
  

Pope Francis’ Visit to United States 

 

On September 23, I was the guest of Senator Angus King at a White House reception welcoming 

Pope Francis. The following day, he arranged for me to sit in the gallery of the US House of 

Representatives while the Holy Father addressed The Joint Session of Congress. Having known 

Angus since I was 18 years old, this gift was an opportunity of a lifetime and beyond my ability to 

imagine.  

We hear constantly of how the nation’s capital is badly divided and paralyzed from acting 

responsibly. This divisive paralysis is often referred to as “polarization.” Elected representatives 

come from such extreme sides of the political spectrum, their opposite “polarities” prevent them 

from trusting each other enough to act on behalf of the nation. At times, on each extreme, there is a 

self-righteousness of knowing all the truth, so no need to be challenged by others or to hear any 

opposing arguments. 

Even the gospel passage today gives us insights into some of the many reasons for polarization. The 

disciples are beginning to act like the Pharisees. The Pharisees’ sin was not so much being overly 

legalistic as much as it was using legal norms to protect their own professional status. They were 

jealous of their own power and saw Jesus as someone they were unable to compete with.  

They were most critical when Jesus performed a miracle on The Sabbath, the mandated day of rest. 

Instead of seeing divine liberation manifested on the Sabbath, they saw a lawbreaker, but also 

someone they could not compete with. 

Such destructive attitude becomes apparent now in Jesus’ disciples. In St. Mark’s Gospel, it is now 

someone not of their company performing miracles. So instead of the foolishness of saying, 

“Miracles are not allowed on the Sabbath”, the disciples are saying, “Only we are allowed to perform 

miracles in Jesus’ name.” Jesus quickly moves to eliminate such behavior from his disciples.  

During my visit to Washington DC this past week to attend ceremonies welcoming Pope Francis, I 

witnessed efforts to break through the divisive polarization paralyzing our Congressional 

representatives. The first three sections address these attempts. 

Pope mentioned 4 Americans in his speech, two Catholic and two from other Christian 

churches. 

When Pope Francis addressed the Joint Session of Congress, he did not quote statements of 

previous popes nor of the saints from centuries ago. Instead he spoke of four Americans (2 of other 

Christian churches and 2 Catholics). He spoke of how all four of them contributed to a similar 

vision of the common good and a humanity fully alive. Abraham Lincoln and Rev. Martin Luther 

King Jr were the two from other Christian churches. Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton represented 

the two Catholics from the American tradition. 

Dr. King, Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton were all contemporaries. Dr. King and Fr. Merton both 

died in 1968 while Dorothy Day died in 1980. Through different religious paths, they all dedicated 

their lives to God’s glory alive in all people. All three saw God’s glory tarnished by destitute poverty, 

racism, discrimination and war. 

Prior to their deep conversions to Catholicism, both Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton had children 

out of wedlock, and in addition, Dorothy Day had an abortion prior to the birth of her daughter. 

Merton’s son and the son’s mother were both killed during the Battle of Britain and the German 

aerial bombardment of London. 



  

Four Americans from diverse religious experiences all worked toward the same goal of protecting 

and defending the God given dignity of all people.  

Pope Francis, “In this land, the various religious denominations have greatly contributed to building 

and strengthening society. It is important that today, as in the past, the voice of faith continue to be 

heard, for it is a voice of fraternity and love, which tries to bring out the best in each person and in 

each society. Such cooperation is a powerful resource in the battle to eliminate new global forms of 

slavery, born of grave injustices which can be overcome only through new policies and new forms of 

social consensus.” 

Echoing the Second Vatican Council, the Holy Father encouraged Catholics in the United States to 

work with Christians from other denominations and other faith expressions toward a common good 

allowing the flourishing of all humanity. 

Senator Angus King’s Tuesday night prayer group. 

Sen Angus King is a devout Christian worshipping in the Episcopalian Church. Almost every 

Tuesday evening, he participates in a Christian prayer fellowship with other Senators and members 

of the House of Representatives. Senator King is obviously from the progressive branch of American 

politics while most of the others participating in this fellowship are decidedly very conservative both 

politically and in their own Christian faith expression.  

Angus has faced some humorous jabs from some of his staff and even some of his family for 

gathering with this group for prayer. But he remains adamantly committed to this group. Angus 

would argue, “How can you build bridges across political divides if we can’t even pray with those 

with whom we disagree on certain issues?”  

Arriving on Tuesday afternoon, I was invited to attend this fellowship and dinner with him. I can 

honestly say the experience was both challenging and rewarding. They make every effort to put 

politics aside and deal with personal issues of faith. Everyone is expected to participate in the 

discussion and there were many poignant and insightful remarks offered. I was very grateful to have 

been invited and welcomed by this group and appreciative such prayer groups exist offering solace 

and challenge in our daily relationship with Our Lord. 

Pope Francis addressing Congress spoke of this, “But there is another temptation which we must 

especially guard against: the simplistic reductionism which sees only good or evil; or, if you will, the 

righteous and sinners. The contemporary world, with its open wounds which affect so many of our 

brothers and sisters, demands that we confront every form of polarization which would divide it into 

these two camps. We know that in the attempt to be freed of the enemy without, we can be tempted 

to feed the enemy within.” 

The excitement several Senators and Congress people had waiting for the Pope. 

On Wednesday morning, Angus and I rose early around 5AM and gathered with other Senators and 

their guests for a shuttle bus to The White House. Senator Susan Collins was also one of those on 

this particular bus. There was a common excitement and almost giddiness regarding the Papal visit. 

Waiting on the White House lawn for almost three hours, I was surprised by how many 

Congressional members were so excited. This was my first time for a “state visit at the White 

House”, but they had all attended many of these. However, this one was so different and the air was 

charged with anticipation of Pope Francis’ visit and what he might have to say.  

President Obama offered some poignant words of welcome to Pope Francis. He noted the Pope’s 

ability to stir and disturb our conscience. Toward the end of his remarks, The President said, “…in 

these gentle but firm reminders of our obligations to God and to one another, you are shaking us 

out of complacency.  All of us may, at times, experience discomfort when we contemplate the 



  

distance between how we lead our daily lives and what we know to be true, what we know to be 

right.  But I believe such discomfort is a blessing, for it points to something better.  You shake our 

conscience from slumber; you call on us to rejoice in Good News, and give us confidence that we 

can come together in humility and service, and pursue a world that is more loving, more just, and 

more free.  Here at home and around the world, may our generation heed your call to ‘never remain 

on the sidelines of this march of living hope’.” 

Young people excitement about Catholic faith. 

One evening, Senator King took his office staff to a Washington Nationals’ baseball game. It was a 

perfect night for a ballgame. One young man from his staff sat beside me and offered how important 

his Catholic faith was to him and how nurturing it was to him in his childhood and adolescence. He 

especially commented on the Catholic pastor of his youth as someone of great influence and impact. 

This priest served in his parish for several years. 

The young man commented on how the priest reached out to parishioners of all ages, including the 

children making them feel important and valued. The priest’s preaching captivated him all during 

his childhood and teenage years. He felt that his priest respected him, cared about him, helped him 

to see broad horizons of truth and opened his heart to God’s presence in daily life.  

When I was at the airport awaiting the flight home, another young man saw me and asked, “Are you 

the priest with Senator King for the Pope’s speech?” When I answered affirmatively, he asked, “Can I 

sit and talk with you?” He too had a childhood and youth rich in Catholic faith and Catholic 

imagination. He had recently finished his Master’s Degree in Public Policy focusing on policy 

supporting renewable energy. 

He saw this pursuit of this education not only consistent with his Catholic faith but also as part of 

a calling. Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis’ commitment to environmental issues helped 

motivate him in that direction. 

Both these young men initiated these conversations with me. I did not ask them of their faith 

background or even if they believed in God. They both wanted me to know how important it was for 

them to be Catholic. 

Reading his speech prior to the delivery in the House of Representatives. 

Angus was interviewed by CNN the morning of Pope Francis’ speech before Congress. I accompanied 

him to the Capital Hill office where these morning interviews are conducted. He was given an 

advance copy of the pope’s speech to read before the interview. While he was being interviewed, I 

read the speech and was deeply moved by the prophetic and poetic texts utilized by The Holy Father 

in his address. He truly presented a broad moral horizon with room for everyone of good will to 

participate in honest discussions and dialogue on the most significant issues facing us today.  

Pope Francis, “In recent centuries, millions of people came to this land to pursue their dream of 

building a future in freedom. 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.”  

A large block of Congressmen sitting together simply sat stone faced with arms crossed while the 

rest of the Congress applauded. Perhaps this large number of Congressmen were all Native 

Americans and remembering their histories were not so positively inclined to welcome foreigners. If 

not, then I do not know where their ancestors came from.  

“Here I think of the political history of the United States, where democracy is deeply rooted in the 

mind of the American people. All political activity must serve and promote the good of the human 



  

person and be based on respect for his or her dignity. “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 

all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, 

that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” (Declaration of Independence, 4 July 

1776). If politics must truly be at the service of the human person, it follows that it cannot be a 

slave to the economy and finance. Politics is, instead, an expression of our compelling need to live 

as one, in order to build as one the greatest common good: that of a community which sacrifices 

particular interests in order to share, in justice and peace, its goods, its interests, its social life. I do 

not underestimate the difficulty that this involves, but I encourage you in this effort.”  

Here Pope Francis opened before us a broad moral horizon large enough for everyone of good will to 

come under and work together. Those who are Catholic, other faith or no faith; those who are rich, 

poor, or middle class; those native born, foreign born; those who are liberal, conservative, 

libertarian; all can work together within this wide horizon recognizing human dignity, the common 

good, and welcoming communities.  

Now it is everyone’s task to decide if Pope Francis has provided us a few minutes respite from 

polarization or if he has presented us a path to begin working through and away from such political 

and cultural paralysis. We can let the euphoria of his visit give us a momentary high or an 

opportunity for a lifetime of conversion. If we take his words to heart, we will begin reaching out to 

all people of good will and listen heart fully to their own perspectives and experiences. We will ask 

ourselves what more we need to learn and how can people from different political views begin to 

fulfill that need. The future of our nation and the world we live in depends on what choice we will 

make. 

 

 


