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A college friend’s parents had a very rocky marriage. He grew up in an Italian Catholic family were Papa called all the shots and everyone obeyed him. She grew up in an Irish Catholic family where Mama called all the shots and everyone—including Papa—obeyed her. “And for years,” said my friend, “the only thing they agreed on was the Pope.”
That agreement is no small matter. The pope as the visible icon of unity and authority in the Catholic Church said, go to Mass and stay married. So they did. And while it took decades, they ended up with a happy marriage.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church (882) reads:
The Pope, Bishop of Rome and Peter's successor, “is the perpetual and visible source and foundation of the unity both of the bishops and of the whole company of the faithful.” “For the Roman Pontiff, by reason of his office as Vicar of Christ, and as pastor of the entire Church has full, supreme, and universal power over the whole Church, a power which he can always exercise unhindered.”
My friend’s parents, their Italian Catholic and Irish Catholic families and friends, Chinese Catholics, Argentine Catholics, Syrian Catholics, Ukrainian Catholics, Nigerian Catholics, and even European and American Catholics (for the most part) agree on the pope as our “source and foundation of unity.”
Tie to that the words of Pope St. John Paul II who talks about the title Vicar of Christ in Crossing the Threshold of Hope: 
More than dignity,” he wrote, the title “alludes to service. It emphasizes the duties of the Pope in the Church, his Petrine ministry, carried out for the good of the Church and the faithful. Saint Gregory the Great understood this perfectly when, out of all the titles connected to the functions of the Bishop of Rome, he preferred that of Servus servorum Dei (Servant of the Servants of God).
While popes have traveled in the past, St. John Paul II made what he called “pilgrimages” a centerpiece to his and subsequent papacies. George Weigel points out that while John Paul, Benedict, and Francis did and will meet with heads of state—in our case, the president—and other political leaders, when the pope visits, he visits as a pastor and “The principle events of any pastoral visit were always liturgical, not political, in character.” (Weigle, Witness to Hope, page 305). This visit from Pope Francis then is a visit from our pastor.
His visit first and foremost gathers us as a church. We may disagree about many things, but we gather around our universal pastor. About six years ago, Dottie and I were in Rome with our son and his wife and went to a papal audience. Pope Benedict came out and you’d think Elvis just entered the building. The outpouring of love on both sides—from the people to the pope and from the pope to the people—was something I’d never experienced before. Groups at the audience were named by name and, when their names were called, choirs offering him a verse of a song, a band played, people cheered in greeting, and elderly nuns nearly swooned. Young women came dressed in their bridal gowns and people held up medals and rosaries for Pope Benedict’s special blessing. He drew us together as Catholics—and at the time nearly Catholics—and Francis will do the same.
Second, Pope Francis comes to exercise his teaching authority. He’ll be visiting leaders, addressing Congress, the United Nations, and The World Meeting of Families. He’ll also canonize Blessed Junípero Serra and, make no mistake, canonization teaches. And just as we gather Sunday to Sunday for the homily that is a crucial part of the Mass, so we wait. The pope has prayed for us and over the Scriptures, now what does the pastor have to say to us today? How will he comfort the afflicted? How will he afflict the comfortable? He will speak to families and about the plight of families. 
The World Meeting of Families is his primary reason for coming. What will he say? Expect to hear him talk about how every child has a right to his or her own mom and dad. He’ll talk about human ecology. And he will talk about the primacy of religious liberty among all our freedoms. 
Third, as St. John Paul II suggested, the pope comes primarily to serve: to serve our bishops, our clergy, our religious, seminarians, and to serve all the rest of us. When someone went on to the late Fr. Richard John Neuhaus about the huge problems in the Catholic Church and in the American Catholic Church in particular, his standard response (being a priest) was, “You don’t know the half of it.”
Well, the problems aren’t going to go away because the pope puts on his Superpope cape and fights evil with an iron fist. The odd and not at all intuitive truth is that change comes when leaders serve. And Pope Francis comes to serve.
How can we respond?
First, we can welcome him as our pastor, that is, the pastor of all Catholics in the United States. And in welcoming him as pastor, we can welcome all of our fellow Catholics. God will someday sort the wheat from the weeds (Matthew 13:23-30). Our job is to be one even as Jesus and the Father are one (John 17:11b).
Second, we can listen attentively. C. S. Lewis wrote an essay about why we should read old books. The main reason is that their perspective is different from ours and they allow us to see ourselves and our culture from that different perspective. Pope Francis is not from around here. He’s from the Global South and the perspective he brings is different. It may not always be comfortable, but it’s good for us. We need to listen.
Finally, we can do something that is difficult for many of us. We can allow the pope to serve us. We can humble ourselves to receive his service with gratitude. He’s our pastor, God’s provision for this moment in history, and he’s coming next week.
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