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On Tuesday, I had the great honour of launching the Miriam Rose Foundation at St 
Mary’s Cathedral in Darwin.  That foundation is dedicated to furthering the work and 
vision of Miriam Rose Ungunmerr, the Aboriginal artist and educator from the 
Nauiyu Nambiyu community at Daly River.  Two days later I am here at the other end 
of the country to pay tribute to another great Australian, the late Fr John Wallis who 
founded the Missionary Sisters of Services who were charged with going to the 
highways and the byways to give assistance to those in need.  I note that one of the all 
time great Tasmanian exports to the Australian mainland, Martin Flanagan, delivered 
the 2013 John Wallis Lecture in Melbourne on the topic: “Towards the New 
Australia: Spirituality in a Secular Society”.  The respondent was Michael McGirr.  I 
can only imagine that with two wordsmiths and spiritually grounded gentlemen of 
such caliber and humour that it would have been a truly wonderful, inspiring and 
uplifting evening.  I am sorry that you are to receive a far more prosaic presentation 
here in Tasmania from a visiting mainlander. 

The John Wallis Foundation continues the mission of the Missionary Sisters of 
Service, “seeking to make a difference to people by creating opportunities for 
personal and spiritual formation, building community, developing leadership, working 
for social and eco-justice, co-operating with people of goodwill from various faiths 
and cultures for building up vital harmonious communities”.  John Wallis would be 
well pleased.  When a young theology student in Melbourne I got to know John’s 
priest brother Brian.  I had the privilege of occasionally meeting John who struck me 
as a very humble, spiritual priest grounded in the daily concerns of faith and survival 
of ordinary Australians.  He had an infectious smile and a very gentle face.  I think he 
would be well pleased that we were gathering on a public holiday here in Hobart to 
reflect on our new pope Francis and the perennial challenge of Catholic Social 
Teaching espousing social justice for all, especially the poorest and most 
marginalized.  How are we as Catholics to respond to Australia’s social justice 
agenda?  I will be presuming that many people in the audience resonate with Martin 
Flanagan’s observation in the last Wallis Lecture: 
 
I never “got” the Roman Catholic church – I never got its costumes and rituals. In particular, I never 
got how the Vatican, a centrepiece of medieval European pomp and privilege, saw itself as the 
mouthpiece of the itinerant Jewish rebel I read about in the gospels. Having said that, I need to add that 
as an adult I keep meeting Catholics who excite me and, as someone who gets asked to speak in lots of 
schools, I have often noted a special energy in Catholic schools, one that seems to derive from their 
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emphasis on social justice. It’s as if there is a Catholic spirit in the world that exists independently of 
the leadership of the Catholic church - that spirit to me is like an old welcoming ghost I run into now 
and then. 

He said this before the election of Pope Francis!  My point tonight will be that Francis 
may be pointing the way to many more people “getting” the Roman Catholic Church 
– even people who thought it was well beyond their interest or concern.   
 
At my regular parish mass in Canberra on the Fifth Sunday of Lent just after the 
election of our new pope, I recall greeting the congregation with these words: “Good 
evening. My name is Frank and I am a Jesuit. I’ve had a good week. I hope you have 
too.” I have been overwhelmed by the positive response by all sorts of people to the 
election of the first Jesuit pope. I have happily received the congratulations without 
quite knowing what to do with them, nor what I did to deserve them!  It’s still early 
days in his pontificate, but I think he has opened up a vast new panacea and not just 
for Catholics.  Francis is theologically orthodox, politically conservative, comfortable 
in his own skin, infectiously pastoral, and truly committed to the poor.  Of late, most 
thinking Catholics engaged in the world have wondered how you could possibly be 
theologically orthodox and infectiously pastoral at the one time, how you could be 
politically conservative and still have a commitment to the poor, how you could be 
comfortable in your own skin - at ease in Church and in the public square, equally 
comfortable and uncomfortable in conversation with fawning devotees and hostile 
critics.  Think only of Francis’s remark during the press conference on the plane on 
the way back from World Youth Day: “If a person is gay and seeks the Lord and has 
good will, who am I to judge him?”  Gone are the days of rainbow sashes outside 
Cathedrals and threats of communion bans.   
 
As Francis says in last month’s lengthy interview he did for the Jesuit journal La 
Civilta Cattolica: “We need to proclaim the Gospel on every street corner, preaching 
the good news of the kingdom and healing, even with our preaching, every kind of 
disease and wound. In Buenos Aires I used to receive letters from homosexual 
persons who are ‘socially wounded’ because they tell me that they feel like the church 
has always condemned them.” In that interview he recalls: 
 
A person once asked me, in a provocative manner, if I approved of homosexuality. I replied with 
another question: ‘Tell me: when God looks at a gay person, does he endorse the existence of this 
person with love, or reject and condemn this person?’ We must always consider the person. Here we 
enter into the mystery of the human being. In life, God accompanies persons, and we must accompany 
them, starting from their situation. It is necessary to accompany them with mercy. When that happens, 
the Holy Spirit inspires the priest to say the right thing. 
 
Here is a pope who is not just about creating wiggle room or watering down the 
teachings of the Church.  No, he wants to admit honestly to the world that we hold in 
tension definitive teachings and pastoral yearnings – held together coherently only by 
mercy and forgiveness. 
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He explains: 
 
We cannot insist only on issues related to abortion, gay marriage and the use of contraceptive methods. 
This is not possible. I have not spoken much about these things, and I was reprimanded for that. But 
when we speak about these issues, we have to talk about them in a context. The teaching of the church, 
for that matter, is clear and I am a son of the church, but it is not necessary to talk about these issues all 
the time. The dogmatic and moral teachings of the church are not all equivalent. The church’s pastoral 
ministry cannot be obsessed with the transmission of a disjointed multitude of doctrines to be imposed 
insistently. Proclamation in a missionary style focuses on the essentials, on the necessary things: this is 
also what fascinates and attracts more, what makes the heart burn, as it did for the disciples at Emmaus. 
We have to find a new balance; otherwise even the moral edifice of the church is likely to fall like a 
house of cards, losing the freshness and fragrance of the Gospel. The proposal of the Gospel must be 
more simple, profound, radiant. It is from this proposition that the moral consequences then flow. 
 
If we are honest with ourselves, many of us have wondered how we can maintain our 
Christian faith and our commitment to the Catholic Church in the wake of the sexual 
abuse crisis and the many judgmental utterances about sexuality and reproduction – 
the Church that has spoken longest and loudest about sex in all its modalities seems to 
be one of the social institutions most needing to get its own house in order in relation 
to trust, fidelity, love, respect and human dignity.   Revelations out of Melbourne and 
Newcastle and the pending national royal commission hearings leave us with heavy 
hearts especially about some of our local church leadership before 1996 but we do 
have a spring in our step that this new Pope, together with rigorous, independent legal 
processes (even in the face of much media pre-judgment) and local church 
commitments to transparency and solicitous care of victims, including the 
establishment of the Truth Justice and Healing Council, provide us with the structures 
and leadership necessary for “cooperation, openness, full disclosure and justice for 
victims and survivors”.  The chief Christian paradox is that we are lowly sinners who 
dare to profess the highest ideals, and that sometimes we cannot do it on our own – 
we need the help of our critics and the State.  Our greatest possibilities are born of the 
promise of forgiveness and redemption, the hope of new life emerging from suffering 
and even death.  Out of our past failings and our present shame can come future 
promise and hope. 
 
Something crystallised for me at an appearance in March this year at the Opera House 
with the British philosopher A C Grayling, author of The God Argument, and Sean 
Faircloth, a US director of one of the Dawkins Institutes passionately committed to 
atheism. We were there to discuss their certainty about the absurdity of religious faith.  
Mr Faircloth raised what has already become a hoary old chestnut, the failure of Pope 
Francis when provincial of the Jesuits in Argentina during the Dirty Wars to 
adequately defend his fellow Jesuits who were detained and tortured by unscrupulous 
soldiers.  Being a Jesuit, I thought I was peculiarly well situated to respond.  I confess 
to having got a little carried away.  I exclaimed:  Yes, how much better it would have 
been if there had been just one secular, humanist, atheist philosopher who had stood 
up in the city square in Buenos Aires and shouted, “Stop it!”  The military junta 
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would have collectively come to their senses, stopped it, and Argentinians would have 
lived happily ever after.  The luxury for such philosophers is that they never have to 
get their hands dirty and they think that religious people who do are hypocrites unless 
of course they take the course of martyrdom.  It’s only as Church that I think we can 
hold together ideals and reality, commitment and forgiveness. 
 
Before we canonise Francis too quickly, let’s concede that he was a divisive figure in 
his home province of Argentina when was made Jesuit Provincial at the age of only 
36.  The Tablet in recent weeks has carried extracts from Paul Vallely’s new book 
Pope Francis: Untying the Knots which includes the explosive email sent by one of 
the serving Jesuit provincials in another Latin American country when Bergoglio’s 
election was announced in St Peter’s Square.  This Jesuit provincial wrote: 
 
Yes I know Bergoglio. He’s a person who’s caused a lot of problems in the Society and is highly 
controversial in his own country. In addition to being accused of having allowed the arrest of two 
Jesuits during the time of the Argentinian dictatorship, as provincial he generated divided loyalties: 
some groups almost worshipped him, while others would have nothing to do with him, and he would 
hardly speak to them. It was an absurd situation. He is well-trained and very capable, but is surrounded 
by this personality cult which is extremely divisive. He has an aura of spirituality which he uses to 
obtain power. It will be a catastrophe for the Church to have someone like him in the Apostolic See. He 
left the Society of Jesus in Argentina destroyed with Jesuits divided and institutions destroyed and 
financially broken. We have spent two decades trying to fix the chaos that the man left us. 
 
Like all of us, Francis has feet of clay; he is a sinner; there are things in his past that 
he regrets.  As Francis himself now admits: “My style of government as a Jesuit at the 
beginning had many faults. That was a difficult time for the Society: an entire 
generation of Jesuits had disappeared.  Because of this I found myself provincial 
when I was still very young. I was only 36 years old. That was crazy. I had to deal 
with difficult situations, and I made my decisions abruptly and by myself.”  He is a 
man who has learnt much by his mistakes; he is a sinner who has grown and thrived 
through his experience of the Lord’s mercy.  As he says, “My authoritarian and quick 
manner of making decisions led me to have serious problems and to be accused of 
being ultraconservative. I lived a time of great interior crisis when I was in Cordova. 
To be sure, I have never been like Blessed Imelda [a goody-goody], but I have never 
been a right-winger. It was my authoritarian way of making decisions that created 
problems. I say these things from life experience and because I want to make clear 
what the dangers are. Over time I learned many things. The Lord has allowed this 
growth in knowledge of government through my faults and my sins.”  What a Jesuit; 
what a Pope; what a man! 
 
There are many things that his erstwhile critics regret. Having fallen out with many 
Jesuits in his home province, he enjoyed the favour of Pope John Paul II.  There were 
tensions between him and Fr Pedro Arrupe, the Superior General of the Jesuits at the 
time of the Jesuit General Congregations which defined the Jesuit mission in terms of 
faith AND justice.  The greatness of Francis has been in his capacity to transcend 
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these differences and to be gracious even to those opposed to his viewpoints after 
many years of silence and isolation.  It was very heartening for Jesuits of all stripes to 
learn of Francis’s Mass at the Gesu Church in Rome on the Feast of St Ignatius on 31 
July 2013.  He visited the tomb of Pedro Arrupe.  Just as he had mentioned Matteo 
Ricci and Karl Rahner in his earlier visit to the offices of La Civilta Cattolica, he 
mentioned Francis Xavier and Pedro Arrupe in his homily at the Gesu – each time 
linking an historic and contemporary figure, and each time the contemporary figure 
being one who had difficult relations with the Vatican from time to time.  It’s a long 
time since any Pope mentioned Karl Rahner or Pedro Arrupe in a positive light.  In 
his homily for the feast of St Ignatius, Francis said: 
 
I have always liked to dwell on the twilight of a Jesuit, when a Jesuit is nearing the end of life, on when 
he is setting. And two images of this Jesuit twilight always spring to mind: a classical image, that of St 
Francis Xavier looking at China. Art has so often depicted this passing, Xavier’s end. So has literature, 
in that beautiful piece by Pemán. At the end, without anything but before the Lord; thinking of this 
does me good. The other sunset, the other image that comes to mind as an example is that of Fr Arrupe 
in his last conversation in the refugee camp, when he said to us — something he used to say — “I say 
this as if it were my swan song: pray”. Prayer, union with Jesus. Having said these words he took the 
plane to Rome and upon arrival suffered a stroke that led to the sunset — so long and so exemplary — 
of his life. Two sunsets, two images, both of which it will do us all good to look at and to return to. 
And we should ask for the grace that our own passing will resemble theirs. 
 
As Catholics we can bring God’s blessings to all in our world, even those who have 
no time for our Church and not much interest in our Lord.  Remember how Pope 
Francis ended his address to the journalists in Rome with a blessing with a difference.  
He said:  
 
I told you I was cordially imparting my blessing.  Since many of you are not members of the Catholic 
Church, and others are not believers, I cordially give this blessing silently, to each of you, respecting 
the conscience of each, but in the knowledge that each of you is a child of God.  May God bless you! 
 
Now that’s what I call a real blessing for journalists – and not a word of Vaticanese.  
Respect for the conscience of every person, regardless of their religious beliefs; 
silence in the face of difference; affirmation of the dignity and blessedness of every 
person; offering, not coercing; suggesting, not dictating; leaving room for gracious 
acceptance.  These are all good pointers for us Catholics helping to form the Church 
of the 21st century holding the treasure of tradition, authority and ritual in trust for all 
the people of God, including your children and grandchildren, as we discern how best 
to make a home for God in our lives and in our world, assured that the Spirit of God 
has made her home with us. 
 
In his recent address to the Brazilian bishops, Pope Francis warned that we must not 
yield to the fear once expressed by Blessed John Henry Newman that “the Christian 
world is gradually becoming barren and effete, as land which has been worked out 
and is become sand”. Francis said, “We must not yield to disillusionment, 
discouragement and complaint. We have laboured greatly and, at times, we see what 
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appear to be failures. We feel like those who must tally up a losing season as we 
consider those who have left us or no longer consider us credible or relevant.” 
 
Francis drew upon one of his favourite gospel scenes, Luke’s account of the 
disillusioned disciples on the Road to Emmaus failing to recognise the one who broke 
open the scriptures to them, then recognising him belatedly in the breaking of the 
bread: 
 
Here we have to face the difficult mystery of those people who leave the Church, who, under the 
illusion of alternative ideas, now think that the Church – their Jerusalem – can no longer offer them 
anything meaningful and important. So they set off on the road alone, with their disappointment. 
Perhaps the Church appeared too weak, perhaps too distant from their needs, perhaps too poor to 
respond to their concerns, perhaps too cold, perhaps too caught up with itself, perhaps a prisoner of its 
own rigid formulas, perhaps the world seems to have made the Church a relic of the past, unfit for new 
questions; perhaps the Church could speak to people in their infancy but not to those come of age. 
 
Asking what then are we to do, Francis answers: 
 
We need a Church unafraid of going forth into their night. We need a Church capable of meeting them 
on their way. We need a Church capable of entering into their conversation. We need a Church able to 
dialogue with those disciples who, having left Jerusalem behind, are wandering aimlessly, alone, with 
their own disappointment, disillusioned by a Christianity now considered barren, fruitless soil, 
incapable of generating meaning. 
 
Francis has shown us that our faith is about much more than Church and internal 
Catholic matters.  He has put flesh on the bones of Catholic Social Teaching. 
 
The language of Catholic Social Teaching (CST) must always be prophetic, 
pedagogical and practical. CST is not just words. It’s reflected in words, actions and 
structures. One of the credibility problems for our Church today is that we proclaim a 
message of justice, inclusion, and non-discrimination within a structure which is 
sexist and without sufficient theological coherence or scriptural warrant and which 
has been grossly neglectful of the best interests of the most vulnerable – abused 
children. CST provides us with ideas, feeds our imaginations, fires our passions, 
underpins our conversations, and animates our celebrations in relation to faith and 
justice – belief in a loving God and solidarity with our fellow human beings. Being 
Catholic, we respond as community, not as atomized individuals. Our responses are 
marked by service and ritual, informed by tradition and authority, as well as reflection 
on lived experience. 
 
The last three popes have armed us with some wonderful concepts for taking on the 
task of shaping a world bearing more the marks of the Kingdom to come. 
 
In his 1988 encyclical Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, Pope John II spoke of the 
interdependence of the head and the solidarity of the heart. He told us, “However 
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much society worldwide shows signs of fragmentation, expressed in the conventional 
names First, Second, Third and even Fourth World, their interdependence remains 
close. When this interdependence is separated from its ethical requirements, it has 
disastrous consequences for the weakest. Indeed, as a result of a sort of internal 
dynamic and under the impulse of mechanisms which can only be called perverse, 
this interdependence triggers negative effects even in the rich countries. It is precisely 
within these countries that one encounters, though on a lesser scale, the more specific 
manifestations of under development. Thus it should be obvious that development 
either becomes shared in common by every part of the world or it undergoes a process 
of regression even in zones marked by constant progress. This tells us a great deal 
about the nature of authentic development: either all the nations of the world 
participate, or it will not be true development.”1 
 
Inviting us to move from the head to the heart, from thinking to taking a stand, Pope 
John Paul II then spoke of solidarity: “At the same time, in a world divided and beset 
by every type of conflict, the conviction is growing of a radical interdependence and 
consequently of the need for a solidarity which will take up interdependence and 
transfer it to the moral plane. Today perhaps more than in the past, people are 
realizing that they are linked together by a common destiny, which is to be 
constructed together, if catastrophe for all is to be avoided. From the depth of anguish 
and fear…, the idea is slowly emerging that the good to which we are all called and 
the happiness to which we aspire cannot be obtained without an effort and 
commitment on the part of all, nobody excluded, and the consequent renouncing of 
personal selfishness.”2 
 
Pope Benedict XVI gave us useful insights into the relationship between faith and 
politics in his encyclical Deus Caritas Est. He says:3 
 
Justice is both the aim and the intrinsic criterion of all politics. Politics is more than a mere mechanism 
for defining the rules of public life: its origin and its goal are found in justice, which by its very nature 
has to do with ethics. The State must inevitably face the question of how justice can be achieved here 
and now. But this presupposes an even more radical question: what is justice? The problem is one of 
practical reason; but if reason is to be exercised properly, it must undergo constant purification, since it 
can never be completely free of the danger of a certain ethical blindness caused by the dazzling effect 
of power and special interests. 
 
Here politics and faith meet. Faith by its specific nature is an encounter with the living God—an 
encounter opening up new horizons extending beyond the sphere of reason. But it is also a purifying 
force for reason itself. From God's standpoint, faith liberates reason from its blind spots and therefore 
helps it to be ever more fully itself. Faith enables reason to do its work more effectively and to see its 
proper object more clearly. This is where Catholic social doctrine has its place: it has no intention of 
giving the Church power over the State. Even less is it an attempt to impose on those who do not share 
the faith ways of thinking and modes of conduct proper to faith. Its aim is simply to help purify reason 
and to contribute, here and now, to the acknowledgment and attainment of what is just. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, #17 
2 Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, #26 
3 Deus Caritas Est, #28 
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Pope Francis, anxious to demonstrate the continuity of CST, made few changes to 
Benedict’s draft of what was to be his last encyclical and published Lumen Fidei as 
his own first encyclical. Francis speaks of the contemporary relevance of our faith for 
all people, helping us to contribute to the common good: “Faith is truly a good for 
everyone; it is a common good. Its light does not simply brighten the interior of the 
Church, nor does it serve solely to build an eternal city in the hereafter; it helps us 
build our societies in such a way that they can journey towards hope.”4 
 
These concepts of interdependence and solidarity, the relationship between faith and 
politics, and the assurance that Christian faith can assist everyone committed to 
justice and the common good can be harnessed prophetically, pedagogically, and 
practically to formulate our proposals, actions and structures for a more just and 
peaceful world. They are the building blocks which come to life when we wrestle 
with a question such as how we might make our asylum policy more humane and 
more just. 
 
During the 2013 federal election, we Australians were confronted with our major 
political parties trying to outbid each other with a ‘shock and awe’ campaign aimed at 
“stopping the boats”. Some of us tried to be prophetic with our denunciations. Others 
pragmatically tried to temper the likely callous outcomes. 
 
In terms of the short term solution to the loss of life at sea and the expanding trade of 
the people smugglers luring increasing numbers of asylum seekers to Indonesia for 
transit to Australia, we all need to work within the reality that all major political 
parties in Australia are committed to a shock and awe approach. Some of us are 
prepared to discuss how that shock and awe approach might be tailored to be less 
callous and objectionable. Others find it so objectionable as to not warrant discussion. 
Many of us are just deeply troubled and have no idea what to do or say, hoping the 
problem will go away soon. If in the midst of the evil of the present situation, I can do 
something to save one life or to accord proper protection to one additional refugee I 
will do it. I am very grateful that people schooled in CST have been prepared to 
engage in ongoing dialogue on this issue.  

When confronted with moral evil in public policy, church personnel always have a 
choice: to be prophetic sticking to the moral absolutes (like the Greens or the US style 
Right to Life Movement), or to be practical engaging in the compromises needed to 
temper the evil (like the major political parties and those who agitate better welfare 
measures for mothers so that they might be less likely to choose abortion). Whichever 
option we take, we all need to concede that at the moment, the only political parties 
not wanting to embrace a short term shock and awe approach are the Greens, the DLP 
and the Palmer United Party. I wish them all the best, but neither Christine Milne, 
John Madigan nor Clive Palmer will ever be Prime Minister.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Lumen Fidei, #51 
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Given the large number of Catholics in the Abbott Cabinet, I hope they are listening 
and happy to contribute to the conversation to those of us who want to utilize CST 
prophetically, pedagogically and practically. It’s great that we Catholics can have the 
conversation, anyone can contribute, and everyone can listen in. 

Francis has been very prophetic and challenging on this issue.  Think just of his recent 
visits to Lampedusa and then to the Jesuit Refugee Service in Rome.  He has put a 
very strong challenge to the West about our treatment of asylum seekers – a challenge 
which hopefully will be heard even here in Australia by the very Catholic Abbott 
ministry as they consider turning back the boats. 
 
Lampedusa continues to be a beacon for asylum seekers fleeing desperate situations 
in Africa seeking admission into the EU.  Lampedusa is a lightning rod for European 
concerns about the security of borders in an increasingly globalized world where 
people as well as capital flow across porous borders.  That’s why Pope Francis went 
there on his first official papal visit outside Rome. At Lampedusa on 8 July 2013, 
Pope Francis said: 
 
"Where is your brother?" Who is responsible for this blood? In Spanish literature we have a comedy of 
Lope de Vega which tells how the people of the town of Fuente Ovejuna kill their governor because he 
is a tyrant. They do it in such a way that no one knows who the actual killer is. So when the royal judge 
asks: "Who killed the governor?", they all reply: "Fuente Ovejuna, sir". Everybody and nobody! Today 
too, the question has to be asked: Who is responsible for the blood of these brothers and sisters of ours? 
Nobody! That is our answer: It isn’t me; I don’t have anything to do with it; it must be someone else, 
but certainly not me. Yet God is asking each of us: "Where is the blood of your brother which cries out 
to me?" Today no one in our world feels responsible; we have lost a sense of responsibility for our 
brothers and sisters. We have fallen into the hypocrisy of the priest and the levite whom Jesus 
described in the parable of the Good Samaritan: we see our brother half dead on the side of the road, 
and perhaps we say to ourselves: "poor soul…!", and then go on our way. It’s not our responsibility, 
and with that we feel reassured, assuaged. The culture of comfort, which makes us think only of 
ourselves, makes us insensitive to the cries of other people, makes us live in soap bubbles which, 
however lovely, are insubstantial; they offer a fleeting and empty illusion which results in indifference 
to others; indeed, it even leads to the globalization of indifference. In this globalized world, we have 
fallen into globalized indifference. We have become used to the suffering of others: it doesn’t affect 
me; it doesn’t concern me; it’s none of my business! 

Here we can think of Manzoni’s character – "the Unnamed". The globalization of indifference makes 
us all "unnamed", responsible, yet nameless and faceless. 
 
Then on his recent visit to the Jesuit Church in Rome he said: 
 
After Lampedusa and other places of arrival, our city, Rome, is the second stage for many people. 
Often – as we heard – it's a difficult, exhausting journey; what you face can even be violent – I'm 
thinking above all of the women, of mothers, who endure this to ensure a future for their children and 
the hope of a different life for themselves and their family. Rome should be the city that allows 
refugees to rediscover their humanity, to start smiling again. Instead, too often, here, as in other places, 
so many people who carry residence permits with the words "international protection" on them are 



	   10	  

constrained to live in difficult, sometimes degrading, situations, without the possibility of building a 
life in dignity, of thinking of a new future! 
 
Some of this sounds like politics!  In one of his regular, rambling weekday homilies 
last month, Francis made it clear that the gospel and politics do mix.  Reflecting on 
the centurion who asked healing for his servant, Francis said that those who govern 
“have to love their people,” because “a leader who doesn’t love, cannot govern – at 
best they can discipline, they can give a little bit of order, but they can’t govern.”   He 
mentioned “the two virtues of a leader”: love for the people and humility. “You can’t 
govern without loving the people and without humility! And every man, every woman 
who has to take up the service of government, must ask themselves two questions: 
‘Do I love my people in order to serve them better? Am I humble and do I listen to 
everybody, to diverse opinions in order to choose the best path.’ If you don’t ask 
those questions, your governance will not be good. The man or woman who governs – 
who loves his people is a humble man or woman.”  Francis insisted that none of us 
can be indifferent to politics:  “None of us can say, ‘I have nothing to do with this, 
they govern. . . .’ No, no, I am responsible for their governance, and I have to do the 
best so that they govern well, and I have to do my best by participating in politics 
according to my ability. Politics, according to the Social Doctrine of the Church, is 
one of the highest forms of charity, because it serves the common good. I cannot wash 
my hands, eh? We all have to give something!” He then became a little playful in his 
homily: “‘A good Catholic doesn’t meddle in politics.’ That’s not true. That is not a 
good path. A good Catholic meddles in politics, offering the best of himself, so that 
those who govern can govern. But what is the best that we can offer to those who 
govern?”.  He concluded: “So, we give the best of ourselves, our ideas, suggestions, 
the best, but above all the best is prayer. Let us pray for our leaders, that they might 
govern well, that they might advance our homeland, might lead our nation and even 
our world forward, for the sake of peace and of the common good.”  
 
Our Catholic voice must be heard in season and out of season when it comes to laws 
and policies impacting on the poor, the vulnerable, and the marginalised – the poor, 
the widow and the orphan.  We must not be afraid to mix it in the world.  It’s not as if 
our Catholic tradition gives us fixed answers to all problems but it equips us with 
principles and a culture well suited to seeking the good, the true and the beautiful in 
any situation.  We are called in the Ignatian tradition to find God in all things, and to 
discern God’s presence in the life of every person.  In the recent interview Francis 
said: 
 
 If the Christian is a restorationist, a legalist, if he wants everything clear and safe, then he will find 
nothing. Tradition and memory of the past must help us to have the courage to open up new areas to 
God. Those who today always look for disciplinarian solutions, those who long for an exaggerated 
doctrinal ‘security,’ those who stubbornly try to recover a past that no longer exists—they have a static 
and inward-directed view of things. In this way, faith becomes an ideology among other ideologies. I 
have a dogmatic certainty: God is in every person’s life. God is in everyone’s life. Even if the life of a 
person has been a disaster, even if it is destroyed by vices, drugs or anything else—God is in this 
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person’s life. You can, you must try to seek God in every human life. Although the life of a person is a 
land full of thorns and weeds, there is always a space in which the good seed can grow. You have to 
trust God. 
 
And to cap it all off: on 17 September 2013, Francis was “in attendance” in a simple 
white cassock, not presiding and not concelebrating, at the episcopal ordination Mass 
of the new papal almoner (the official distributor of alms), Archbishop Konrad 
Krajewski. Francis briefly put a stole around his neck and laid hands on the newly 
consecrated bishop.   You could almost hear the episcopal gasps and see the shock of 
the liturgists and canon lawyers from here on the other side of the globe!  Fasten your 
seat belts.  We are in for an exciting ride with this Pope.  He’s happy to make 
mistakes.  He’s happy to go with the flow.  But above all, he is so happy in his own 
skin and in his religious tradition that he exudes the confidence that comes only from 
knowing that he is loved and forgiven, and not from thinking that he is always right 
and has all the answers.   
 
Speaking with La Republica’s Eugenio Scalfari this month, Francis shrugged off our 
minority status and present travails with this splendid summary of our mission which 
is the road back to credibility: “We have to be a leavening of life and love and the 
leavening is infinitely smaller than the mass of fruits, flowers and trees that are born 
out of it. I believe I have already said that our goal is not to proselytize but to listen to 
needs, desires and disappointments, despair, hope. We must restore hope to young 
people, help the old, be open to the future, spread love. Be poor among the poor. We 
need to include the excluded and preach peace. Vatican II, inspired by Pope Paul VI 
and John, decided to look to the future with a modern spirit and to be open to modern 
culture. The Council Fathers knew that being open to modern culture meant religious 
ecumenism and dialogue with non-believers. But afterwards very little was done in 
that direction. I have the humility and ambition to want to do something.” Let's join 
him. 
 
Our credibility as Church has been enhanced with this new pope.  We see in him 
many of the finest aspects of our presently battered and ageing Church.  In the end we 
will only be as credible in the public square as we are credible with each other – 
pilgrims on the way who take radically seriously Jesus and his call, together with our 
varied life experiences and authentic reflections on those experiences.  We will only 
be credible as an institution if we and especially our leaders are seen to be attentive 
and respectful to the competencies and insights of others.  Our Church is presently a 
strained, outdated social institution with a hierarchy and clergy even more male 
dominated than an Abbott Cabinet.  But it is also the privileged locus for us to be 
called to the banquet of the Lord sharing theology and sacrament which have 
sustained the hearts and minds of similar pilgrims for two millennia.  Thank God for 
Francis who is showing us they way putting a fresh spring in the step of all those 
Catholics holding in tension the prophetic and the practical, the theological and the 
humanist, the tradition and the contemporary reality.  In the tradition of the 
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Missionary Sisters of Service, lets commit ourselves afresh to serving the poor and 
proclaiming with joy the presence of the Risen Lord in our midst.  Let’s give thanks 
that the sort of Catholic Church Francis wants to lead is one which Martin Flanagan 
“gets”. 
 
 
 


