The Visit of Pope John II to St. Louis


26-27 Jan, 1999





His Holiness visited St. Louis 26-27 Jan ‘99 on his way to Rome after a more publicized visit to Mexico City. As the head of a State (Vatican: 13.9 Acres, 400 permanent residents) he was greeted on arrival in the Airport by Mr. and Mrs. Clinton.  He spent 20 minutes in a private meeting with Mr. Clinton in which he expressed desire to see the US embargoes against Cuba and IRAQ lifted and also the desire to see an end to the US military stand against IRAQ.





On Tuesday, evening he addressed a Catholic Youth Rally at Kiel Center (20, 000 in attendance). His theme was “You are the Light of the World” spoke about starting now, life of service, chastity, and prayer.  H.H. relates to young people very well. He made analogies between sports competition and spiritual strife and success emphasizing that one has to train and increase in spiritual height continuously remarking “even the Pope” The message was well received. He also blessed sick Children representing all the medical departments at Cardinal Glennon Children Hospital.





On Wednesday morning, a Mass Service was held for 109,000 Catholics.  People started to arrive at the Trans World Dome by 2:00 AM. The service started around 10:00 AM and concluded at Noon. Communion Catholic Style was distributed by 900 “communion ministers”; these are bishops, priests, deacons and laymen trained to serve communion, to all 109,000 in less than 16 minutes.  After the service, and through one of the Cardinals, he expressed to the Governor of Missouri, Mil Carnahan, the desire that a death sentence which was to be carried out the following week be commuted.  The governor of Missouri commuted the sentence of that inmate on Thursday as an act of mercy inspite of the “heinous crime” in which a family of three was murdered execution style. The death sentence was justified according to Missouri Criminal Law. Missoura is one of the more strict states in the US concerning capital punishment. Mel Carnahan commuted a death sentence for strong compelling reasons (mental illness) only once before in his six years career as governor.  Interesting to note that only reason given, “the Pope asked!”





On Wednesday, Afternoon a Vespers Service (rarely practiced by US Catholics) took place at St. Louis Basilica (Cathedral) starting at 4:30 PM and was concluded at 5:30 PM. The Cathedral was full to capacity (2000 people) and there was more than 5000 people on the street watching the service on large screens. 





Fr. Bassellious Sedrak and I were invited and were able to attend the Vespers service as members, for more than 10 years, of the Interfaith Committee of the Ecumenical Council of Greater St. Louis.  There was 95 mebers of the Interfaith Committee, invited to the service, representing different Christian denominations and other religions including: Orthodox, Protestant, Jewish, Moslem, Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, Bahaii, .. etc. Members of the Interfaith Committee were seated in the first 10 rows across the aisle from federal, state, and city representatives including Vice President and Mrs. Gore, Governor and Mrs. Carnahan; etc..  The service was extremely beautiful because of a nice assortment of prayers and songs, including Orthodox Songs and Intercessions that are very similar to the Seven Intercessions in our service. A 90 years old Rabbi (Rabbi Martin Jacobs) did read from Isaiah, first time in a Catholic Service in St. Louis.  From the 95 Interfaith representatives, 20 were selected to greet H.H. Pope John Paul II.  Fr. Bassellious was among those selected and he presented several gifts to His Holiness from St. Mary & St. Abraam Coptic Orthodox Church. These included: 1) a large ornamental plate carrying a picture of St. Mary and the Holy Infant Jesus (Coptic Style); 2) a book  (in color) from the Egyptian Ministry of Tourism  full of excellent pictures of Ancient Coptic Art, Ancient Coptic Churches and Monasteries and a map of the route of the Visit of the Holy Family to Egypt; and 3) a Book on the Life and Wonders and Miracles of Anba Abraam prepared and distributed by our Church.  The book on tourism is intended to promote religious tourism (pilgrimage to Egypt in the Year 2000 as the new Millennium Jubilee in Egypt) by visiting the places where the Holy Family stayed.  This whole year celebration promotion is coordinated by the Government of Egypt and is supported by our Mother Church. 


�The theme of the Homilies at both services included denunciation of abortion, euthanasia (assisted suicide), and capital punishment. It also included praise for observing human dignity, care for the elderly and sick, nourishing the youth and appreciating diversity of races and religions. The Pope of Rome also announced that he is planning to visit Israel and go to Jerusalem next year in celebration of the new millennium (beginning of the third century of Christianity). Will be his first visit to the State of Israel. His visit to St. Louis was the first time a Roman Catholic Pope visited. As you know, St. Louis was blessed with the visit of Our Holy Father Pope Shenouda III twice; Oct. 1989, and Oct. 1994. 





After completing his visit, he spoke to the crowd outside the Cathedral from a bullet proof cage , he then sealed the center door of the Basilica to be opened on December 24, 1999. A Catholic tradition after the visit of a pope. He then was driven in the Pope Mobile (a bullet proof Mercedes truck converted for the use of the Pope and brought from Rome) to Lambert Airport where he was paid farewell by Catholic leaders, and the Vice President and Mrs. Gore leading federal, state, and city officials to greet him as he departed for Rome on a chartered TWA B757 back to Rome.





As I look on the events of those two days, I feel a sense of hope that some day soon the Issues of faith between the Catholics and Orthodox churches will be resolved and we will be able to share the Eucharist. But for now I have to state that we can only share communion with Orthodox Churches in the Oriental family of Orthodox churches.





Three major themes of the visit to Mexico are worth noting: Evangelism (offends Evangelical Protestants), One America (disturbs many politicians concerned about large waves of immigration), and appeal to rich nations in the continent (America) to ease the plight of the poor suggesting forgiveness of debts (disturbs economists and banking institutions). The pope at 78 is not in the best of health, suffering from parkinson disease, his left hand trembles and his speech slightly slurred but his mind is very sharp and his wit was evident as he tried to inject humor in his speeches such as “I said to Archbishop Rigali meet me in St. Louis” and commenting about Mark Mguire 70 home runs in ‘98, and flipping his walking cane and swinging it like a hockey stick since Kiel Center is the home of the St. Louis Blues Hockey team. 





St. Louis is one of the older Catholic Dioceses in America dating back to the French fur trade.  Estimated Catholic population 600,000 in St. Louis city and county (close to 50 % of the population of metropolitan area).  Archbishop Rigali was hand picked for St. Louis by the Pope who made the reference to him as my good friend/my old friend archbishop Rigali. A native of Los Angeles who served as head of the diplomatic school in Rome for  many years before coming to St. Louis as Archbishop in 1994. Many here believe that it will not be long before he is elected to the college of Cardinals.  To make the events in St. Louis happen it took the Archdiocese a whole year of preparation involving thousands of volunteers and in particular the prayers of many sisters (nuns) for the health of H.H. and good weather in St. Louis in January. Both wishes  were received. Thanks to those nuns the media proclaimed. H.H. was accompanied by 14 cardinals, 40 bishops and in total there was close to 900 religious assisting in serving communion and leading the services. Very commendable, very impressive. But it was the foot soldiers 10,000, men and women volunteers who made it such a successful event for St. Louis, State of Missouri and USA at-large. We all should be humbly proud!





There was also few protests: 1) An insert in the New Paper attacking the Papacy and all forms of Christian Priesthood; 2) Christian group from India protesting the use statues (“Graven Images”) by the Catholic Church; 3) Demands for Women Priesthood.





Patricia Rice, St. Louis Post Dispatch stated “John Paul II: Strong in spirit. He has the determination of a Missouri Mule”  May God grant H.H. Pope John Paul II  good health and long life, and may God Bless us all and permit us to see all Christians United, and like our Catholic brothers like to say: “Let’s have Communion very soon.”  Glory always be to the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. One God, Blessed and Glorified in His Church. Amen.








William Hanna


St. Louis, Missouri





