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Thoughts on the pope
in the modern world

By Katharine Bird

NC News Service

Pope John Paul IT hits people
“like a lightning bolt,"” said Sister
Prudence Allen. Some people,
‘drawn like a magnet,” find their
tusth und their gifts activated by
the encounter. Others pull back.
But where this pope is concerned
“there’s no neutral encounter,”
commented the Sister of Mercy
of Alma.

The pope is uniquely qualified
through his personal experiences
and his intellectual training in
Poland "to understand the pro-
blems of people,” said Sister
Allen, a professor of philosophy
at Concordia University in Mon-
teeal, Quebec.

“Instead of pulling away from
the world, Pope John Paul 11
plunges into the world,
ed Sister Allen. For her, the
popc's love and intense concern
for people comes through fre-
quently i his ravels:

—The pope makes it @ point 1o
study the culture and customs of
those he visits and usually
celebrates at least some portion
of the Mass in native languages.

—He works hard at gearing his
addresses to the needs of the in- -
dividuals and groups he meets. In
addressing youth, he tries “to ac-
tivate their high ideals and
values,” Sister Allen said. He
realizes vyoung people need to
fight against "‘apathy and the feel-
ing that nothing has value.”

—He consistently promotes
human rights by focusing on the
dignity of individuals and groups.

Sister Allen has been meeting
regularly for three vears in Canada
with a small group of doctors,
lawvers, social workers, journalists
and philosophers to discuss the
writings of Pope John Paul 1I. The
group's goal is "to understand
what Pope John Paul is sayving and
why,” Sister Allen said.

The group has read many of
the pope’s texts, including his en-
cvelical on mercey, his apostolic
letter on suffering and his
speeches on muarriage.

The “pope’s love of learning is
stiiking, Sister Allen said, " We've
never had a pope so well educat-
cd interms of contemporary
Well-read in such
thinkers as Kagd Marx and sigmund
Freud, who have had a large in-
fluence on modern society, the
pope trics 1o show “what's good
in these thinkers and where their
limits are.” she said His interest is

to discover Ueffective wavs of
reforming the world.”

In his writings, the pope tries
to forge new ways of ap-
proaching problems, Sister Allen

" explain-

thinks. Often he does this by
looking for a “‘middle ground”
between polarized positions.

The pope takes care to keep
up-to-date on what’s happening
in the world of ideas too.
Periodically he invites leading
scholars to Castelgandolfo, the
papal summer residence, for con-
ferences on current issues in
science, philosophy or theology:
The pope listens and participates
in the discussions.

In Sister Allen’s analysis, the
pope is making a ‘‘breakthrough™
in' the world of ideas on what it
means to be a person. The pope
tells people this happens only by
integrating ‘‘psychological, social
and spiritual values,” she added

The pope ‘‘pushes people to un-
derstand their calling” in terms of
4 vocation to a particular life: as a
lay person, a Religious or a priest,
Sister Allen said. He urges people
to recognize that “everyone is call-
¢d 1o a vocation, to become the
person you were baptized to be,”
the Mercy Sister said.

Studying the papal texts has
had some surprising results for
members of her discussion
group, Sister Allen noted. One
member converted to Catholi-
cism, another returned to
Catholicism.

(Ms. Bird is associate editor.of
Faith Today.)

Looking into

By Father John Castelot
NC News Service ~

Luke's Gospel has been called
the social Gospel. In a special
way it shows Jesus preaching
and living a message of justice.
There is a particular urgency
about the message here.

The prophets of old usually
delivered their messages bluntly
and directly. Jesus preferred the
subtler. but at least equallyv effec-
tive, means of storytelling.

Stories remembered all over
the world 2,000 vears after the
telling are extraordinary. In some
mysterious way they speak to the
depths of the human heart.

Who doesn’t recognize the
story of the Good Samaritan, for
instance, or of Lazarus, who
longed to eat crumbs from the
rich man’s table?

The Parable of the Good
Sarharitan came in response to a
legal expert's question: “Who is
my neighbor?™” (Luke 10).

In response, Jesus offered a

ﬁ?n@ POOr Man’s eyes

swry fIt was so designed that it
might démonstrate how the one
who aSked the question could be
nelgﬁbér to others. The story
was a defonstration — and a
challcfnge
«In the Story, three men
cover a2 wounded man along
tne roadi;Only one — a
Samamaﬁ — stops to help.
After ﬁellmg the story, Jesus
asked #ho had proved to be a
mesghbor to the wounded man.
nd the fawyer had 1o answer —
c&cn rf he choked on the reply.
.z Thé I3 iwyer couldn’t bring
bxmself 6 say ‘‘the Samaritan.”
But h&. hid to admit that the
aeaghEei)r in the story was the
Q ne vifhd treated the w0unded
man “with compassion.’
. Lest the lawyer miss the prac-
t,x:,,al pomt Jesus told him plainly:
¢*Fhefi g@ and do the same.”
* Thi§ Was not just a powerful
lessort in:concern for the unfor-
tynaté. In the story, the two men
who neg;ected to help the
woundéd man out of regard for
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their own selfish interests were
neglecting a fellow-Jew.

By conirast, the one who came
to his aid was a Samaritan. His
hatred of Jews had been nourish-
ed by centuries of deep-seated
prejudice.

What the Samaritan saw in this
case was not a Jew who happen-
ed to be bleeding; he saw a hur-

ting, helpless human being. That

was enough.

And the generosity and per-
sonal interest the Samaritan con-
tinued to show in the story’s se-
quel are a biting indictment of
cold and uninvolved expressions
of charity.

What is the real point in the
story of Lazarus and the rich
man? When you read this story
in Chapter 16 of Luke’s Gospel,
notice how the poor beggar is ig-
nored by the others.

For them, Lazarus was just part
of the scenery, an unsightly
smudge on the canvas. The
easiest thing to do was to look
the other way.




