



Were not our hearts burning – John Paul II

Out of great respect to the ancient tradition of telling jokes to celebrate the trick God played on the devil by raising Jesus from the dead, I will begin this tribute to the pope’s victory over that same death by sharing this light story: Every year, just before Easter, the Chief Rabbi in Rome goes to the Vatican and presents an ancient, and by now quite tattered envelope to the Pope. The Pope inspects the envelope, shakes his head, and hands it back to the Chief Rabbi, who then departs. This has been going on for nearly two thousand years. One year recently, it happened that there was a new Pope and a new Chief Rabbi. 

When the Chief Rabbi presented the ancient envelope to the Pope, as he had been instructed to do by his predecessor, the Pope looked it over and handed it back as he had been told to, in turn, by his predecessor...but then the Pope said, "This is an unusual ritual. I don't understand it. What is in this envelope?" "Damned if I know," answered the Chief Rabbi. "I'm new here myself. But, hey, let's open it and find out." "Good idea," said the Pope. So together, they slowly and carefully opened the envelope. And do you know what they found? The caterer's bill for the Last Supper! 

Bells rang, thousands streamed into St. Peter’s square. Billions watched world wide as the announcement came: “John Paul II has returned to his home. Let us pray for him.” So began the nine-day mourning ritual for the passing of the pope who was called “the most public person on earth”, “the most visible man ever”, the most familiar face”. Christians, Moslems, Jews and the world watched and prayed.

At the personal level, I was half dozing in a recliner, becoming aware of the announcement. I felt a sense of relief, and like an instinct, I felt the urge to cross myself. “Sleeping or awake, we are in God’s hands,” was my thought. Pope John Paul II had put himself into God’s hands long before the announcement came.

The measure of someone’s passing is in the impact he or she has on us. I am a better person because of the life of John Paul II. I have seen other pope’s passing: Pius XII in 1958, John XXIII in 1963, and Paul I in 1978. I am awed by the impact of John Paul II not only on me but also on the world. He was there when the Russian tanks were poised to invade Poland, his picture plastered on the barricades. “We the church support the workers,” he said. Candles of solidarity were lit in windows around the world. Like in the Philippines earlier, a giant war machine stopped and a peaceful and bloodless revolution ensued.

He was the pope of the youth. The most public pope ever touched the hearts and the hands of youth around the world. He was the pope of the world. He healed broken relationships, apologizing to the Jews for the mistakes of the past committed by the church. A woman said, “He was pope, not only of the Catholic Church but of the world.”

Statesmen lined up to pay their tributes: “All popes belong to the world…we are grateful to God for sending such a man…a hero for the ages,” President Bush said. The pope had a brief message on the final day as he heard of the throngs crowded outside his apartments: “I see that you have come to me and for that I am grateful.” Then he spent his final hours in prayer, dying as he had lived. His was a most public passing.

On Good Friday the pope listened to the passion of Christ, a crucifix on his knees. As he heard again of Christ’s dying, he embraced the cross, symbolically and truly uniting himself to the suffering and sacrifice of Christ.

Easter 2005 has become a significant Easter to the world. In the person of the doubting Thomas (John 20:24-29) we can see ourselves this Easter. For a short time we were caught up in the throng of Good Friday worshippers and re-living the Passion of Christ. Then in the week following, our old ways and doubts came back. Like Thomas, we needed more evidence. And now, through the example of John Paul II, we have again revisited the suffering and wounds of Christ. We are caught up in the stories of the many witnesses thronging to St. Peter’s Square who a week after Easter, like the disciples to Thomas, again gave testimony to the Risen Christ.

Thanks be to God for the additional example of John Paul II, who again shows us the way through death to Resurrection. Like Thomas we needed more testimony, more signs. Thanks be to God for “the world’s most familiar face”, for the very visible Christ who visited us in the 21st Century and now has gone “back to his home”, to his Father and our Father.

As we gathered in spirit at St. Peter’s Square, our hearts were burning within us. Like the disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35), Christ has visited us again. Along with John Paul II we share the hope of the Resurrected Christ. He has risen. Alleluia.
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