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Pope Francis answers questions from journalists aboard his flight from Bratislava,
Slovakia, to Rome Sept. 15. (CNS/Paul Haring)
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Pope Francis on Sept. 15 said the question of whether pro-choice Catholic politicians
should receive Communion is "pastoral" and warned against bishops and priests who
wade into politics. 

"What should a shepherd do? Be a shepherd and not going around condemning or
not condemning," the pope said. "They must be a shepherd with God's style. And
God's style is closeness, compassion and tenderness."

Francis said he did not want to specifically address the particular situation in the
United States, but added that "if we look at the history of the church, we will see
that every time the bishops did not act as shepherds" it was a "problem."

Although the pope identified no politician by name, his remarks come at a time
when the U.S. Catholic bishops are very publicly divided over Joe Biden, the nation's
 second Catholic president. Biden's support for legal abortion has led to calls by a
number of conservative bishops for him and other pro-choice Catholic politicians,
including Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, to be denied Communion.

On the papal flight, Francis also reiterated his opposition to abortion, saying
"abortion is homicide." 

"Scientifically, it is a human life," the pope regarding the status of an embryo. 

Francis was asked whether he had ever denied the Eucharist to someone who
presented themselves for Communion and he said "never." 

"No, I have never denied the Eucharist to anyone, to anyone!" he said. "I don't know
if someone came to me under these conditions, but I have never refused them the
Eucharist, since the time I was a priest."

He went on to share a humorous anecdote of celebrating Mass on one occasion at a
nursing home. Afterwards, an elderly woman thanked him for Communion, adding
that she was Jewish. 

"Those who are not in the community cannot take Communion, like this Hebrew
lady," he said, "but the Lord wanted to reward her, and I did not know it."

The reception of Communion, said Francis, is "linked to the community." 
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While there may be those that are "temporarily" outside of the church community,
he said they are "are sons of God and they need our closeness, our pastoral
closeness."

"A shepherd can decide it with the style of God," he added 

"If you are tender as a person, this is just a theory, but being pastors, the pastors
know how to act in every moment."

Francis also recalled the "storm" surrounding Communion for divorced and
remarried Catholics following the release of his 2016 apostolic exhortation Amoris
Laetitia. The document offered a cautious opening to Communion for some divorced
and remarried couples and the pope recalled that he was accused of "heresy" by
some critics at the time. 

He said that one must distinguish between theological questions and pastoral ones,
saying that: "As a pastor, you have to be a neighbor, and if you get out of this
pastoral care of the church, you become a politician."
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Before a meeting of the U.S. bishops in June, the Vatican had sought to intervene in
the debate about Communion for Catholic politicians. The Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith sent a letter to the bishops urging "extensive and serene
dialogue" before moving ahead on drafting a planned document on "eucharistic
coherence." 

The Vatican called on the body to engage a process of consultation among the
bishops themselves, with Catholic politicians who disagree on matters of church
teaching and with other episcopal conferences.

Instead, at the meeting, the bishops voted to advance plans for a document on
"eucharistic coherence," which they are slated to vote on this November.

Before leaving on his trip, Francis met on Sept. 6 with Archbishop Christophe Pierre,
the Vatican's ambassador to the U.S. Pierre has urged the bishops to find a path
forward together in unity, rather than their current fractured approach to the issue.
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During the 30-minute press conference, Francis also answered questions regarding
his closely watched meeting with ultranationalist Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor
Orban in Budapest on Sept. 12. 

The pope confirmed reports that the two men did not discuss migration, an issue
where the two leaders are at significant odds and where, during his brief 7-hour stay
in Hungary, Francis offered an implicit rebuke of political strongmen and pleaded for
the majority Christian nation to become more open and welcoming. 

Instead, Francis said the meeting began with a discussion of ecology and also the
need to promote family, specifically saying he asked Orban about the average age in
Hungary.

Francis said he is "worried about the demographic winter" in Europe and lamented
that there are "so many empty villages or with a dozen of old people." The pope said
he was pleased to hear that Hungary has national policies supporting young people
that are married and have children.

The pope also repeated the church's teaching that marriage is a sacrament between
a man and woman, but added that countries have the ability to grant gay couples
"security" and "stability" through civil law.

Francis also used the occasion to double-down on his campaign for the COVID-19
vaccine, saying that "humanity has a history of friendship with vaccines," in
response to a question of how to respond to vaccine skeptics.  

"Since we were children, we've been vaccinated for polio," he said. "We've been
vaccinated for the other things."

"In the Vatican, everyone is vaccinated, except for a small group that we are trying
to help," the pope added. 

While he has emerged as one of the loudest leaders on the world stage to encourage
vaccinations, Francis acknowledged that even among the world's Catholic cardinals
there are vaccine skeptics, one of whom recently just recovered from the
coronavirus. 

The pope labeled it an "irony of life" — a possible reference to U.S. Cardinal
Raymond Burke, a noted vaccine skeptic who was for a time in critical condition on a
ventilator after testing positive for the virus in August. 
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During his March trip to Iraq — his first after 15 months of foregoing international
travel due to the global COVID-19 pandemic — the pope admitted he felt "much
more tired" than on past journeys. But despite recently recovering from a ten-day
hospitalization in July, the pope kept up a breakneck speed on the trip, celebrating
three public masses and delivering ten public speeches. 

This story appears in the Pope Francis in Hungary and Slovakia feature series.
View the full series.
A version of this story appeared in the Oct 1-14, 2021 print issue under the
headline: Pope Francis warns against politicizing the Eucharist.
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