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In addition to sitting in the House gallery to witness Pope Francis’ speech to Congress, I was also able to read an advance 

copy earlier that morning. The written words themselves brought tears to my eyes as I read the beauty and poetry of his 

thoughts. I have selected five significant quotes from that speech and offer my own commentary below. I have been so 

appreciative of everyone’s genuine joy at my opportunity to be in Washington DC for these events. So many have shared 

how they felt as though they were also there through my presence. I am so very humbled by that. Peace, Fr Mike Seavey 

“I am most grateful for your invitation to address this Joint Session of Congress in ‘the land of the free and 

the home of the brave’. I would like to think that the reason for this is that I too am a son of this great 

continent, from which we have all received so much and toward which we share a common responsibility.” 

The national anthem begins every major sporting event and other special occasions in our country. Pope Francis 

understood this, and so opened his speech before Congress quoting from The Star Spangled Banner. He then reminded 

the elected leaders that he too is a son of this continent and therefore considers himself an American. The opening lines 

established strong bonds of affection and identity with all United States citizens through their Congressional 

Representatives and Senators. He recognized The United States’ unique identity while also gently reminding us of our 

common identity with all nations in the Americas, North, Central, and South. 

“You are called to defend and preserve the dignity of your fellow citizens in the tireless and demanding 

pursuit of the common good, for this is the chief aim of all politics. A political society endures when it seeks, 

as a vocation, to satisfy common needs by stimulating the growth of all its members, especially those in 

situations of greater vulnerability or risk. Legislative activity is always based on care for the people. To this 

you have been invited, called and convened by those who elected you.” 

Throughout this historic speech before Congress, Pope Francis consistently reiterated the foundations of any national 

moral horizon: “the dignity of each person” and “the common good”. The four Americans named in his speech: Abraham 

Lincoln, Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day and Thomas Merton all exemplify the varied paths serving human 

dignity and the common good. 

“Here too I think of the march which Martin Luther King led from Selma to Montgomery fifty years ago as 

part of the campaign to fulfill his ‘dream’ of full civil and political rights for African Americans. That dream 

continues to inspire us all. I am happy that America continues to be, for many, a land of ‘dreams’. Dreams 

which lead to action, to participation, to commitment. Dreams which awaken what is deepest and truest in 

the life of a people.” 

Rep. John Lewis (D-Georgia) was a participant in that march from Selma to Montgomery Alabama fifty years ago. He was 

among many marchers badly beaten by police officers when they crossed the Edmund Pettus Bridge. I had a clear view of 

him from my place in the House gallery. As a young man laying bloodied and beaten, could he ever have imagined being 

a Congressman fifty years later and hearing the Pope commemorate the anniversary of that march before Congress? I 

felt so privileged and blest to have witnessed Rep. John Lewis hear Pope Francis speak of his own personal history. 

“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.” 

Pope Francis made no direct mention of immigration reform legislation before the US Congress, but he did continually 

remind us of our common heritage of emigrating from European nations to the Western Hemisphere over four centuries. 

He also directly reminded all of us of how badly those Native Americans were treated by these European explorers and 

settlers. Although these lines can seem innocent, many Congress people received them with certain resentment. While 



many stood and applauded and many others applauded from their seats, I could also see a significant group of Congress 

people sitting with their arms folded. Perhaps, they did not want to be reminded of their ancestral roots of immigration, 

or did not want their applause to be associated with any of the reform measures Congress hopes to consider. Whatever 

the situation, they were not supportive and obviously were not descendants of Native Americans who had cause to be 

“fearful of foreigners”. 

“A nation can be considered great when it defends liberty as Lincoln did, when it fosters a culture which 

enables people to ‘dream’ of full rights for all their brothers and sisters, as Martin Luther King sought to do; 

when it strives for justice and the cause of the oppressed, as Dorothy Day did by her tireless work, the fruit 

of a faith which becomes dialogue and sows peace in the contemplative style of Thomas Merton.” 

Naming these four Americans in the beginning of his speech, Pope Francis cited them again as he brought the speech to a 

close. He reminded us that while no one person can do everything, together we can accomplish great things for our 

nation and our world.  These four Americans, each choosing a particular focus and particular path contributed greatly to 

the development of the American promise and dream. They serve as examples of where God may be calling each of us to 

serve “the dignity of each person” and “the common good”.  

 


