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 The 36th General Chapter 
 Brothers of the Sacred Heart 
 From an American, first-timer’s perspective 
 (continued) 
 

Wednesday, May 23, 2018 
 
Everyone came to breakfast a bit early.  Just like for the celebration of the installation of the 
General Council, brothers were pumped about heading into Vatican City for the Papal 
audience.  Breakfast was at 7:00 AM and people starting milling about around 7:45 AM for 
our 8:00 AM departure for St. Peter’s by language groups.  

 
Each group seemed to depart almost simultaneously.  
Our group walked down the street to the tram at its 
termini on Via Casaletto.  José Ignacio was leading 
the Spanish contingency right behind the 
Anglophones; the French were bringing up the rear.  
When we hit the tram, we boarded, and the Spanish 
continued walking.  We never saw the Francophones 
at all.  It really didn’t matter; the plan was to meet at 
the entrance to St. Peter’s Square where José Ignacio, 
the coordinator of the pilgrimage, would get us 

through security to the front of the crowd. 
 
Though we initially had only 40 reserved seats, Brother Marcel Gagnon worked his magic 
and we were able to get 10 more.  Everyone who wanted to attend was able to go. 
 
The weather was just as predicted.  
Rain was threatening, but it didn’t 
matter.  We were pumped – not 
knowing really what to expect. 

 
Amazingly, we ALL made it to the rendezvous point 
at almost the same moment.  José Ignacio got us all 
through the first security check, and we passed 
through the metal detectors to finally enter St. Peter’s 
Square.  While we were in line, we saw through the 
columns on the large jumbotrons the Pope-mobile 
making its way through the crowd.  Several brothers 
had read how the audience was sometimes advanced 
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as much as half-an-hour 
should the weather threaten 
– or for some other good 
reason.  Pope Francis was 
now making his way 
through the Square almost 
an hour ahead of schedule.  
We were stuck in lines, and 
nothing was moving the 
crowd any faster. 
 

We finally made it through security and into the Square.  The 
energy in the crowd was electric; and Pope Francis was 
making his way up to his platform and chair.  It might be too 
late for us to walk all the way up to where I thought our chairs 
were located – right next to his platform, past thousands of 
people. 
 

Brother José Ignacio invited us to all 
follow him closely, and we 
approached the Swiss Guard.  José 
Ignacio identified himself, Brother 
Mark, and the group, but the guard 
was not impressed.  He basically told 
us that we were late and our name 
was not on his list.  He was sorry, but 
we could not advance.  We would 
have to attend the audience from here 
– the very back of the Square. 

 
Most of us simply walked away.  We were still there 
– in St. Peter’s with Pope Francis, and this was a 
special moment.  We propped ourselves on the back 
barricade, listened to the reading of the Gospel, and 
were content to enjoy things from where we were.   
 
José Ignacio would not be deterred, however.  
Unbeknownst to most of us, he continued to be 
“persuasive” with the guard until he called his 
supervisor – an Italian gentleman dressed in a light 

purple tuxedo.  The gentleman had our name on his list, but it didn’t make it to the front 
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guard.  José Ignacio spread the word 
and we were all called together.  The 
gentleman came all the way down to 
where we were and escorted us 

along the perimeter of the crowd to the side of the papal stand.  Though the chairs were taken, 
we were able to stand, observe and listen from an awesome vantage point.  We all pulled out 
our cameras and were snapping pictures, thrilled to be so close to Francis.   

 
Then, one of the men in a 
purple tuxedo told us we 
would get a chance to meet 
and speak with Pope Francis 
after the audience.  No one 
really believed that would 
happen.   
 
It even started to rain for a little while.  Again, would that wash 
out any chance we had? 
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A group of small children were each given white roses to 
give to Pope Francis.  We each joked about how we wished 
we could become surrogate parents to one or more of them 
if they were going to meet the Pope.  Amazingly, after 
Francis led the crowd in prayer and then blessed all in the 
Square, we were escorted to our own area on the front steps 
of St. Peter’s where we were told to wait for the Pope. 
 

He actually 
came and spent a few moments with us.  The 
impression he gave us was one of joy in meeting 
us, and joy in his ministry.  He spoke to José 
Ignacio who identified himself and introduced 
our new General, Mark, to him.  Francis joked 

with José Ignacio and then shook Mark’s 
hand.  He exchanged pleasantries with the 
group and asked us to pray for him.  He 
posed for a picture with us, and he asked us 
not to forget our promise of prayers.  
Several of our brothers on the first row 
actually touched him or shook his hand.  
We were all quite amazed at how close we were allowed to get to him. 
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What a moment!  We were all touched 
at how humble, simple and genuine he 
came across.  It will certainly be a 
moment we will remember for a l-o-n-g 
time. 
 
Needless to say, we were all pumped!  
Some of us chose not to return to the 
house for lunch, but to enjoy a pizza in 
Trastevere on the way home.  The only 
time constraint we had was that we had 

to be back at the house by 3:30 PM for our remaining two work sessions of the day. 
 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  * 
 
In all honesty, the afternoon sessions were a bit anticlimactic given our excitement of the 
morning.  Much of the afternoon was spent reviewing the latest draft of the redaction 
committee for topic #4’s proposal.  We seemed to come to agreement without too much 
debate, but it was still obvious that there were some key words and phrases that needed to be 
included for any proposal to make it through the assembly.  There were some really good 
points, however. 
 
Mark had assembled a group known in previous Chapters as a “Committee of the Wise.”  
This time, he called it the Ordinance Committee.  Their work was to pull together the work of 
the Chapter for the past month and try to fashion some document with which to inspire the 
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Institute.  The impressive group of brothers included Brother Jasmin Houle (Canada), Brother 
Carlos Almaraz Ruiz de Eguílaz (Spain) and Brother Jean-Baptiste Ouedraogo (Afrique 
Central).  They floated their initial draft of a proposal and took copious notes from the 
Chapter’s reflections.  They would discuss the feedback in committee, revise their work, and 
present their revised draft to the group tomorrow. 
 
We ended the day quite tired, but also fairly pleased with where we were with the movement 
of the Chapter.  Tomorrow would be a BIG day of voting.  We’ll see where it all goes. 


