Fisher’s words -  through “experimental research that was conclusive in its results, exceptionally clear in its presentation and essential for the understanding of not just one problem of current interest, but of many” (R.A. Fisher, Introductory notes on Mendel’s paper.  In J.H. Bennet, Experiments in plant hybridization.  Mendel’s original paper in English translation with commentary and assessment by the late Sir Ronald A. Fisher, Oliver and Bryd 1965, pp. 1-16).  Thanks to this work accompanied by an acute analysis based on the most simple axioms of differential calculus, the mathematical bases of which were being laid at just that period, as well as the laws that take their name from him, the abbot Mendel reached the following essential discovery: the existence, that is to say, of “hereditary units” vestiges of characteristics, which “segregate” into gametes and combine and recombine according to well-defined laws in the subsequent generations.


	4. With Gregory Mendel, the branch of science known today as “Genetics” in this way began its development.  Between then and now, the real existence of the “hereditary units”, called “genes” twenty years after his death, was demonstrated, just as their location in particular cellular structures was determined, their nature was defined, their structure analyzed, their function was understood.  Today it is possible to construct them in the laboratory.


	These biological units, the existence of which was discovered by Gregory Mendel, are today in the hands of man who, through a strict scientific method, has managed to achieve full knowledge of them.  Will man be capable of using the marvellous conquests of this branch of science, begun in the little garden of Brno, for the exclusive service of man?  Gregory Mendel had guessed something of the future when in presenting his results he emphasised that they presented “ the solution to a question that, in view of the history of the evolution of organic forms, is of great importance ”.  Man begins today to have in his hands the power to control his own evolution. The extent and effects, good or bad, of this control will depend not so much on his science  as on his wisdom.  Science and wisdom which are in an almost symbolic way harmonized in Gregory Mendel.


	In expressing my wish that, in following the example of the great natural scientist whom we are today solemnly commemorating, researchers of today and tomorrow must remember that they  may never separate the science that investigates the secrets of nature from the wisdom that directs the journey of man on earth, I sincerely impart to you here present and to all those who spend great energy in research my Apostolic Blessing.





