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Many people, religious and non-reli-
gious, seem to be confused about reli-
gion and politics. Should they have any
connection at all? Should one have any
control over the other? Can religious be-
lief have any influence over govern-
ment? A commenter on social media
stated: “politics shouldnotbe in thepul-
pit.”

Tome, politics means representative
leadership. In a manner of speaking,
shouldn’t the same be true for clergy?
Traditionally, clergy have been repre-
sentatives for the People of God, and for
God. But what about preacher-politi-
cians or political preachers?

The great American writer, Ralph
Waldo Emerson, wrote: “I suppose it is
not wise, not being natural, to belong to
any religious party … A sect or party is
an elegant incognito devised to save a
[person] from the vexation of thinking”
(Journal, June,1831). In his view, it is not
only unwise to identify with one pri-
mary exclusive sectarian group, but un-
natural. Hiding behind a banner of be-
lief (incognito) can be a convenient way
of avoiding independent thinking.

Reading the wise and perceptive
views of the “forgotten founder,” Thom-
as Paine, I came across these lines:
“Practical religion consists in doing
good: and the onlyway of servingGod is
that of endeavoring to make His cre-
ation happy. All preaching that [does
not have] this for its object, is nonsense
and hypocrisy.” (Agrarian Justice, 1797).
Considering the question whether the
pulpit is an appropriate place for politi-
cal preaching, Paine’s guideline seems
fair. The tricky part is to make sense of
what “doing good” means, and what
making the createdworld happymeans,
in practice.

Is there any biblical context for this
practical preaching? We might call at-
tention to one of the most political ser-
mons in history. Jesus stood in his
hometown synagogue in Nazareth and
read from the prophet Isaiah: “The Spir-
it of the Lord is on me, because he has
anointed me to proclaim good news to
the poor. He has sent me to proclaim
freedom for the prisoners and recovery
of sight for the blind, to set the op-
pressed free, to proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor.” Then he rolled up the
scroll, gave it back to the attendant and
sat down. The eyes of everyone in the
synagogue were fastened on him. He
began by saying to them, “Today this
scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”
(Luke 4).

Poor people and prisoners, blind and
oppressed persons. Proclaiming free-
dom, recovery– “Goodnews.”Notice Je-
sus isn’t talkingabout salvationorheav-
en, he doesn’t use spiritual, otherworld-
ly language. He speaks to real people
who are suffering in the here and now.
ThoughmanyChristianshave interpret-
ed these words in a super-natural way,
avoiding the uncomfortable fact Jesus
uses words of liberation, it’s fairly clear
that he chose to read those words from
Isaiah for a reason. The challenge is pre-
sented: these words have been fulfilled.
Have they? How? It seems to me the
meaning is clear:what dopeople in pov-
erty need to hear? What do prisoners
need?What dopeoplewith physical im-
pairments need?Who is oppressed, and
why?

Following the guidance of Thomas
Paine: Who is responsible for doing
good, for making people happy, for liv-
ing out true practical religion? If some-
one believes Jesusmeant to do all these
goodworks of liberation himself, what’s
the purpose of “following” him?

At the intersection of religion and
politics, the question arises: Can a per-
son of faith be an elected political lead-
er? Of course, many have been and con-
tinue to be in those positions. The more
appropriate question becomes: Are they
representing all citizens, of any and all
beliefs? If a politician merely uses her/

his position as a pulpit, to preach about
their chosen faith,with little concern for
those in the populationwho have differ-
ent beliefs, I would say they’re in the
wrong job. Representative government
should be representative. And, there
can be no “establishment” of religion, or
any religion, in a country founded on a
secular Constitution (with no mention
of God, Jesus or the Bible).

Freedom of religion has to be para-
mount in any discussion of faith and
politics. Not simply freedom for some,
but freedomof conscience for everyone.
The obvious related question is: How
does a clergyperson handle politics
from the pulpit? I would say, carefully,
thoughtfully! A Christian minister or
priest could take Jesus’ example to
heart. Speak up and speak out against
injustice (problems in the justice sys-
tem, oppressive policies, in healthcare,
etc.). Teaching or preaching about polit-
ical issues like these, matters that effect
everyone, doesn’t mean endorsing can-
didates or waving the flag of one party.

Following the model of Jesus’ prac-
tice of active service, would naturally
address community needs, even when
unpopular. Otherwise, any “good news”
becomes “bad news” – impractical and
fundamentally irrelevant.

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).
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Pope Leo XIV is a car guy and it turns
out many popes before him also were
car guys.

The Vatican has a long history of
owning fancy cars; some were given to
the pontiffs – such as Ferrari’s gift of a
2005 Ferrari Enzo in red to Pope John
Paul II and later sold at auction for $6
million, with money donated to aid the
southeast Asia tsunami victims – or
Lamborghini’s gift of a white Huracan
RWDsports car donated to Pope Francis
to be auctioned with proceeds going to
charity.

In other cases, theVaticanpurchased
many luxury vehicles, including from
American automakers. The Vatican’s
car collection goes back to the early
1920s. Recently, PopeLeoXIVwas in the
news when FordMotor Chicago Assem-
bly plant workers built a special 2026
Ford Explorer Platinum AWD Hybrid
SUV for him. Ford CEO Jim Farley and
his wife, both devout Catholics, person-
ally paid for the car andwent to Rome to
deliver the gift to the pope.

Farley told the Detroit Free Press the
pope took the Explorer for a spin and
that he is a good driver. It turned out
that before Leo XIV was elected pope,
back when he lived in Chicago and was
known as the Rev. Robert Prevost, he
drove a Ford Fusion with a six-speed
manual transmission. A car guy.

A history of Vatican cars

For nearly 100 years the various
popes have amassed a car collection
that even Jay Leno might envy.

According to historian Jed Rapoport,
who is projectmanager of theNBCenter
for American Automotive Heritage in
Allentown, Pennsylvania, since the
early 1920s, popes were given cars as
gifts and eventually started buying cus-
tom vehicles. The NB Center for Amer-
ican Automotive Heritage is a private
campus founded by Nicola Bulgari to
preserve mid-20th century American
cars. It has a collection of 12 vehicles
once owned by the Vatican, all stored in
Italy.

In the early 20th century, because of
a dispute with Italy over the status of
Vatican City, the popes did not leave
Vatican City.

So in 1922, and again in 1926, two ve-
hicles by Italian automaker Bianchi
were donated to Pope Benedict XV, Ra-
poport said. But the pope never used
them because he was confined to Vati-
can City, which is easily walkable given
it comprises less than a quarter of mile.

But in 1929, when the Lateran Treaty
was signed and Italy recognizedVatican
City as an independent sovereign state,
the pope could finally leave Vatican City
and put his wheels to use. It was then
when the global carmakers began to
compete to get their best vehicles to
popes. But even then, most popes did
not drive themselves until the modern
era, Rapopart said.

“In the 1980s, the men becoming
pope had lives before they became pope
and they knew how to drive,” Rapopart
said. “Pope Francis was into living a life
of poverty. I read he drove some small
econobox car.”

According to a 2015 article in The
Guardian, Pope Francis drove a Ford Fo-
cus around Rome.

An American limo for the pope

Rapoport said the first car given to
the pope for use outside of the Vatican
was an American-made car: a 1929 Gra-
ham Paige Model 837, which sits in the
Vatican car museum called Padiglione
delle Carrozze (Carriage Pavilion).

The Graham Paige Model 837 was
given to Pope Pius XI in November 1929
bybrothers Joseph,Robert andRayGra-
ham to mark the Lateran Treaty. The
brothers, who had risen up through the
auto industry to head Dodge’s truck as-
sembly plant, decided to branch out on
their own and in 1927 purchased the fal-
tering Paige Motor Company, according
to The State Journal-Register. It con-
tinued through 1941, although the Paige
badge disappeared in 1931.

Reports show that Pius XI used the
GrahamPaigeModel 837 for his first trip
to the Basilica of St. John Lateran,
which is about 41⁄2 miles east of Vatican
City, inDecember1929. That carwas lat-

er used by Pope Pius XII and remained
in service until 1946.

There were other American-made
cars used by the Vatican, too, in later
years, such as the 1938 Buick 90L Lim-
ited Limousine. A pair of these cars was
delivered to the Vatican in the spring of
1938 and used as transport for guests
and important officials, Rapoport said.
They are now part of the NB Center’s
Vatican limousine collection in Rome.

In 1946, the Vatican decided it was
time to upgrade, so it ordered a Cadillac
from General Motors: the 1947 Cadillac
75 Imperial Touring Limousine, Rapo-
port said. TheVaticanhad specificmod-
ifications it wanted made to the car so
GMsent the car to customcoach builder
DerhamBodyCompanyof Philadelphia,
Rapoport said. For example, it had spe-
cial accommodations, likely a speaker
or microphone, for the pope to talk to
the driver and it had a “throne seat” in
place of the rear passenger seat with
cabinetry on either side of it.

The car served Popes Pius XII and
John XXIII as part the Vatican fleet until
the mid-1960s when it was sold, Rapo-
port said. The Vatican purposely re-
moved nearly all the custom features on
the vehicle, even welding the sunroof
shut, prior to selling it out of concern
that keeping it intact could turn the car
into a religious icon, Rapoport said. The
Cadillac 75 has since reclaimed its spot
in theNBCenter Vatican Limousine col-
lection museum.

The patterns of Popemobiles

Rapoport said until Pope John Paul II
became pope in 1978, “it appears they
didn’t really keep the cars. If you go to
the Vatican Museum now, there is the
Graham and nothing until you get the

Popemobile they made for John Paul.”
Indeed, the Vatican website lists its

fleet of automobiles beyond theGraham
as: the Mercedes 300 Sel; the Fiat Cam-
pagnola, linked to the assassination at-
tempt against John Paul II in St. Peter’s
Square in 1981, and three Popemobiles
(Land Rover, Toyota and Mercedes 230
GE), which were designed with bullet-
proof glass to protect the pope as he
waved to people.

Rapoport said there is a pattern he
has noticed about popes, the Vatican
and their cars. First, until you get to the
1980s, the official color of all car vehicles
at the Vatican was black because it was
the most respectable color.

“They weren’t going to do anything
loud,”Rapoport said. “It had to be digni-
fied and black was a very common color
on cars in that period. But in 1980s,
1990s and 2000s, the official color be-
came white.”

Also, Rapoport said the cars seem to
reflect the feelings of the pope.

“When the pope feels the job comes
with a level of majesty and status, the
cars tend to reflect that,” Rapoport said.
“In the 1960s and 1970s, the cars
switched from Cadillac to Mercedes,
which reflects that … but when popes
want to look like regular people, then
they become Fords.”

Pope’s license plate number is 1

Rapoport said most people are sur-
prised to learn the Vatican keeps a fleet
of cars but, “they are running a small
country there and you have to ferry
around people.”

The Vatican issues its own license
plates and the number on that plate in-
dicates the status of the car in the fleet,
Rapoport said.

“The car of the pope gets a 1 followed
by ‘SCV.’ That’s always the pope’s car.
SCV is Italian for Vatican state,” Rapo-
port said. “Usually, No. 2 is the Pope’s
backup car.Wehave a1949Cadillac that
was the pope’s backup car and it carried
the No. 2 plate.”

That No. 2 car might also have been
used to drive important dignitaries, he
said. For example, the NB Center in
Romeowns two1938Cadillac 75 Imperi-
al touring sedans, one of which carried
former British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain to the Vatican in 1939.

Meanwhile, Rapoport said he sus-
pects the Explorer that Farley gave Pope
Leo is in the Vatican garage, which is
dubbed the “Noble Garage.”

But it’s not just sitting in there. Ford
spokesman Mark Truby said the pope
drove it to the airport recently as he de-
parted for his trip to Africa.

Catholic car guys
Ford Explorer gifted to pope is one of many cars Vatican has collected

This 2026 Ford Explorer built in Chicago was gifted to Pope Leo XIV. The vehicle
is a gift from Ford CEO Jim Farley and his wife, devoted Catholics. The pope is
from Chicago. PROVIDED BY FORD MOTOR
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