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Pope Francis prays at the base of a tall Marian statue overlooking the Spanish Steps
in Rome Dec. 8, the feast of the Immaculate Conception. The pope prayed at the
statue shortly before the Rome firefighters' traditional early morning event in honor
of the Immaculate Conception. (CNS/Vatican Media)
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Pope Francis on Dec. 8 decreed a special year dedicated to St. Joseph for the global
Catholic Church, offering the 1.2 billion members of the faith an opportunity to
obtain indulgences as the world continues to undergo the "grave tribulation" of the
coronavirus pandemic.

The special year, coinciding with the 150th anniversary of the 1870 naming of St.
Joseph as patron of the universal church, will run through Dec. 8, 2021. Francis
announced the move with an unexpected decree from the Vatican's apostolic
penitentiary, which was accompanied by a letter from the pontiff.

In the papal letter, titled Patris Corde ("With a Father's Heart"), Francis says he had
been thinking about the move for some time but his desire to decree the special
year "increased" as the pandemic unfolded. The pope compares Joseph, Jesus' foster
father, to the many unheralded essential workers keeping society afloat in times of
social distancing and remote work.

"Each of us can discover in Joseph — the man who goes unnoticed, a daily, discreet
and hidden presence — an intercessor, a support and a guide in times of trouble,"
writes the pontiff. "Saint Joseph reminds us that those who appear hidden or in the
shadows can play an incomparable role in the history of salvation."

The decree from the apostolic penitentiary offers a plenary indulgence to Catholics
who choose to take part in the special year in one of six outlined ways. Although
such Catholics are obliged, as usual, to also make a confession, receive the
Eucharist, and pray for the pope's intentions, the decree recognizes that some will
be unable to do so in line with pandemic social distancing measures.

"In the current context of the health emergency, the gift of the plenary indulgence is
particularly extended to the elderly, the sick, those close to death and all those who
for legitimate reasons find it impossible to leave their homes," the decree states,
suggesting such persons can obtain the indulgence by having an intention to fulfill
the requirements "as soon as its possible."
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The six ways Catholics can celebrate the year include:

Meditating for at least 30 minutes on the Our Father prayer;
Undertaking a work of spiritual or corporal mercy in the example of Joseph, who
is called a "just man" in Matthew's Gospel;
Reciting the holy rosary among your family or with your partner;
Entrusting your daily work to the protection of Joseph, or invoking the
intercession of Joseph in trying to find employment;
Reciting the Litany of St. Joseph, or making another similar prayer, on behalf of
persecuted Christians; and,
Making an act of piety in honor of Joseph on the 19th of the month or on
Wednesday, the day traditionally dedicated to the saint's memory.

In Catholic teaching, an indulgence is the remission of the eventual punishment due
for sins that have been confessed and forgiven. A plenary indulgence, which can
only be granted in various ways outlined by the Vatican, involves the remission of all
of a person's eventual punishment.

Earlier in the coronavirus pandemic, Francis had previously announced the offering
of special plenary indulgences to any Catholic affected by the virus, to healthcare
workers and their families, to those who pray for the end of the epidemic, and to
those who die without being able to receive final rites.

Theologians told NCR that the earlier decree, announced March 20, showed a
seemingly unprecedented level of pastoral care for those who suffer from the virus.

Francis' new letter describes Joseph as a father who was beloved, tender, obedient
to God, accepting, "creatively courageous," a hard-worker and "in the shadows."

The pontiff also notes that the saint is traditionally described as a carpenter, "who
earned an honest living to provide for his family."

"Saint Joseph's work reminds us that God himself, in becoming man, did not disdain
work," states Francis. 

"The loss of employment that affects so many of our brothers and sisters, and has
increased as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, should serve as a summons to
review our priorities," the pope continues. "Let us implore Saint Joseph the Worker to
help us find ways to express our firm conviction that no young person, no person at
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all, no family should be without work!"

[Joshua J. McElwee (jmcelwee@ncronline.org) is NCR Vatican correspondent. Follow
him on Twitter: @joshjmac.]
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