
Pope Francis in the USA 

“And he said to them, go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation.” 
(Mark 16. 15)  

      After the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the eventual recognition that he 
was not going to return imminently, the church began to organize for mission. A structure 
of leadership had to be developed that would provide unity and coherence to the 
community of believers. It was not until more than 100 years after Jesus, by the mid-second 
century A.D., that a structure had evolved historically that was similar to our present 
organization of deacon, priest and Bishop.  

      In the missionary task of the early church, Peter the fisherman is acknowledged as the 
chief missionary among the 12 apostles. In the gospel of the miraculous catch of fish, it is 
Peter alone who is addressed with the directive, “From this time forth you will be a fisher of 
men.” And again Jesus says: “You are Peter and upon this ‘rock’ (Kephas, Greek) I will build 
my church; and I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on 
earth shall be bound also in heaven.” In all the Gospels Peter is the leader and spokesman 
for the followers of Jesus. He is named first in every list of the names of the 12; and in each 
gospel he is the first disciple to be called by Jesus. It is Peter who recognizes and confesses 
him as the Messiah. It is Peter who witnesses his Transfiguration on the mountaintop. After 
the death and resurrection of Jesus, it is Peter who has the dominant role of leadership in 
the missionary efforts of his followers. He is the hero of the first half of the Acts of the 
Apostles; and Paul is the hero of the second half. “These apostles he formed after the 
manner of the college or a fixed group, over which he placed Peter, chosen from among 
them.” (Document on the Church,n.19, Vatican II) 

      The papacy has evolved, changing over history as the ministry of service to the 
community. The ancient title of the Pope and Bishop of Rome, is “servant of the servants of 
God.” Another significant title, is Pontifex Maximus or the “greatest builder of bridges” in 
the community. For Catholics today, the Pope provides a univocal teaching voice in order 
to promote harmony and concord in the church. The fisherman whom we traditionally call 
our first Pope, Peter, was martyred and is buried under St. Peter’s Basilica. Rome, since 
the first century, has had a “primacy of love”. 

      Alone among the world’s religions, Catholic Christianity is united around one voice - 
the voice of the shepherd, the Pope, visible head of the church universal. Jesus Christ, of 
course, is the Head of the church, his Body; and the Catholic church is the entire people of 
God. The pastoral authority of the Pope is never separate from the whole college of 
bishops. The Pope is the presiding member of the college. He is not simply ‘first among 
equals’ as Anglican Catholics believe of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 



      Pope Francis, the successor of St. Peter, brings his personality and unique gifts as a 
South American (Argentinian) and a Jesuit . In Washington DC, New York City and 
Philadelphia he proclaimed the gospel with courage and wisdom. His words and his actions 
make clear that the mission of our church includes not only preaching and teaching and the 
sacraments, but concerted action on behalf of justice for those who are poor and deprived 
of their God-given rights to food, clothing, shelter, healthcare, just wage, religious freedom 
and more. The mission of the church, Pope Francis reminds us, includes respectful 
dialogue and personal encounter with the entire world. It is a gospel of inclusion rather 
than exclusion. Check out the Vatican’s website for texts of his talks. www.vatican.va 

Peace, Father Bruce  
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