
Michael Sean Winters submitted the following article to the America magazine 
blog on June 6.  Please consider subscribing to America magazine, on line or in 
hard copy, for more fine articles such as this. 

Obama Going to the Vatican 

Pope Benedict XVI will receive President Barack Obama in audience at the Vatican on 
July 10.  Let the gnashing of teeth begin. 

Admit it, wasn’t your first impulse to call Dr. Mary Ann Glendon and ask, "If you were still 
the ambassador, would you show up or would you boycott?"  The Cardinal Newman 
Society, which spent the better part of the spring telling the world that no Catholic could 
in good conscience share the stage with President Obama, perhaps now they will start 
issuing press releases entitled "Pope Creates Scandal" or "Outrage at the Vatican."  The 
Catholic News Agency, which featured the headline "Vatican announces Pope’s vacation 
without confirmation of Obama visit" just a few weeks ago, has nary a mention of the 
visit on its website this morning.  Cat got your tongue? 

Obama’s Catholic critics need to re-calibrate their message and it is difficult to see how 
they will compete with the pictures of Obama in the frescoed halls of the Vatican, his 
beautiful wife and children in tow, shaking hands with the Holy Father.  Actually, in 
addition to shaking hands, it is traditional that the Pope will present a gift to the 
President.  Does that count as an "honor" of the kind forbidden by the bishops’ 
document "Catholics in Political Life"?  Notre Dame, of course, has a tradition of 
conferring an honorary degree upon every new president that pre-dates presidential 
visits to the Holy See. 

More importantly, and as mentioned yesterday while considering the new document on 
Catholic health care and labor unions, there are ways to work with people who do not 
agree with us on certain matters.  Let it be said again and again: The Church’s 
commitment to human dignity, and concern for the protection of the unborn, is not just 
one issue among many.  It is, in a certain sense, foundational to both our moral 
concerns and to our sense of the right ordering of our nation’s constitutional guarantees.  
In saying we must work with President Obama we are not suggesting breezily that we 
should "agree to disagree" and move on.  We are saying that we can better witness to 
our beliefs by engaging the President.  We are saying that if we spend time in the 
trenches with him fighting for the rights of workers, the rights of immigrants, and the 
rights of citizens to health care, our testimony on behalf of the unborn will be more 
persuasive to this President and his party which is otherwise so dedicated to the 
vindication of rights but here, on this issue, has a horrendous blind spot. 

It was the collective failure of the U.S. bishops to find a way to be represented on the 
stage at Notre Dame’s commencement, to express their ambivalence about the 
President, to do what Father Jenkins did, which was to tell the President to his face that 
we admire him so much but we disagree profoundly with him on abortion and embryonic 
stem cell research.  No single event focused the nation’s attention – live coverage of a 
commencement address! – on the relationship between the President and the Church, 
and the bishops spoke only with their absence which is a difficult message to hear. 



Next month, Pope Benedict will send a different message.  He will undoubtedly address 
the Church’s concern for the unborn and her opposition to embryonic stem cell research.  
He will also discuss the economy, and health care, and peace in the Mideast.  He will 
hold the President’s large hands in his small hands, he will gather Sasha and Malia into 
the folds of his white cassock, he will treat the President with respect and humanity.  
Pope Benedict, like the Master, is not afraid to sit down with the publican because, in his 
wisdom, the Pope knows we are all publicans. 

 

From the June 23, Georgetown/On Faith, “This Catholic’s View,” by Thomas J. 
Reese, S.J. 

A new encyclical on Catholic social teaching will soon be released as Pope Benedict's 
response to the current economic crisis. The encyclical, "Caritas in veritate" (Charity in 
Truth), has been in preparation for more than two years, but was delayed because the 
pope wanted it updated to respond to the world financial crisis.  It could be published as 
early as June 29 if the various translations are finished.  

Conservatives will be shocked and disappointed by the encyclical, which will reflect 
Benedict's skepticism toward unbridled capitalism based on greed.  

Back in February, he said, "It is the Church's duty to denounce the fundamental errors 
that have now been revealed in the collapse of the major American banks.  Human 
greed is a form of idolatry that is against the true God, and is a falsification of the image 
of God with another god, Mammon." 

Unlike President Obama who wants to reform a system that he believes is out of control, 
Pope Benedict wants to rethink the whole system.  As he said earlier this month, "The 
financial and economic crisis clearly shows that certain economic-financial paradigms 
that have been dominant in the past years must be rethought."  

This is good news for liberals who thought Benedict's first encyclical "Deus caritas est" 
(God is love) was too heavy on personal responsibility and not heavy enough on social 
change.  But it is bad news for conservatives.  If they think that Obama is a socialist, 
what will they think of Benedict after the encyclical?  Will they write him off as the 
product of "old Europe"? 

The pope has given hints about the content of the encyclical.  It will be heavy on concern 
for the poor, especially those in the Third World who are not responsible for the crisis but 
are unduly suffering from it.  Undoubtedly it will also develop the pope's concern about 
the environment.  As he has already said, "Starvation and ecological emergencies stand 
to denounce, with increasing evidence, that the logic of profit, if it prevails, increases the 
disproportion between rich and poor and leads to a ruinous exploitation of the planet."  

Although we have to wait for the actual text of the encyclical, there are a number of 
points that are already evident from what Benedict has said and written on the economy: 



• Continuity of Benedict's thought with the teaching of earlier popes will be evident.  
Rather than rejecting the progressive social teachings of his predecessors, Benedict will 
show himself to be the left of most Americans including President Obama.  

• The Theology underpinning Catholic social teaching will be an important part of the 
encyclical.  Economic policy is not measured by dollars and cents but by whether it 
enhances the dignity of the human person and reflects God's commandment of love.  
Love is the measure of justice.  

• Being a voice for the Third World is seen by Benedict as an essential part of his 
ministry.  As he has already said, "We cannot remain passive before certain processes 
of globalization which not infrequently increase the gap between rich and poor 
worldwide.  We must denounce those who squander the earth's riches, provoking 
inequalities that cry out to heaven."  

• Skepticism toward capitalism and the market will permeate the encyclical.  Absolute 
faith in the market is seen by Benedict as a form of idolatry.  The need for government 
regulation of the economy is a given. 
 
• The Common Good and impact on the poor are the yardsticks by which the 
economy should be measured.  

The pope will also have very negative things to say about war.  As he has said before, 
"Violence, of whatever sort, cannot be a way of resolving conflicts.  It mortgages the 
future severely and does not respect either persons or peoples."  Like John Paul, he 
opposed both wars in Iraq.  He also wants to see swords turned into plowshares.  "[L]ess 
than half of the immense sums spent worldwide on armaments would be more than 
sufficient to liberate the immense masses of the poor from destitution.  This challenges 
humanity's conscience."  

He will also have very positive things to say about the United Nations and multilateralism 
even if it means limits on national sovereignty.  

Needless to say, Benedict is neither an economist nor a policy wonk.  He will present 
sweeping goals and the values that should guide experts, but his prescriptions will lack 
the specificity of legislative programs.  This is as it should be since he believes it is the 
vocation of the laity to implement Catholic social teaching.  

Benedict also fears church involvement in the political arena where he believes the 
temptation to partisanship is too great.  Some believe that he is suspicious of mass 
movements and revolution because of his experience with Nazism and the student 
upheavals of the 1960's.  He will call elites to conversion, but he will not call the people 
into the streets.  While his goals are revolutionary, his politics are quite conservative.  He 
could not lead a Solidarity movement as John Paul did in Poland or as Cardinal Sin did 
in the Philippines.  

Ultimately, while Benedict sees working for the improvement of humanity as essential to 
the Christian vocation, he does not believe that we can build the kingdom of God on 
earth.  Only God can do that.  Sin will corrupt every human endeavor, which is why the 
church should never lose sight of it core mission of evangelization and calling individuals 



to conversion.  He felt that liberation theology missed this point, although its proponents 
would disagree.  

How Benedict balances personal conversion with working for social change will be one 
of the things for which theologians will be watching in the encyclical.  The Gospels call 
for both, but which is emphasized can make a big difference on where the church is in 
people's lives.  

 

 

Please send comments and articles to comments@tonyercolano.com  
 

 


