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 The whole world has gone after Francis. Or so it seems. Last week the Pope, 

Pope Francis, wrapped up a visit to the U.S. with an outdoor Mass in Philadelphia. 

It was a fitting capstone to a whirlwind journey that included stops in DC & NY; 

meetings with the President & First Lady; an unprecedented speech to a joint 

session of Congress. And if you saw media coverage for the Papal Visit then you 

know, there’s just one way to describe the Francis effect. He’s a rockstar. 

 You might expect Catholics to treat the Pope with awe & admiration, but this 

Pope is special. He draws people from everywhere. I happened to watch the Pope’s 

motorcade on TV last Sunday when he was riding to the final outdoor Mass in 

Philadelphia. I was at the gym on a cardio machine and CNN was broadcasting the 

whole thing on a screen in front of me. Thousands of people lined the streets and 

crowded the parkway, clapping & cheering. 

 It was impressive but standard celebrity fare. Until… to my surprise - and 

almost horror - every so often, the Pope-mobile would stop, one of the Pope’s 

entourage would walk to the edge of the crowd and someone would give the 

entourage a child for a Papal blessing. It was surreal. And let me just say as a priest 

who’s been trained in appropriate clergy behavior, it was so not what we call Safe 

Church. You can’t just pass around kids like rag-dolls in a sea of strangers. It’s not 

safe. All sorts of things could go wrong. Why would you throw your infant to 

vatican security?  

 But they did. Parents handed over children in droves. In fact they were 
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grateful, even jealous for the opportunity, crying for joy at the chance for their 

child to receive a kiss & a blessing from the Pope. That’s a rockstar.  

 [rockstar vs. comedian… most clergy are comedians, this pope is a rockstar.] 

 In that regard he’s just like his namesake: St. Francis whose feast we 

celebrate today. Today’s Pope, somehow, has managed to channel not just the same 

name but also the same energy & spirituality as Francis of Assisi (who lived 800 

yrs ago). At one level they’re both a testimony to the enduring appeal of simplicity. 

Simple faith. Simple charity. Simple love. They’re both testimony to the appeal of 

a Christian life that isn’t politicized or commercialized; isn’t judgmental or self-

serving; a Christian life that’s always recognizably… Christian.   

 The Pope said he chose the name Francis because when “the cardinals had 

elected him [one of his friends] ‘embraced me and kissed me and said: ‘Don’t 

forget the poor’… and that struck me… the poor…Immediately I thought of St. 

Francis of Assisi… [he added] How I would love a Church that is poor and for the 

poor.”  That joyful simplicity has been fueling the Pope’s rockstar status ever since 1

 That’s the appeal of Pope Francis today. It was also the appeal of Francis of 

Assisi, the man born to a wealthy Italian family 800 yrs ago. Francis, the man who 

spent his early life in dissolute living (as so many of the saints seem to do). 

Francis, the man who not only failed to become a brave knight, but actually spent 

an entire year as a prisoner of war. Francis, the man who returned home from war 

 http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2013/03/16/pope-francis-reveals-why-he-chose-name/1

http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2013/03/16/pope-francis-reveals-why-he-chose-name/
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disillusioned & in search of purpose & meaning. As the story is told, “after a day 

spent trading places with a beggar, [Francis] realized that true faith in God – and 

true happiness – can be found only by [giving up] all other potential sources of 

security. So he vowed to give himself to ‘Lady Poverty’ – to live without any 

money, home or property whatsoever. To the astonishment of their friends and 

families, he and his first companions found that this lifestyle, which seemed so 

grueling, in fact made them completely free. They had no worries or 

responsibilities; they had completely opted out of the system of money, power, 

avarice and [greed]. In fact, they were so happy, and laughed so much, that they 

became known as ‘God’s jesters’."  2

 Not a bad picture of Christian faith & life. But here’s the rub. That kind of 

joy & simplicity always runs up against people & obstacles who insist on giving it 

limits. The world is happy to celebrate a life of Christian simplicity as long as 

people like Francis keep their simplicity in the “right place.” They insist it has 

limits. After all, they say, you can’t just bring joyful simplicity into any social, 

economic or political environment. It’s naive or dangerous for the people already 

in control. The Pope ran into some of those obstacles during his visit too. 

 Despite his rockstar status, the Pope had some opponents. He ruffled a few 

feathers when he challenged Congress to simply “use its power to heal the ‘open 

 Hill, Jonathan. The History of Christian Thought2
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wounds’ of a planet torn by hatred, greed, poverty and pollution.”  According to 3

one news outlet, “Many conservatives have criticized the pope's call to address 

climate change, and one congressman went so far as to boycott his speech.”  The 4

Congressman said, “If the Pope stuck to standard Christian theology, I would be 

the first in line… [but] If the Pope wants to devote his life to fighting climate 

change, then he can do so in his personal time.”  5

 In other words, keep your ideas & your simplicity in the right place. Another 

Senator was a bit more nuanced, but basically said the same thing. He said, “I think 

[the Pope is] operating in a more spiritual reality. We’re involved in the day to day 

back and forth, rough and tumble of politics and trying to actually find consensus”  6

and get things done. You see, they’re happy to cheer for Francis as long as he keeps 

his simplicity in the right place. But they insist on limits as soon as he brings that 

joyful simplicity into politics - and real life.  

 Why are some people so opposed to simplicity? Well, we should say, there’s 

at least two kinds of simplicity. First, the simplicity that’s superficial; either 

ignoring complexity or just misunderstanding all the factors in play. But, second, 

there’s the simplicity of elegance. Simplicity that takes all the complexity on board 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/25/us/pope-francis-congress-speech.html?_r=03

 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/pope-francis-congress-speech_560415a2e4b00310edfa42784

 http://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2015/09/18/441469906/conservative-lawmaker-boycotts-popes-address-5

over-climate-change-views

 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/pope-francis-congress-speech_560415a2e4b00310edfa42786

http://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2015/09/18/441469906/conservative-lawmaker-boycotts-popes-address-over-climate-change-views
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/pope-francis-congress-speech_560415a2e4b00310edfa4278
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/25/us/pope-francis-congress-speech.html?_r=0
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/pope-francis-congress-speech_560415a2e4b00310edfa4278
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and then reveals how everything is meant to fall into place. Superficial vs. elegant - 

two kinds of simplicity that are radically different. And that’s where the rub comes. 

 Some people suggest that religion is more like the first kind of simplicity - 

shallow or superficial. Some people treat faith with the same kind of simplicity as 

arranging their sock drawer. It’s nice. Maybe we pay attention to details. We might 

even be very intentional about matching the right patterns & colors of socks. But 

that kind of simplicity is never going to change anyone’s life. The simplicity of 

Francis is more like the elegant simplicity of a reformer (William Wilberforce); 

more like the simplicity of a conscientious objector (Dietrich Bonhoeffer); more 

like the simplicity of a prophet (Martin Luther King Jr.). More like the simplicity 

of Jesus himself. The simplicity of Francis is the elegant simplicity that shapes & 

defines human life.  

 Jesus said, "I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have 

hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to 

infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will,” (Matt. 11:25f). 

 The real “rub” between Francis & the politicians has nothing to do with the 

complexity of science or the hard nosed reality of life in the political world. The 

rub is about different priorities & competing visions for human life. The elegant 

simplicity that Jesus describes in the Gospel is hidden from the wise & the 

intelligent not because it’s shallow or superficial. It’s hidden because in the days of 

Jesus, as in our own; the wise & intelligent often have different priorities & 
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competing visions for human life. Priorities that are politicized, commercialized, 

judgmental or self-serving. That’s the rub. 

 Jesus isn’t glossing over complexity. He isn’t misunderstanding the social, 

political, and religious dynamics at play. Remember, Jesus is the rhetorical master 

who used witty aphorisms & parables to confound his foes and to keep his enemies 

at bay. Jesus is the itinerant rabbi who lived in the backwater & the social fringe 

until he was ready to plunge into the religious & political powers of his day. Jesus 

is no simpleton. 

 His yoke is easy, and his burden is light, not because he’s shallow or 

otherworldly but because he names God, the “Lord of heaven and earth” as the key 

to human life. “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth…” Everything about 

Jesus flows from that; from God, the Father, the Creator as the simple but elegant 

center of human life. God is the key that makes everything else fall into place. This 

was nothing new for ancient Israel. It’s right there in the Psalm. “Praise the Lord 

from the earth” - fire & hail, snow & fog, creepy crawlers and birds with wings, 

kings & people, young and old. Praise the Lord “for his Name only is 

exalted,” (Psa. 148). It’s a picture of elegant simplicity: God at the center of life. 

 St. Paul picks up the same theme in a Letter to the Galatians. He says, “May 

I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the 

world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” Everything else but Christ is 

dead to Paul. And then Paul - no simpleton himself - takes on one of the 
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controversial issues of his day, circumcision. The hot-button topic for Jewish 

Christians in the early Church. And Paul sounds a lot like Pope Francis chastising 

Congress last week when he writes, “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is 

anything; but new creation [in Christ] is everything!” That’s a vision of Christian 

simplicity.  

 Everything about Jesus flows from the Father. Everything about the Church 

flows from the Cross of Christ. That’s how Christian simplicity works, and baptism 

is our sacrament of elegant simplicity. Baptism reveals & reminds us how 

everything is meant to fall into place. Baptism is our testimony to a Christian life 

that isn’t politicized or commercialized, isn’t judgmental or self-serving. Baptism 

is our testimony to the enduring appeal of a life that’s always recognizably 

Christian; centering our lives on the beauty of the Father’s creation, the power of 

the Son’s love, and the sustaining energy of the Holy Spirit. Simple faith. Simple 

charity. Simple love. Everything about Christian life flows from that. That’s why 

for thousands of years, people young & old have been lining up at church; eagerly, 

jealously, recklessly offering themselves and their loved ones - young & old - to a 

life of Christian baptism. Because in baptism we don’t gloss over the difficulty or 

complexity of our world, but we do anchor our security & freedom in God alone. 

So that in our baptism, we too, like the saints, the prophets, & reformers of days 

past; like them, and like Jesus, we too, go into the world as bearers of joyful 

simplicity, maybe even claiming our birthright as God’s jesters of the world. Amen.


