Pope Benedict is coming to America

This week the world will turn its eyes to our homeland for something other than political scheming and military efforts.  The Holy Father, Pope Benedict will be coming and everyone will be talking.  As of this past Tuesday I have heard that many of the people that think they are getting tickets may not.  There is still a big question mark if tickets and clearance will be made in time for his arrival.  I am sure that the news will also contain all kind of stories about how things got confusing and what went wrong.  I would offer some thoughts about the Holy Father for your consideration because I think people are going to be talking about him.  This is a great time to stand up and be counted as a person of faith.  Do not be afraid to engage your friends as they are talking about the visit and let them know what you think about the Pope and his role in our church.


The first thing I usually hear is that we worship and or pray to the Pope.  Remind people that we do not in fact worship or even pray to the pope.  When we offer prayers, we often pray for him.  To many times people think that we equate the pope with God or some kind of lesser god.  That is not the case.  We certainly respect the Holy Father and give him honor but not making him a minor god.  I remind people of the injunction that Jesus Christ makes to Peter – our first “pope” which says “You are Peter and on this rock I will build my church and the powers of death will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven…”  (Mt 16:18-19)  That role of leader has been passed down from Peter to Benedict.  Many others faiths do not see the need or the importance of this handing down but that is the case of all the Apostles to our bishops and Peter to our current pope.  I think many critics of the pope and the papacy forget that the church is also an organization that needs a leader. Some churches struggle with their leadership but every church has a leader at some level.  We have our leader as well.  We just trace that leadership back to Peter and look to him as significant because of the role Jesus Christ gave to the first pope.


I know as well as you that some will question the straight line from St. Peter to Benedict but I do not make a big deal about that.  I certainly would acknowledge the mistakes of the past.  There were certainly two popes fighting each other at one time.  There were certainly popes that were not as holy as we would see them today.  The Borgia popes being a good example.  I would not avoid that information; I would instead point it out as proof of the humanity of those that hold the office as well as the proof of God’s intervention and role in our church.  Certainly, if God was not involved in the church then it would have collapsed a long time ago.  The humans that have lead the church are proof of our sinfulness and the love of God.  


The Infallibility of the pope is also questioned.  First, I always point out that the idea of infallibility is within areas of faith and morals only.  Infallibility is not that the pope never makes a mistake.  It means that we believe that when the Holy Father speaks as the head of the church in conjunction with the whole of the bishops and cardinals that he will not lead the church astray.  So when the pope speaks about the war effort he is not speaking infallibly.  We listen and we will probably give his words a great amount of weight because of his position and the respect we have for him but those statements do not have the same weight as the proclamation about the divinity of Jesus and the virginity of Mary!  Even some Roman Catholics forget that difference when he speaks.  Some people make a lot more of that issue than it deserves.  

When people start talking about the pope they forget the positive role that he plays and they only focus on the “control” they think he has over us.  They forget the unifying factor he is in our church.  I often would point out the ability we have to make changes to our church that he oversees.  If you go to an Eastern Orthodox Church you can see that they have not made any changes to the liturgy in hundreds of years.  Now some – even some Roman Catholics – would say that is a good thing.  But in reality the reason they have not made changes is that they do not a forum to make those changes.  They do not have the unity that the pope holds for our church.  The Holy Father can and did call all the bishops and cardinals for councils and together they made changes to the liturgy.  It happens often. (More changes are coming in the next few years as well!)  This happens to take into consideration the changes in our world.  Most of the Orthodox churches do not have the same unity of the papacy and so therefore they can not make those changes – even if they wanted to. We can stand together because the pope allows us that unity.

Now, I am not so naive to think that we are all 100% unified in even little item and that is ok.  We forget that there are many areas that we do not have to agree on exactly.  Some would like to go back to older liturgies – some places are actually going back to Latin.  That is fine but is not a factor that should separate us.  Some want more somber music, some want a rock and roll band – the truth is that both have a place in our churches and that is great.  The fullness of the church is not that we are all lockstep together but that we are open enough to welcome everyone into our church.  That to me is the real blessing of the pope and his office.  He listens to all the parts of the church and welcomes them all.  Look at what happens around the Holy Father on this trip.  He will have mass and pray in NYC to celebrate the 200th anniversary of that diocese.  There will be solemn moments.  There will also be cheering and yelling.  There will be serious moments and liturgical dancing clapping and waving hands.  Look at the youth gathering that he will celebrate, I bet that will look a lot different to the prayers at the National Shrine.  I bet you will see some liturgical dancers coming into the celebrations.  Because the pope does them does that means we should start doing that here at Our Lady of the Valley?  I don’t think so!!

That is the blessing that we have of the Holy Father.  His position allows for the unity and acceptance of the wideness of the church to be held together under the huge roof of the Roman Catholic Church.  If not for his role we would be held to a narrow view of things and not allow for everyone to find their place.  Rather than seeing the pope as limiting who we are, I see him as opening up all that the church and our communities can be.  


So over the next week as you hear people talking and offering their thoughts on Pope Benedict’s visit do not sit back and be shy.  Step up and offer your thoughts about the pope.  Feel free to offer both what you like about the pope, his unity and his leadership on the international stage.  But also do not avoid the hard parts.  It is not a sin to say you disagree with some of what he says.  It is not a sin or make you a “bad Catholic” to disagree with how he feels about things.  That is part of our faith – be engaged and involved in our faith and feel free to ask questions.  The most the church would ask is that you educate yourself and try to understand what he is saying and why.  Our responsibility is to not attack him – out of simple respect not any religious fervor.  Our responsibility is to educate our conscience before we make a decision.  I feel confident that the Holy Father can take our examinations and his words will hold up to our scrutiny.  The worst we can do is ignore his visit.  

We have a great opportunity to share our faith in a way that would not be considered inappropriate in any environment.  It will be in all the news and everyone will be talking about it.  Take the opportunity to share your thoughts and engage others in conversation about what you believe and why.  If the powers of hell will not prevail against the church I am sure our conversations will not hurt it too much.

