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After electing a new pope in Rome, Chicago cardinal talks on religious differences, personal freedom

by Danielle Perlin

March 25, 2013

Cardinal Francis George, archbishop of Chicago, took the podium in the sanctuary of
Northbrook's Temple Beth-El on March 22. Forty-eight hours beforehand, he flew back
to Chicago from Rome, where he helped to elect the new pope of the Catholic Church.

George originally intended to speak about whether or not religion is relevant in a
secular society. When he began speaking to the crowd of almost 200 people,
however, he answered the question simply, with a "yes." Then he went on to discuss
how the new Pope Francis was elected; religious tolerance and intolerance; and
personal freedom.

George discussed the papal conclave, which is where he, along with his fellow
cardinals of the Catholic Church, elected Pope Francis.

Before the Archbishop of Buenos Aires, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, became Pope Francis,
George explained, he began a friendship with Rabbi Abraham Skorka, in Argentina.
George spoke of what he could gather of the relationship between Skorka and Pope
Francis and what the two talked about.

The two had an "interesting discussion," George said, "[about] whether or not human beings are naturally conflictual … [and]
interreligious dialogue, which can unite religions."

"What struck me as I was … listening in on the conversation … [they were] free … to share their souls with one another. Both were
freer than they were before," said Cardinal Francis George, who went on to discuss the process of the conclave.

"The conclave is an exercise in freedom," George said. "You're not determined by any motivation or purpose that is limited by your
own culture or personal background."

He went on to describe the importance of freedom within the election process.

"The electors exercise their freedom because they have to," he said. "Who will not bring unnecessary limiting baggage into the
exercising of the papal ministry? Knowing the culture he's coming from, the animosities that are there in the world, if they would in
some sense inhibit the freedom of the pope to exercise a universal ministry, then it has to be taken into account. The pope must be
free [to] speak effectively and work within limits imposed on the church's freedom today, especially [secular] cultures."

George also spent a lot of time talking about religious tolerance and intolerance.

"We're intolerant now of differences between religions … intolerant of people who want to remain different from us, free on their
own terms, not ours," he said. "We'll see how we're going to walk together — Jews, Catholics and everyone else in the world —
with now Pope Francis on the chair of St. Peter.

"There are differences that will continue to be discussed and will continue to be there [between Jews and Catholics] … but should
not prevent us from walking together. The [differences] must be there, or else we can't be ourselves."

Rabbi Sidney Helbraun of Temple Beth-El was "delighted that [George]" came to speak to the congregation along with neighboring
Jewish and Catholic communities.

"[George] comes across as scholarly but a down-to-earth man who's caring. And so, I really feel that he gave me insight into
perhaps Pope Francis as well," Helbraun said. "What really struck

me … we don't think of our leaders, no matter who they are, as men or as people. We think of them as having some different
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stature or status."

Helbraun also said he was happy to have people from the broader community come to hear the cardinal speak.

Father Tom Moran of Our Lady of the Brook in Northbrook also commented on the relations between the two religions along with
his thoughts on the cardinal's speech.

"One of the things he mentioned is the idea of freedom. I think it's important for the electors to be free of cultural pressures …
choosing someone for the universal church," Moran said. "Our parish, Our Lady of the Brook, [has] a very, very good relationship
not only with our next-door neighbors at Temple Beth-El but also [with] Shir Hadash [in Northbrook].

"Shir Hadash is doing their second seder for Passover [at our parish]. We've got our women baking desserts that are kosher for
Passover."

Peg Kritek, a member of the parish, commented on the relations between Catholics and Jews locally.

"Shir Hadash [a temple in Northbrook], [uses] our church [for various holidays]. I love the traditions of the Jewish people. I think we
bring each other a lot," Kritek said. "We have a lot of mixed marriages at our parish, where the husband or the wife is Jewish …
they're more than welcome."
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