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Introduction: An Extraordinary Week 

 
September 22

nd
 to 27

th
 was an extraordinary week to be a Catholic. Pope Francis made his first visit 

to the United States – not just as pope, but ever. His three-city tour of the East Coast put him before 

crowds of tens of thousands and through TV broadcasts to the living rooms of hundreds of 

thousands more. The visit was the first time a pope has addressed Congress and also the first time 

that a saint – St. Junipero Serra -- has been canonized on U.S. soil. Pope Francis’ trip elicited a 

groundswell of interest and enthusiasm; it was the talk of the media and the internet for days. 

At the seminary, we were swarmed by the media with requests for interviews. When the 

seminarians left on Tuesday night of that week to begin their bus trip to Washington to see the pope, 

several local TV stations filmed their departure. Most of the seminarians got to go on the trip but the 

priest faculty wasn’t included – no room on the bus and not enough tickets.  

But even staying home ended up being an interesting experience. It’s not every day that a church 

historian who specializes in U.S. Catholic history is very sought after, but early in the week I got a 

call to do a live interview on a Cincinnati TV station. It was only 90 seconds long, but as I was 

walking out of the studio they asked me if I might come back later in the week for another 

interview. I agreed and it turned into about an hour of live commentary before the pope’s speech to 

Congress. I ended up settling into the role and actually enjoyed it.  

But all the attention that the week generated has been good, if a bit surprising. The visit elicited 

reactions from Catholics, fallen-away Catholics, and non-Catholics. All of the enthusiasm reminded 

me of the Gospel verse in which Jesus says to his disciples: “For whoever is not against us is for 

us.”  

If this is true, we have many who are with us – those who support, for instance, the pope’s call to 

build a more just society ordered according to the common good; those who acknowledge that 

people of faith and men and women of good will must join together to find solutions to societal ills. 
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But with this enthusiastic embrace of the Holy Father comes an important challenge: not to be 

content with this energetic moment from late September. The pope has returned to Rome – he is 

actually preparing to go to Kenya, Uganda, and the Central African Republic later this month; 

Washington, New York, and Philadelphia have long been emptied of their extra visitors who came 

to see the Holy Father; the seminary has gone back to its normal schedule; and the media has cast its 

glance elsewhere. What then has the trip meant? 

During one of the interviews that I gave during the visit, the question was raised, “Will there be 

more people in the pews this Sunday?” Of course, that was hard to predict. But a second question 

emerged from the first (which is really even a better question): “Are there more people in the pews 

today, six weeks after the visit?” For me that second question helps get to the heart of the question. 

What did his visit mean to us as American Catholics – and what can it teach us? How has it and 

how can it help us in our own lives of faith? 

It’s not an easy set of questions to answer, either. After all, so often the visit was experienced 

through media soundbites and commentary – some of which was not accurate. How do we get 

around such misinformation? Ideally, we should read the words of the pope for ourselves, but if not 

at least find some good commentary on the visit from the Catholic press or another careful media 

source.  

If you didn’t get a chance to watch his speeches and sermons live or read the transcripts, I hope this 

might be the beginning of a careful look at the pope’s message and maybe an impetus to read the 

speeches for oneself. They are readily available on the internet, including the Vatican website 

(http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/travels/2015/outside/documents/papa-francesco-cuba-

usa-onu-2015.html). 

 

Distilling the Message: Reflect, Encounter, and Move  

I have tried to digest a few themes from Pope Francis’ speeches and sermons. It is admittedly 

selective. The talks themselves total tens of thousands of words – more than a few hours’ worth if 

we were to replay them – but a few themes emerge.  And I have decided to relate them to three 

verbs: reflect; encounter, and move.  
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Certainly, I could have grouped this presentation along the lines of topics like the family or care for 

the environment or religious freedom, but it seems that would have missed something of the pope’s 

overall approach. 

So we return to these three verbs – reflect, encounter, and move. Some decades ago, a group called 

the Young Christian Workers which was founded by a Catholic priest in Belgium summed up the 

process of Christian social change using the three verbs: see, judge, act. See the reality of our lives, 

our community, and the world; judge the relationship between the situation around us and what we 

believe should be happening; and finally act to create a change. 

Pope Francis’ message to us contained many of the same ideas as see, judge, act. Hearing his 

speeches and homilies prompted me to consider a little variation on the Young Christian Workers – 

maybe not, “see, judge, act,” but “reflect, encounter, and move.” Reflect deeply and with fresh eyes 

upon our tradition. Encounter others – dialogue, invite, and accompany them. And then move – 

take a risk, make a leap when the Lord calls.  

 

Reflect 

First, the pope asked us to think deeply and with fresh eyes upon our tradition. I think of all the 

speeches, the one I was most impressed by was his address to Congress. As a historian, I was 

looking to see how Pope Francis might appropriate our American traditions. Some commentators 

predicted that this would be a serious tongue lashing from the pope. Others said it was going to be 

political; some that Democrats would be validated; others that Republicans would be validated. 

Actually, none of that happened. It was instead a call to serve the common good, move beyond 

partisanship, but also to think deeply about our tradition, as Americans and as Catholic Christians.  

The pope did this by invoking the memory of four Americans – two Catholic and two non-Catholic. 

He framed his comments around the lives and legacies of Abraham Lincoln; Martin Luther King; 

Dorothy Day; and Thomas Merton. Not all are exactly household names. This was obvious to me 

when I was at the TV station, viewing the address live. The TV anchors were writing down the 

names as the pope said them. One anchor said, “Who is Thomas Martin?” I suspect there were an 

equal number of viewers – Catholic and non-Catholic -- who did not recognize the name of Dorothy 

Day. But it was an opportunity to find out, to think deeply and with fresh eyes upon our history, our 
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traditions. To quote Pope Francis – “In honoring their memory, we are inspired, even amid 

conflicts, and in the here and now of each day, to draw upon our deepest cultural reserves.” 

So what lessons can each of the four teach us? The pope was explicit here. Lincoln can teach us the 

value of liberty. The pope stated its relevance today, “Building a future of freedom requires love of 

the common good and cooperation in a spirit of subsidiarity and solidarity.” 

And second, Martin Luther King -- a kind of development of the first lesson from Lincoln – can 

teach us about “liberty in plurality and non-exclusion.” The pope said that King worked to fulfill the 

‘dream’ of full civil and political rights for African Americans.” That dream continues to inspire, 

the pope said, reminding us that America continues to be, for many, a land of “dreams,” especially 

for immigrants. In taking up the theme of immigration – something he referenced several times 

during his visit – he recalled the “millions who came to this land to pursue their dreams.” “We, the 

people of this continent, are not fearful of foreigners, because most of us were once foreigners. I say 

this to you as the son of immigrants, knowing that so many of you are also descended from 

immigrants.” He continued by urging us “not to turn [our] back on our immigrant ‘neighbors.’” 

Next, he brought forward the example of Dorothy Day. The value she teaches us is social justice 

and the rights of persons; “Her social activism, her passion for justice and for the cause of the 

oppressed, were inspired by the Gospel, her faith, and the example of the saints.” 

And lastly, he turned to Thomas Merton who teaches us “the capacity for dialogue and openness to 

God.” Merton, the pope said, was “above all a man of prayer, a thinker who challenged the 

certitudes of his time and opened new horizons for souls and for the Church. He was also a man of 

dialogue, a promoter of peace between peoples and religions.”  

The pope repeated this theme of deep reflection upon our history when he spoke later in the trip to a 

group at Independence Hall in Philadelphia. He said, “All of us benefit from remembering our past. 

A people which remembers does not repeat past errors; instead, it looks with confidence to the 

challenges of the present and the future. Remembrance saves a people’s soul from whatever or 

whoever would attempt to dominate it or to use it for their own interests.” 

The pope echoed the same when speaking of the importance of safeguarding our religious freedom: 

“History also shows that these or any truths must constantly be reaffirmed, re-appropriated and 
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defended. Religious freedom certainly means the right to worship God, individually and in 

community, as our consciences dictate. But religious liberty, by its nature, transcends places of 

worship and the private sphere of individuals and families. Because religion itself, the religious 

dimension, is not a subculture; it is part of the culture of every people and every nation.” 

The pope clearly called on the rich traditions of American to remind us of our duty to work for the 

common good through freedom, charity, and dialogue. He calls us then to reflect deeply upon our 

cultural and religious heritage to see what riches it might have for us in our own lives. 

Question for Reflection: What could I reflect more deeply on so as to tap into that cultural and 

religious reservoir which is our American Catholic heritage? Maybe there is a book of the Bible I 

want to read in its entirety; maybe an era of church history I want to study; maybe a particular 

author I want to read (Dorothy Day or Thomas Merton, perhaps). Make a resolution to reflect more 

on our “deepest cultural reserves.”  

 

Encounter 

The second major theme found in the pope’s words to America is encounter. This is a theme that the 

pope zeroed in on as soon as he arrived. In addressing the president and the welcoming party, he 

said, “I look forward to these days of encounter and dialogue, in which I hope to listen to, and share, 

many of the hopes and dreams of the American people.” 

Leading by example, then he has asked us to do the same. He used repeatedly the verb “encounter” 

to call us to experience Christ through the Church and then to allow that encounter to shape all of 

our other encounters – with the poor, the prisoner, the sick, and the mother with her unborn child.  

In his meeting with the bishops in Washington, he called on them to embrace this outlook: “We are 

promoters of the culture of encounter,” he said. And who should we encounter? To quote the pope, 

we should encounter the poor and marginalized: “the innocent victim of abortion, children who die 

of hunger or from bombings, immigrants who drown in the search for a better tomorrow, the elderly 

or the sick who are considered a burden, the victims of terrorism, wars, violence and drug 

trafficking, the environment devastated by man’s predatory relationship with nature.” 
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And with encounter, must come dialogue. The pope called “dialogue our method,” not a “shrewd 

strategy but an approach which is faithful to Jesus” who never wearied of preaching, teaching, and 

offering love. “Whenever a hand reaches out to do good or to show the love of Christ, to dry a tear 

or bring comfort to the lonely, to show the way to one who is lost or to console a broken heart, to 

help the fallen or to teach those thirsting for truth, to forgive or to offer a new start in God . . . know 

that the Pope is at your side, the Pope supports you.” 

Embedded in this call to encounter is the call to show love. He related, “It is not about preaching 

complicated doctrines, but joyfully proclaiming Christ who died and rose for our sake,” and 

ultimately showing love. The pope gave a specific example in Philadelphia when addressing family 

life, reminding us of a special care needed for children and the elderly. “Children and young people 

are the future; they are our strength; they are what keep us moving forward. They are the ones in 

whom we put our hope. Grandparents are a family’s memory. They are the ones who gave us the 

faith, they passed the faith on to us. Taking care of grandparents and taking care of children is the 

sign of love. . . . A people incapable of caring for children and caring for the elderly is a people 

without a future, because it lacks the strength and the memory needed to move forward.” 

Question for Reflection: Who might I dialogue with and encounter? Maybe the need is to encounter 

the poor, the prisoner, the sick – the call to serve those on the margins of society. Maybe there is a 

relationship in my life that needs strengthening – a sibling, a child, a neighbor, a co-worker. How 

might the “culture of encounter” call us to approach groups or individuals differently? 

 

Move 

In his visit, the pope stressed the importance of taking risks, and doing, not just talking. And this 

movement forward is necessary collectively and individually. He spoke of the dangers of being 

paralyzed, which allows for a “Christianity which ‘does’ little in practice, while incessantly 

explaining its teachings,” resulting in a “dangerous imbalance.”  

Instead, in all of his speeches, whether to the Congress or the United Nations, the pope continually 

called for action. He said, for instance to Congress, “Now is the time for courageous actions and 

strategies, aimed at implementing a ‘culture of care’”– especially for the poor and vulnerable: “We 
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must move forward together, as one, in a renewed spirit of fraternity and solidarity, cooperating 

generously for the common good.” To the United Nations, he also spoke of the need for action: 

“We cannot permit ourselves to postpone ‘certain work’ for the future. The future demands of us 

critical and global decisions in the face of world-wide conflicts” and concerns. 

But we who are not congressional or UN representatives are not off the hook. Some action, some 

movement may be required of us as well. The pope spoke of moving forward, taking risks, 

especially in terms of marriage and family: “It is my wish that throughout my visit the family 

should be a recurrent theme. How essential the family has been to the building of this country! And 

how worthy it remains of our support and encouragement! Yet I cannot hide my concern for the 

family, which is threatened, perhaps as never before, from within and without.”  

He then spoke of all the factors which delay or even eliminate the possibility of marriage and 

family: “Many young people, in the context of this culture of discouragement, have yielded to a 

form of unconscious acquiescence. They are afraid, deep down, paralyzed before the beautiful, 

noble and truly necessary challenges. Many put off marriage while waiting for ideal conditions, 

when everything can be perfect. Meanwhile, life goes on, without really being lived to the full.” 

And though Jesus was not married, he provides the example for marriage and family life. Jesus 

provides an example of self-sacrifice: “Jesus was not a confirmed bachelor, far from it! He took the 

Church as his bride, and made her a people of his own.” 

So what are we to do? Take the risk, even if we don’t have to have all the details worked out, not all 

the financial security we think we need. And the pope jokes, when we speak of “moving” and 

taking a risk it might even mean prodding young adults to risk maturity. He says, we must “extend a 

sincere invitation to young people to be brave and to opt for marriage and the family.” And then he 

provides an example: “In Buenos Aires, many women used to complain about their children who 

were 30, 32 or 34 years old and still single: ‘I don’t know what to do’ they say– ‘Well, I say, stop 

ironing their shirts!’ Young people have to be encouraged to take this risk, but it is a risk of 

fruitfulness and life.” 
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For many, their vocations to marriage and family life have already commenced. It might not be that 

we need to take a first step, but maybe we are being called to some other kind of movement, some 

other kind of risktaking for God within our vocations. 

Question for Reflection: How might I be called to “move,” to take a risk, to try something different? 

That will be different for each person. It might be to risk marriage; to risk having another child; to 

risk a job change; to risk trying something new – taking communion to the sick, ministering to the 

incarcerated, or teaching religious education to elementary students. But each is called to take a risk 

for God. 


