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    Since he first stepped onto the grand loggia of St. Peter’s, Pope Francis captivated the attention of many. As 

the media scrambled to get every bit of information about the Cardinal from “the end of the world,” stories 

began to spread that Pope Francis would take a different approach to his ministry as the Successor of St. Peter, 

an approach that he had already worked out well as the Archbishop of Buenos Aires. The Pope takes the bus. 

The Pope lives in a simple apartment. The Pope pays his own hotel bill. 

    As quickly as the unique personality of the new Roman Pontiff was revealed, false attempts to put him into 

contrast with his successor came into the foreground, as if living in someone else’s house, wearing the clothes 

someone else provides for you, eating the food someone else gives you, and laboring long days for the good of a 

billion Catholics throughout the world was a sign of opulence and not service, a sign of grandeur and not 

humility. However we may choose to look at it, both Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis have given us signs 

of humility and obedience; signs of how a life of service to God and his Church are to be lived out. 

    When we look at the experience of the Church, a Jesuit from South America would have a very different 

experience of the lived reality of being Catholic than a professor from Bavaria. Pope Benedict XVI, in calling 

the Year of Faith to mark the 50
th

 anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council, reminded the 

Church that we must not be led astray by a presumed “spirit of the Council” but return to the texts of the 

Council as the truest expression of what we believe and the best indication of how the Council called us to live 

out our faith. In his own time, Pope Benedict focused on the Council’s call to reform the Sacred Liturgy and, 

more fundamentally, as an expert theologian, has given the Church a clear direction in interpreting the Council. 

    As a young priest, Father Ratzinger once explained, “It was especially the Latin countries that developed the 

idea that the Church is ‘the Church of the poor.’ … If in the past (or even the present) the Church seemed too 

closely identified with the ruling classes, the term ‘Church of the poor’ unquestionably expresses a project of 

fundamental importance, a willingness to break free of such chains. It also means that in the footsteps of Christ, 

the Church is sent especially to the forgotten and the outcasts.” As clearly as Pope Benedict XVI articulated this 

truth, we can see indications of it lived out in these first months of Pope Francis’ pontificate. 

    During the Council, the Fathers of the Church debated on the nature of the Church. A prevailing 

identification between the “Church” and her outward structures and hierarchy had the risk of ignoring the rich 

teaching articulated by St. Paul that the Church is the Mystical Body of Christ which includes but is not 

exclusively the institution and social structure of the Church. The Body of Christ includes all of its members, 

hierarchy and laity, religious and single, those in heaven and those on earth. The Church is a great mystery to be 

reverenced: the Church is “the seed and beginning” of the Kingdom of God which gathers together men and 

women from every race and nation; the Church is the “sheepfold, the sole and necessary gateway to which is 

Christ;” the Church is the “cultivated field” and the “building of God;” the Church is the “heavenly Jerusalem,” 

“our mother,” and “the spotless spouse of the spotless lamb (LG 6).” One term is not enough to describe the 

mystery of the Church. The Council calls upon biblical images and tradition to articulate the nature and mission 

of the Church of Christ. 

    For this reason, the Council placed a strong emphasis on the Church as the People of God who “sees herself 

as an exile (LG 6).” As exiles, the members of the Church are imitators of Christ himself. The document states, 

“On earth, still as pilgrims in a strange land, following in trial and oppression the paths he trod, we are 

associated with his sufferings as the body with its head, suffering with him, that with him we may be glorified 

(LG 6).”   

    This teaching is contained in the Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, 

promulgated on November 21, 1964. This document triumphs in the glory that is the vocation and destiny of the 

Church while acknowledging the simplicity, and humility by which that vocation is to be lived out: “Just as 

Christ carried out the work of redemption in poverty and oppression, so the Church is called to follow the same 

path if she is to communicate the fruits of salvation to men (LG 8).” Christ is necessary for salvation and the 

Church is the necessary instrument of that salvation in the midst of the world. 

    This idea is expressed beautifully in these words from Chapter II: “This holy Council . . . basing itself on 

scripture and tradition . . . teaches that the Church, a pilgrim now on earth, is necessary for salvation: the one 



Christ is mediator and the way of salvation; he is present to us in his body which is the Church. He himself 

explicitly asserted the necessity of faith and baptism, and thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of the 

Church which men enter through baptism as a door. Hence, they could not be saved who, knowing that the 

Catholic Church was founded as necessary by God through Christ, would refuse either to enter it, or to remain 

in it (LG 14).”  

    The Council describes the Church as a “pilgrim.” This theme is developed in Chapter VII of the document, 

which explains that the Church moves towards the fullness of perfection “only in the glory of heaven” although 

“it is even now anticipated in a certain real way, for the Church on earth is endowed already with a sanctity that 

is real though imperfect (LG 48).” There is a tension between the “already” and the “not yet.” Already the 

Church is holy and perfect because she is joined to Christ and the Communion of Saints in heaven. However, 

the earthly Church is still in transition and has not yet attained the perfection that comes in heaven. She is still 

on pilgrimage to the Promised Land. “The Church … clasping sinners to her bosom, at once holy and always in 

need of purification, follows constantly the path of penance and renewal (LG 8).” But how is this to be lived 

out? This is expressed in the term pilgrim. 

    The full sense of pilgrimage might be loss to us today, since few of us have ever been on a pilgrimage. Yet, 

for the Catholic, pilgrimage as a lived experience has shaped not only the Catholic imagination but the Church’s 

doctrine. Since the time of the Exodus, when Israel wandered through the desert for forty years, the Scriptures 

reveal the pilgrim state of God’s People. For this reason, we profess that we “have no abiding city” (Heb 13:14) 

here on earth because we have a “citizenship in heaven” (Phil 3:20). For early Christians, being a pilgrim was 

taken literally. Christians made it a habit of visiting local shrines and holy places, particularly the tombs of the 

martyrs. Eventually these local trips expanded to more distant shrines, such as the pilgrimage to Jerusalem taken 

by the Christian lay woman Egeria in the late fourth century. We know about her because she logged the entire 

journey (a kind of ancient blog). In the Middle Ages, Christians would make elaborate pilgrimages all 

throughout Europe and the Holy Land. The Canterbury Tales tells of the medieval trek to the shrine of St. 

Thomas Becket in England while the enormous incense-wielding thurible in Santiago de Compostela in Spain is 

a testament to the odor that accompanied the pilgrims who journeyed there from throughout Spain and France. 

For us today, most “pilgrimages” are antiseptic and deodorized experiences: involving buses and hotels, good 

meals and holy tourism. 

    This form of pilgrimage would have been unknown to the Christians of times gone by. Perhaps this is part of 

the wisdom of the Council in reminding the Church about her true nature as a Pilgrim People. Pilgrims have a 

certain destination. They carry very little with them, depending upon Divine Providence and charity to supply 

their needs. And, pilgrims take up the journey as a sacrifice and penance, in humility and trust. The goal of the 

pilgrimage is the conversion of heart that permits a full enjoyment of what lies at the end of the road. These 

earthly pilgrimages are reminders of the pilgrimage we take through this life to the eternal holy place of heaven.  

    Pilgrimage is humbling and filled with sacrifice, it demands simplicity. As the Pilgrim Church we must never 

forget what Pope Francis reminded the Cardinal electors the morning after his election, “When we journey 

without the Cross … [we are] not disciples of the Lord. My wish is that all of us … will have the courage, yes, 

the courage, to walk in the presence of the Lord’s Cross.” We do so, confident in the truth that “the sufferings of 

this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom 8:18). 

    Therefore, the journey is not without joy and consolation, “The Church, like a stranger in a foreign land, 

presses forward amid the persecutions of the world and the consolations of God” (LG 8). And, we are never 

alone. We travel together on this pilgrimage as the People of God. Lumen Gentium speaks of the help we 

receive on our journey: “the sacraments and institutions” (LG 48) of the Church. Like our ancestors in faith who 

received manna in the desert, God provides food for our journey through the Church by giving us the Bread of 

Angels, the Holy Eucharist. Through the doctrine and law of the Church, we are given the road map to stay the 

course on our earthly pilgrimage, helping us to remain on “the Way”, who is Christ himself (Jn 14:6). Even 

those who have gone before us, the saints who have already arrived at their eternal destination, are joined with 

us on the journey in a union “reinforced by an exchange of spiritual goods” (LG 49). 

    The saints in heaven are champions interceding on behalf of the Pilgrim Church as well as exemplars 

spurring us on to victory. Lumen Gentium continues, “To look on the life of those who have faithfully followed 

Christ is to be inspired with a new reason for seeking the city which is to come, while at the same time we are 

taught to know a most safe path by which, despite the vicissitudes of the world, and in keeping with the state of 



life and condition proper to each of us, we will be able to arrive at perfect union with Christ, that is, holiness” 

(LG 50). For this reason, the devotion and imitation of the saints is explained as one of those “institutions” 

which helps the Pilgrim Church on its journey to eternal blessedness. 

    The Saints, particularly the martyrs, understand that Pilgrims are often not welcomed in the land through 

which they migrate. Hostility of local inhabitants increases the penance and humility which are marks of the 

Pilgrim People whose mission is not to find earthly success, but to reach heaven. As Lumen Gentium explains, 

“The Church, although she needs human resources to carry out her mission, is not set up to seek earthly glory, 

but to proclaim, and this by her own example, humility and self denial” (LG 8).  

    The Church exists to proclaim Christ and to make Him present in the midst of the world through the faithful 

celebration of the Sacraments and the proclamation of the Word of God. She does this in the classroom and on 

the bus. She lives this out in the grand celebrations at Papal Masses and in the simple anointing of a dying 

woman in the hospital. She speaks this message humbly to the rich and to the poor. She lives this truth in loving 

service to the local businessman and to the struggling immigrant. She does this as the Pilgrim Church, the “one 

People of God, for the glory of the Most Holy and Undivided Trinity” (LG 69).  

    (Father Brommer is the Administrative Assistant to the Bishop and Liturgy Coordinator for the Diocese of 

Harrisburg. During this Year of Faith, he is contributing to The Catholic Witness a series of articles on the 

Second Vatican Council as the Church observes its 50
th

 anniversary.)  


