
John Menario 

 (First of a series of papal quotes) Pope Francis told a Joint Session of Congress when he visited the 

United States a few years ago, “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.” 

The Sacred Scriptures are filled with dreamers, and their dreams are almost often given by God in 

times of darkness and fear. Dreams are given to those with faith to “bring them to reality”. Dreams are one-

way God shows a path out of darkness and into the light of divine love. None are told to disregard “what is” 

before them. All are told to dream of “what can be” before them. This is how God’s dreams work in people.  

 The Lord Jesus was the ultimate dreamer. The Beatitudes begin the great Sermon on the Mount. In this 

Sermon, the Lord Jesus lays before all humanity a dream of “where humanity is” and “what humanity can be” 

and “will be” in The Kingdom of God. This dream breaks open upon all creation with his death on the cross and 

his Resurrection from the dead. Breaking in through his broken body on the cross, Jesus delivers over his 

entire life in a gift of love and loving service to God the Father.  

This dream becomes present every time the Church gathers, especially for the Eucharist which we do 

this morning. This dream will become fully present when the Kingdom breaks through in its totality bringing all 

people complete love, joy and interior peace. 

Until that final time, all God’s People are called to be sources of that dream for all people and to bring 

the gospel into daily life as works of mercy, works of justice and works of peace. The late Senator Robert 

Kennedy often spoke the following, “Some see things as they are and ask ‘why?’ But, I dream things that never 

were and ask ‘why not?’ 

 John Menario was a dreamer at a time when dreamers were required. He did not merely see the City 

of Portland as it was and ask “why?” He, rather, saw where the city could be and asked “why not?” He formed 

alliances and built bridges to accomplish the many tasks necessary. He dreamed where the City of Portland 

“could be,” given the situation it was in half-a-century ago, with the tools and resources available half-a-

century ago. He knew how to take people where they were at, and work with them. He knew how to take a 

city where it was at, and work with what was available then, to give dreams a reality.  

These are John’s words from a recent writing on Portland, “Few who chose a career in town or city 

management seldom have the opportunity of serving in their home town. It became the most enjoyable and 

professionally rewarding experience of my life.”  



In Pope Francis’ speech before United States Congress, the Holy Father also said, “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.”  

Two events from John’s earlier life proved especially formative for his long life in public service 

whether in local government, non-profit administration or bank financing. The first, John was very proud of 

being a first generation American, and the son of an Italian immigrant. 

Whenever we had lunch, his dad (my grandfather) inevitably came up. We both remarked on the 

challenges he had to face, the wonderful life he led, and the joy and generosity he exhibited. He was also a 

proud and loving father. His life loomed large in John’s life. 

At one time, John mentioned that he had asked his dad why he didn’t teach him to speak Italian when 

he was growing up. His dad responded, “I wanted you to be an American.” We both commented that his 

response more than likely indicated ridicule and rejection he may have experienced as a young immigrant in 

this country. 

  The second formative event came after World War II when his parents built a house in Falmouth and 

moved from Oxford Street when John was beginning high school. He mentioned that he did not appreciate 

social and economic disparities until that move. He said to me, “I realized the kids that went to Falmouth High 

School with me went on to college. Some of the kids that grew up on Oxford Street with me went to jail. Why 

would a municipal boundary make that much of a difference?” 

 Those two formative events motivated his entire life towards developing economic and educational 

opportunities for everyone living in the State of Maine, regardless of social status or economic background. In 

Pope Francis’ words, this was “a vocation stimulating the need of all their citizens.” All of this flows from 

foundational Catholic social teaching on the dignity of work, and the right everyone has to develop their own 

humanity and to flourish in the midst of true community.  

 Here is yet a third quote from Pope Francis’ speech before Congress, “A good political leader is one 

who, with the interests of all in mind, seizes the moment in a spirit of openness and pragmatism. A good 

political leader always opts to initiate processes rather than possessing spaces.” 

John Menario was a bridge builder. He could read people but rarely judged them. He saw their 

strengths and flaws, but focused on their strengths to make them all part of collaborative effort to accomplish 

the tasks before them.  



 He built bridges across generations. John mentored young people interested in municipal government 

and business entrepreneurs. Young people approached him for advice all during his working years, and long 

after he officially, finally, retired. John was mentor to many who entered city and state government 

administrative positions. Several generations of public and private executive administrators  

Here I need to tell the story of how John Menario influenced my decision to be a priest. In the late 

1970’s, I attended graduate school at the Hubert Humphrey Institute of Public Policy at the University of 

Minnesota. I was discerning a call to priesthood but also preparing to come back to Maine and work in local or 

state government.  

During that time, I needed a six-month internship and so worked for my uncle when he was executive 

director of the Greater Portland Chamber of Commerce. I assisted on projects trying to develop a freight 

container port on the Portland waterfront. 

One evening we had an item on the Portland City Council agenda. The meeting was long and our item 

was late in the agenda. In any event, I fell asleep in the Council Chambers. The next thing I knew, I was shaken 

awake and was literally “nose to nose” with Uncle Jack Menario. With his mischievous grin he said to me, “And 

you want to manage your own town someday.” 

I thought to myself, “Not me, I’m going to be a priest.” I was going to ask him if I was snoring, but then 

thought better of it.  

Now a fourth quote from Pope Francis, but this time from his letter on Family Love. Discussing the 

sacrament of marriage, he said, “The (couple’s) mutual belonging is a real representation, through the 

sacramental sign, of the same relationship between Christ and the Church. The married couple are therefore a 

permanent reminder for the Church of what took place on the cross; they are for one another and for their 

children, witnesses of the salvation in which they share through the sacrament”.  

“What happened on the cross” was the fulfillment of love. Married couples aren’t called to imitate the 

Lord’s sufferings, but rather to grow in the Lord’s perfect love even in suffering. Their love, united to Jesus’ 

love, is called to persevere, grow in perfection, and extend outward to welcome others into their circle of life 

founded on the sacramental love of Marriage. John and Antoinette lived the Sacrament of Marriage for over 

61 years and lived it faithfully and fruitfully through their openness to God’s abundant grace.  

As love poured out from the cross, love poured out from their mutual love and affectionate care for 

each other and their family. The crucifix on John’s casket is made of olive wood and their granddaughter 

Andrea brought it to them from her trip to the Holy Land. John treasured that cross for those reasons. But his 



marriage to Antoinette truly made the cross of Jesus visible to their family and all who came into their circle of 

life, as love poured out with generosity, hospitality and loving devotion. 

John’s devotion to a public life was exceeded only by his devotion to his wife Antoinette and their 

wonderful family now extending three more generations. The first two readings give hints of this family love 

and devotion. The prophet Isaiah speaks of a banquet feast with rich foods and choice wines. This is a vision of 

the Messianic Banquet that is present to us on the altar of the Eucharist. 

But, John and Antoinette (like so many other Italians) make that banquet feast a reality whenever the 

family gathers together. But the abundant food and drink is especially symbolic of the abundance of love 

gathering the family; and the abundant joy, memories of being valued, belonging and care for as a family 

member.  

When St. Paul writes that Christians should show “affectionate love” and “anticipate each other with 

respect”, John lived those words in his care and devotion to “his bride” Antoinette. They did everything 

together, and she was the center of his life and love. 

John Menario lived 83 years among us, and all who knew him were touched by his kindness, zeal for 

life, quick wit, and devoted love. A line from The Book of Revelation minds us, “Blessed are the dead who die 

in the Lord… Yes, let them find rest from their labors for their works accompany them.” 

May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace.  

 

 

 


