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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

On March 13, 2013, the former Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio, archbishop of Buenos Aires, now Pope Francis, was elected to succeed Pope Benedict XVI, Joseph Ratzinger.

This book, first published in 2010, is the fruit of a series of journalistic interviews with Bergoglio when he was cardinal, consecrated by Pope John Paul II. They give insight into his core beliefs, his personal history, his wisdom, intellect, compassion, humility, and ultimately his humanity.

Here—in his own words—is an intimate look at the man who is now the leader of the Roman Catholic Church.

This is the life story of the current pontiff.


FOREWORD

As far as I know, this has to be the first time in two thousand years that a rabbi has written the foreword for a book about the thoughts of a Catholic priest. An act all the more significant when said priest is the archbishop of Buenos Aires and a cardinal consecrated by Pope John Paul II.

I saw the same sentence above, with which I begin these reflections, but with the names and titles reversed, when one of my own books was launched in 2006 with a foreword by then Cardinal Bergoglio.

It is not about an exchange of favors, but rather a sincere and accurate testimony to a profound dialogue between two friends for whom the search for God and the spiritual dimension that lies in every human being was and is a constant concern.

Interreligious dialogue, which acquired special significance after the Second Vatican Council, usually begins with a stage of “tea and sympathy” before moving on to the trickier subjects. With Bergoglio, there was no such stage. Our conversation began with an exchange of terrible jokes about each other’s favored soccer teams and went immediately to the candor of sincere and respectful dialogue. Each of us expressed to the other his particular vision about the many subjects that shape life. There were no calculations or euphemisms, just clear and direct ideas. One opened his heart to the other, just as the Midrash defines true friendship (Sifrei Devarim, Piska 305). We sometimes disagree, but each always tries to understand the deep feeling and thoughts of the other. And with all that emerges from our shared values, those that come from the prophetic texts, there is a commitment that has been manifested in various actions. Beyond any interpretation or criticism that others might make, we walk together with our truth, with the shared conviction that the vicious cycles that degrade the human condition can be broken. With faith that the path of history can and should be changed, that the biblical vision of a redeemed world, as foreseen by the prophets, is not a mere utopia, but an achievable reality that needs only committed people to make it real.

This book is the life testimony of Bergoglio and was originally published with the title El Jesuita (The Jesuit), though I prefer to call him “the pastor.” He dedicates it to the many who share his existential path and especially to his flock. The reader will repeatedly find expressions such as: “I have sinned … I was wrong … Such and such were my failings … Time or life has taught me …” Even in the tricky topics that come with Argentine reality, with the Church’s actions during the dark years, and with his own actions, readers will hear stories told with humility, and they will see his constant thirst to understand and empathize with his neighbors, especially those who are suffering.

Some will disagree with his assessments, but beyond all possible criticism, everyone will agree on the considered nature, the humility, and the compassion with which he confronts every one of his topics.

Bergoglio’s obsession, the leitmotif woven throughout the book, can be defined in these words: coming together and unity, understanding these as a state of harmony among men, in which everyone cooperates for both the material and the spiritual growth of everyone else, inspired by love.

Following biblical text, Bergoglio centers his reflections on the word “love,” and refers to the following verses, among others: “You shall love the Lord, your God, with your whole heart” (Deuteronomy 6:5); “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18); “You shall treat the alien who resides with you no differently than the natives born among you; you shall love the alien as yourself” (Leviticus 19:34). “Love” is the word that defines the most exalted of man’s feelings, and serves Bergoglio as a source of inspiration in the realization of his actions and in the forming of his message.

The reader will find in this book Bergoglio’s vision with respect to the problems currently facing the Catholic Church, detailing without reservation and in clear critical language its failings. The teacher of faith, in accordance with the biblical worldview, should express his criticism to all members of the society in which he preaches, from the pulpit of the spirit, which is far away from all partisan interest.

In my own childhood, my father, an immigrant born in Poland, used to take my brother and me to visit historical places. Leaving the Cabildo, he pointed out the image on the cathedral’s façade. It represents the meeting of Joseph and his brothers, he said. I had heard about the anti-Semitism that my Polish ancestors experienced, and that image, decorating the top of a church, overwhelmed me with hope. A day will come, I thought, in which everyone will recognize their brotherhood with their neighbors.

I see this book and many of the stories in it as a tribute to that hope, a hope that we have shared as brothers for many years, that has enriched our spiritual lives, and that surely has brought us closer to that which blows the breath of life into every human being.

RABBI ABRAHAM SKORKA

Buenos Aires, December 23, 2009


INTRODUCTION

When Joseph Ratzinger was elected successor to Pope John Paul II and all the accredited journalists started their interviews in order to reconstruct what had happened in that papal conclave, they knew that the work would be more than difficult, almost impossible. Three oaths to keep the secret of what transpired in the Sistine Chapel, taken by the 117 voting cardinals, under penalty of excommunication if violated, seemed an insurmountable wall. Even so, one of the best-informed journalists covering the Vatican, Andrea Tornielli of the Italian daily paper Il Giornale, wrote an article published the day after the solemn announcement of the new pontiff—just as a daily newspaper of Argentina, Clarín, did simultaneously—that the Argentine Jesuit Jorge Mario Bergoglio had played an extraordinary role. Tornielli—the journalist who initially had the most details—reported that in the second of the three ballots, Bergoglio received forty votes, an unprecedented number for a Latin American cardinal, making him the runner-up to Ratzinger, who in the end, of course, became Pope Benedict XVI.

Over time, other qualified observers echoed the same story. Among them, Vittorio Messori (the most translated Catholic journalist and writer over the last several decades, author of the celebrated book Crossing the Threshold of Hope, a long conversation with John Paul II, as well as a similar book, The Ratzinger Report, with then cardinal Ratzinger). “It is true that a conclave is a very secret thing, but one can always uncover something,” said Messori. “Everyone agrees that in the first vote of the conclave, Cardinals Ratzinger and Bergoglio were practically tied.” After clarifying that he is not a Vaticanist, but rather a student of Christian subjects, Messori cited “corroborating comments” to assert that Bergoglio had asked his peers to pass his votes to Ratzinger, the surest, almost obligatory candidate. “The thing is he valued having been the ‘theological mind’ of John Paul II, who best represented his continuity,” Messori concluded.

Some observers believe that Bergoglio’s chances grew significantly after he passed another Jesuit, the embodiment of the progressive wing, Italian cardinal Carlo Maria Martini, who recused himself from the list of candidates due to health issues. But Martini was always too progressive for the conservative factions, the majority in the college of cardinals. It is also true that by the end of 2002, as the prestigious Vaticanist Sandro Magister wrote in the Italian weekly L’Espresso, if there had been a conclave at that moment, Bergoglio would have won “in a landslide” that would consecrate him pontiff. “Shy, reserved, of few words, he doesn’t move a finger to campaign, but that is exactly what is considered one of his great assets,” Magister said about the Argentine cardinal. He concluded: “His austerity and frugality, along with his intense spiritual life, are the personal qualities that increasingly elevate him to be ‘popeworthy.’ ”

Magister’s prediction was not far off. The Vaticanists—Tornielli among them—said that after the second vote, Bergoglio seemed overwhelmed by the number of votes he was receiving, and it was then that he decided to step aside and to ask that his votes go to Ratzinger—who, after him, had the most votes—because of all that Ratzinger embodied and to avoid that his own candidacy block the election and provoke a delay of the conclave that could negatively affect the Church’s image. A delay could be read as a symptom of discord among the cardinals by a world that was watching them with enormous anticipation. In fact, members of the Holy See predicted in the days before the election that if Ratzinger were not elected quickly, they ran the risk of going to numerous votes until another cardinal got the two-thirds necessary. It’s understandable, then, that Bergoglio did not want to carry such a heavy responsibility. In any case, most analysts concur that he played a pivotal role.

So, how to explain the “Bergoglio phenomenon”? We have to go back to the beginning of this century, because the Argentine cardinal was not well known among the high Church dignitaries of the five continents until extenuating circumstances placed him before their eyes around 2001. More precisely: in the weeks after September 11, 2001. The then archbishop of New York, Cardinal Edward Egan, was at the Vatican participating in an assembly of bishops from around the world and had to fly home to attend a ceremony in honor of the victims of the terrible attack on the Twin Towers. His role as the general counselor of the assembly, a key position, was filled by Cardinal Bergoglio, who left an excellent impression. All observers agree that this was the beginning of his international rise. He was the most voted for to date among the 252 Synodal fathers from 118 countries at that assembly of bishops to join the Post-Synodal Council, representing the Americas.

Bergoglio’s prestige would be reconfirmed two years after the conclave, on the occasion of the Fifth General Conference of Latin American and Caribbean Bishops, which took place in Aparecida, Brazil. There, he was elected president of the strategic commission by a wide majority, charged with writing up the final summarizing document, a responsibility of even greater significance when you realize that similar conferences, like those of 1969 in Medellín, Colombia, and 1979 in Puebla, Mexico, produced declarations of enormous consequence about Catholicism.

Nor was that the only recognition Bergoglio earned at that event: the day he was to give Mass, his homily elicited enthusiastic applause. No other officiating priest was applauded throughout the three weeks of the conference. Witnesses say that many of the participants took advantage of the breaks to talk with the Argentine cardinal and even take pictures with him, as if he were a famous actor or illustrious athlete.

And yet anyone who has seen Bergoglio knows he is not a glamorous, TV-friendly figure. Nor is he a grandiloquent speaker of dramatic gestures; rather, he is soft-spoken, with profound content. Moreover, until being named auxiliary bishop of Buenos Aires in 1992, when he was fifty-five years old, he was a perfect outsider in the Church, not a career priest climbing up the ecclesiastical ladder.

At that time, he served as confessor in the residence of the Church of the Society of Jesus in Córdoba, where he had been stationed for about two years. It was the then archbishop of Buenos Aires, Cardinal Antonio Quarracino, who—impressed with his capabilities—chose him to be one of his auxiliary bishops. And one year later he made him principal, anointing him his general vicar. When Cardinal Quarracino’s health began to deteriorate, he fostered Bergoglio as his successor (the pope named him assistant archbishop, or coadjutor archbishop, with the right to succession). When Quarracino died in 1998, Bergoglio became the first Jesuit to head the Buenos Aires curia.

By then, Bergoglio already had a strong influence over the city’s clergy, especially the youngest. They liked his affable approachability, his sincerity, and his wise counsel. None of this would change with Bergoglio’s arrival to the main seat of the archdiocese, the cardinal’s residence. He would have a phone installed so that priests could call him at any hour. He would spend nights in any parish, attending to a sick priest if necessary. He would continue traveling by bus and subway, eschewing a car and driver. He would reject moving into the elegant archbishop’s residence in Olivos, close to the presidential estate, and instead would remain in his austere room in Buenos Aires. He kept personally responding to calls, accepting visits, and keeping track of all his audiences and activities in a little rustic pocket notebook. And he would avoid social events, and preferred his simple dark clergyman’s suit to the cardinal’s cassock.

Speaking of his austerity, it is said that when it was announced he would be made cardinal in 2001, he didn’t want to buy a new wardrobe, but preferred to tailor the clothes of his predecessor. And that as soon as he learned some of the faithful were planning to travel to Rome in order to attend the ceremony where Pope John Paul II would make him cardinal, he pleaded with them not to come, and to give the money for the trip to the poor instead.

It is also said that he made frequent trips to the shantytowns of Buenos Aires, where during a chat with hundreds of men from the parish of Our Lady of Caacupé, in a slum in the Barracas neighborhood, a bricklayer stood up and said, clearly moved, “I am proud of you, because when I came here with my companions on the bus I saw you sitting in one of the last seats, like one of us. I told them it was you, but no one believed me.”

From then on, Bergoglio had a permanent place in the hearts of those humble, suffering people. “We feel like he is one of us,” they explained.

Many also remember from that time his attempt to stop a crackdown in the Plaza de Mayo during the protests of December 2001. When he saw police beating a woman from the window of his archbishop’s residence, he picked up the telephone and called the Ministry of the Interior. The secretary of security took his call, and Bergoglio asked him to start differentiating between activists who were creating a disturbance and regular folks who just wanted to withdraw their savings from the bank.

This was the time that Bergoglio was rising in the national ecclesiastic ranks, and in 2004 he would be elected president of the Episcopal Conference (he was reelected in 2007). He led a moderate line, far from the powers that be and with marked social concern, that had been the majority for some time now in a traditionally conservative Church. It was a line that had been very critical of the neoliberalism of the 1990s and the prescriptions of the International Monetary Fund, which constantly sought repayment of the foreign debt on the basis of the sacrifice of those who had the least.

It is easy to detect in Bergoglio’s pronouncements before the financial collapse at the beginning of the century his concern for the deteriorating situation in the country. His messages in the Te Deum on May 25, 2000—which became a kind of civic speech of great consequence—were eloquent. In 2000, when Fernando de la Rúa had been president for less than five months, Bergoglio said: “Sometimes I wonder if we aren’t marching, in certain aspects of the life of our society, in a sad parade, and if we aren’t putting a tombstone on our search as if we were walking toward an unavoidable destiny, doomed to impossible things, and we just resign ourselves to small illusions lacking hope. We must acknowledge, with humility, that the system has fallen into a period of dark shadow—the shadow of distrust—and that some of the promises and principles sound like a funeral procession, with everyone consoling the relatives, but nobody waking the dead.”

After the worst of the crisis, in the oficio patrio Mass of 2003, before Néstor Kirchner, who had assumed the presidency just hours before, Bergoglio called for everyone to “carry the nation on their shoulders” to make the country great.

But it was his homily of the Te Deum Mass the following year that would end up having the largest political consequences. Among many other ideas, Bergoglio pointed out that Argentines “are quick to intolerance.” He criticized “those who feel so included they exclude everyone else, those who are so clairvoyant they have become blind,” and he warned that “copying the hate and violence of the tyrant and the murderer is the best way to inherit it.” The next day, his spokesperson at the time, a priest named Guillermo Marcó, clarified that the archbishop’s words were directed to the whole society, including the government and the Church itself, and that, in any event, “if the shoe fits, wear it.” President Kirchner was highly annoyed and decided never to attend another Te Deum officiated by Bergoglio. And in an act not seen in two hundred years of Argentine history, he moved the oficio patrio out of Buenos Aires, to churches in various capitals of the province. Except for a chance occurrence—a tribute to the Pallottines massacred during the military dictatorship—Kirchner and Bergoglio never saw each other again.

The cardinal was often the target—especially during the 2005 conclave, in which he was one of the most likely papal candidates—of persistent journalistic attacks. Reporters accused him of turning over two Jesuit priests who’d been working in a slum to a marine command during the military dictatorship. The author of the report claimed that Bergoglio, who was at that time the leader of Argentina’s Jesuits, was trying to push out the progressive members of the Church of the Society of Jesus.

Other observers thought just the opposite—that Bergoglio actually saved the lives of the two priests and circumvented an extreme crisis in his religious community. “It was a very difficult time for the Church of the Society of Jesus, but if he had not been at the forefront of it, the difficulties would have been much worse,” said the order’s two-time secretary of religious matters, Ángel Centeno.

To many leaders who visit him regularly, Bergoglio is a man of personal charm who captivates with his demeanor and shines with his guidance. To the regular people who for one reason or another come into contact with him, he is a simple, warm person, full of thoughtful gestures in things both big and small. For those who know his religious thinking intimately, he is the priest committed to getting the Church out among the people with a message of compassion and enthusiasm; the priest whose veneration would turn into a true phenomenon of popular devotion in Buenos Aires; the pastor who is ultimately respectful of orthodox doctrine and ecclesiastic discipline, but equally the owner of an understanding that is both modern and spiritually profound about the Church and living the Gospel in challenging contemporary society.

But who is this descendant of Italians, born in Buenos Aires in 1936? Who is this boy who graduated from high school as a chemical technician and at age twenty-one embraced his religious calling? Who is this Jesuit, ordained at age thirty-three, professor of literature and psychology, with degrees in theology and philosophy, speaker of several languages? Who is this religious man who was a teacher at the Colegio de la Inmaculada Concepción in Santa Fe, Argentina (1964–1965); provincial superior, from age thirty-six to forty-three, of the Company of Jesus in the country (1973–1979); and rector of the Colegio Máximo in San Miguel, Argentina (1980–1986)? Who is this priest, confessor of the community of the Colegio del Salvador of Buenos Aires (1986–1990), who in his first year took a six-month sabbatical in Germany, where he completed his thesis on the eminent theologian and Catholic philosopher Romano Guardini, who helped stoke the church reform that took shape in the Second Vatican Council?

Who is this teacher who brought Jorge Luis Borges to class and had him read his students’ short stories? Who is this pastor convinced that the Church should go from “regulating faith” to “transmitting and facilitating faith”? Who is this religious minister who in a very few years went from a modest place in a Jesuit residence in the city of Córdoba to become archbishop of Buenos Aires, cardenal primado of Argentina, and president of the diocese? Who is this Argentine who lived an almost monastic life, and is now pope?

Despite the maxim that it is difficult to know what a Jesuit is thinking—and allowing a certain mysterious aura that goes with the personality—this book tries to answer those questions on the basis of a series of meetings with Cardinal Bergoglio that took place over the course of more than two years in the central office of the Buenos Aires archbishopric.

It wasn’t easy to persuade him to do it. “Journalistic interviews are not my strength,” he often says. (In fact, in our first meeting he agreed, initially, to discuss only his homilies and sermons.) When he finally agreed, he placed no conditions, although he showed a certain resistance to talking about himself in our efforts to show his human side and his spiritual dimension. And every session invariably ended with the cardinal’s expressing doubt about the usefulness of the task: “Do you think anything I said might be helpful?”

There was never any attempt to exhaust the subjects that came up. Only to get a sense of the mind of this sensitive and yet also resolute and very sharp man, who had already become an important key to the Church in the world. His responses reflect a country in constant crisis, a Church plagued with challenges, and a society that searches, often unconsciously, to satisfy its thirst for transcendence. To men and women who want to find meaning in their lives, to love and to be loved, and to find happiness, his answers are, in sum, an invitation to think with your gaze upon the most high.

SERGIO RUBIN

FRANCESCA AMBROGETTI


CHAPTER 1

Grandma Rosa and Her Fox-Fur Coat

The heat was intense that January morning of 1929, when the Bergoglio family first set foot on the Buenos Aires docks. Their arrival did not go unnoticed. Heading up the group was an elegant woman clad in a fox-fur coat, which, while glamorous, was nonetheless utterly inappropriate for the stifling, muggy Buenos Aires summer. This was not some outlandish whim on the part of the wearer: in the lining of her garment, Rosa Bergoglio carried the proceeds from the sale of the assets the family had owned in Italy, which they needed to embark on their new life in Argentina. The deal had taken considerably longer than expected, a state of affairs that in all probability ended up saving their lives, for the Bergoglios had tickets to travel from Genoa some time before on board the tragically famous ship Principessa Mafalda. Had they boarded that ship, it almost surely would have been their final voyage, since the vessel’s hull was pierced and it sank off the north coast of Brazil, taking hundreds of lives down with it. In the end, the family set sail on the Giulio Cesare.

They came from the north of Italy, from a village called Portacomaro in the Piedmont region. They were leaving behind a continent that had yet to heal from the ravages of the First World War, with deep fears that another war could break out at any moment, a Europe plagued by economic hardship. They arrived in a country in which such turmoil and tension were a distant memory, one that held the promise of seemingly untold job opportunities, better pay, the chance of an education for all, and considerable social mobility. In other words, they arrived in a land of peace and progress. Unlike most immigrants who, upon arrival, put themselves up in the dockside Hotel de Inmigrantes, the Bergoglio family kept traveling to the capital of the Entre Ríos province, where most of the rest of their family anxiously awaited their arrival.

His family’s roots, their journey to the country, his parents’ recollections, and his childhood exploits were all on the agenda of our first meeting with Bergoglio, arranged in the visitors’ chambers of his Buenos Aires archbishopric, set to be the venue for all of our meetings. No sooner had we asked our questions than the stories came flooding back to him: the narrow escape from the voyage of the Principessa Mafalda, the family’s arrival at port (his future father among them, twenty-four years old at the time), his grandmother and her fox-fur coat, their beginnings in the capital of Entre Ríos.

Why did your family set sail for Argentina?


Three of my grandfather’s brothers had been here since 1922 and had started a paving business in Paraná. That was where they built the four-story Bergoglio palazzo, the first building in the city to have an elevator. It had a very pretty turret, much like the one on the El Molino café in Buenos Aires, which was later removed. The brothers lived one to a floor. But the crisis of 1932 left them penniless; they were even forced to sell off the family tomb. One of my great-uncles, the president of the company, had already passed away from cancer, another one started out fresh and made a go of things, and the youngest headed for Brazil. My grandfather asked for a two-thousand-peso loan and bought a warehouse. My father, who was an accountant and worked on the administrative side of the company, helped him out by distributing merchandise until he found work at another company. They started over from scratch with the same optimism with which they began. I think that testifies to their strength of character.



Were they struggling in Italy?


No, not really. My grandparents owned a café, but they wanted to go to Argentina in order to be near their siblings. There were six of them in all, and two stayed behind in Italy, one brother and one sister.



That notion of keeping the family together is very European and, above all, very Italian.


That’s true. In my case, I was the one who took the traditions most to heart, as I was taken in by my grandparents. My mother had my first brother when I was thirteen months old; there are five of us in all. My grandparents lived around the corner, and, in order to help out my mother, my grandmother would come fetch me in the morning, take me to her house, and bring me back in the evening. My grandparents spoke Piedmontese to each other, and I picked it up from them. They loved all of my siblings, needless to say, but I had the privilege of partaking in the language of their memories.



How much nostalgia did your elders feel?


I never detected a shred of nostalgia in my father, which meant he must have felt it, since he denied it for some reason. For example, while he never spoke to me in Piedmontese, he did with my grandparents. It was something he kept under wraps, something he’d left behind; he preferred to look to the future. I remember one time I was replying to a letter from one of my father’s teachers who had written to me at the seminary. My Italian was rusty, and when I asked my father how to spell a word, I noticed his impatience. He replied abruptly, as if to bring the conversation quickly to an end, and took his leave. It was as if, over here, he had no wish to talk about back home, although he would with my grandparents.



Some people say that Buenos Aires faces away from the river because it was built mostly by immigrants who suffered the wrench of leaving home and uprooting their families, and they preferred to turn the city to face the Pampas, which represented the future.


The origin of the word “nostalgia”—from the Greek nostos, homecoming, and algos, pain—has to do with a yearning to return, the Odyssey speaks of this. What Homer does through the story of Ulysses is light the way back to the bosom of the earth, the maternal bosom of the earth from which we sprang. I believe that we have lost nostalgia in its anthropological sense. But we have also lost it when it comes to teaching—for example, nostalgia for the home. When we put our elders in nursing homes with a couple of mothballs in their pockets as if they were an overcoat, in a certain sense our nostalgic side has failed us, since being with our grandparents means coming face-to-face with our past.
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