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Prologue
First Engagement



From the moment Pope Francis stepped onto the balcony of St Peter’s Basilica for the first time on 13 March 2013, a global audience caught a sense that not only the Catholic Church but the world at large could be entering a new spiritual as well as political and social age. Shunning the red shoes and mozzetta (shoulder cape) worn for the occasion by his predecessors, he was dressed only in the white papal cassock with a pewter cross around his neck. The sanctimonious pomp and circumstance that had characterized the Vatican for as long as most people could remember evaporated as Francis, with a simple gesture, bid everyone a peaceful ‘Bona sera’ and asked the tens of thousands of people gathered in the square to ‘pray over’ him before he gave his first Urbis et Orbi blessing to the city.


His appearance surprised many. While the winning cardinal was widely believed to have come second in the 2005 conclave, he had barely figured in the predictions as to who would succeed Pope Benedict XVI. My knowledge of the elected Jorge Bergoglio, the only ordained Jesuit among the collegiate cardinals, was at the time too full of apparent contradictions to form a firm opinion as to whether the choice had been inspired. What I had reported of the Argentine Church’s complicity in human rights violations and its support for the military junta’s invasion of the Falklands Islands made me wary of the appointment of a cardinal of Buenos Aires as the new leader of the world’s 1.2 billion Catholics. Yet, within hours of his election I found myself bombarded with enquiries and journalistic assignments from both sides of the Atlantic, which forced me to draw more fully on memories and sources from my Jesuit education and from my years as a journalist in Argentina. This book has its roots in those preliminary researches that shed light on the extent to which Bergoglio had been shaped by the politics and society of the country into which he was born, the holy order of which he had chosen to become a member, and the example of the radical and universally popular Francis of Assisi, the thirteenth-century saint whose name he adopted on becoming pope.


In the days following his election, there would be further signs of Bergoglio’s simplicity that seemed to mirror the first apostles and the leader that inspired them. Francis chose as his home the Domus Sanctae Marthae, the hotel adjacent to St Peter’s Basilica used by clergy and cardinals, rather than the privileged privacy of the Vatican’s Apostolic Palace. He declared that the thirty papal rooms he had been assigned by right were an excessive luxury he was happy to do without. During his first Holy Week as pope, he washed the feet of young male prisoners and Muslim women, before heading into the crowds, made up of all cultures and ages, with the selfless engagement of a universal pilgrim. Not since Pope John XIII appeared on the scene half a century earlier had a new pope opened the windows of the Church in such a way as to let in some much needed fresh air. Nevertheless people could still only guess at where it all might be leading towards. The jury was out. More time would have to pass before a clearer picture could emerge of Bergoglio’s life and the Francis papacy in action.


It was on a bright and mild Wednesday morning in early November 2013 in Rome – one of the last balmy days of autumn before the winter chill set in – that I caught up with Pope Francis in the early stages of his papacy. Armed with a ticket and advice provided by friends from the Catholic organization Opus Dei (for the record, I am not a member!), I turned up in a still relatively empty St Peter’s Square and positioned myself in the front row of the papal route. Even if I stood no chance of talking to him properly, I would come face to face with my subject.


Within an hour the square was packed and I was barely holding my post, penned in between an Argentine family and a group of equally excitable young Italian students. On either side of the papal route, there was a huge multicultural and international crowd, with people waving their national colours or some emblem or poster identifying their college, school, seminary or association. Most seemed to be Catholic and either Spanish- or Italian-speaking but there were many exceptions judging by the other languages I heard and other faith groups I glimpsed. In the excited and cheerful crush, I noticed a young Italian couple, with the woman gently rocking a three- or four-month-old baby boy in her arms. They were several rows back and stood not a chance of getting anywhere near the papal route so I called out to them and suggested that, when the time came, they pass the baby along the rows and I would hold him.


And so it came to be that when the Pope’s open-roof truck turned into the square and started moving in my direction I found a baby in my arms. He had been passed gently but purposefully from one row to the other, like a parcel on special delivery. I owe it to the baby that Pope Francis there and then gave me more time than I had otherwise expected. Seeing me with the child, he ordered his driver to stop so he could stoop over to kiss and bless the infant as I raised him up. In the seconds that followed, it was as if the whole square had disappeared and I was there, with the baby, alone with Pope Francis, enclosed in the moment. There seemed something providential, if not miraculous, that I of all people was holding somebody else’s baby. You see, I was told from an early age I could never father a child of my own – once a dark cloud in my life, but one that eventually lifted when my wife and I took a joint decision to adopt, bringing enduring delight into our lives. The Pope would not have known this, but his eyes and mine met, and in an instant I felt recognized and reassured, all stress and division dissipated. I was drawn to what I can only describe as the inner goodness of the man as he smiled and blessed me too, before he moved on across the square, where thousands awaited him.


When I had followed him that summer – on his first papal pilgrimage beyond Europe, to Brazil for World Youth Day – I had observed similar encounters in which Pope Francis seemed to touch an individual in the crowd with a sense of extraordinary personal engagement. My experience on that autumn day in Rome would chime with that of many others during his first years in office.


One of the phrases Pope Francis uses to explain transformative encounters is the Buenos Aires slang expression ‘nos primerea’. Literally translated it means: ‘he prioritizes me’. It’s a term that he picked up years ago from the terraces of his beloved San Lorenzo football club. It’s often used by Argentine fans to talk of a good football move that ends in a goal – a move that ‘anticipates you’ or ‘beats you to it’.


My own transformative encounter with the Pope provides a fitting image of the person Catholics are brought up to believe is Christ’s Vicar on earth, but this portrait of Bergoglio and Francis’s world – past and present – tells the story of a complex man. My subject is no picture-book saint but a very human priest who struggled to be a true witness of his faith in challenging times. In circumstances he neither sought nor foresaw he found himself handed the highest office at a time of institutional crisis, not just for the Church but for long-established institutions worldwide, from banks to political parties.


The book charts Bergoglio’s formation as a priest and bishop against the dramatic backdrop of Argentina’s turbulent politics and the challenging principles he adopted as a member of the Jesuit order. It examines the extent to which his social conscience was influenced by the legacy of the country’s controversial populist president General Juan Perón and his wife Evita, and questions his moral standing during the Argentina military junta’s ‘Dirty War’ against political dissidents, when thousands disappeared before being tortured and killed. At the time he stood accused of not having done enough on behalf of the victims, including fellow Jesuit priests.


Such accusations were made within the broader context of Church history, the exercise of political and religious power, of realpolitik, and the extent to which even the most spiritual of figures have sometimes been seemingly guided by the maxim that politics is always the art of the possible. Bergoglio’s discreet refusal to condemn human rights violations publicly, and instead to intercede with the authorities to try and secure the release of political detainees, saved the lives of some individuals while avoiding his own martyrdom.


His survival paved the way for his transformation, following the end of military rule, into a strong advocate of social justice, earning the respect of his countrymen on account of his humility and denunciation of corruption, not least at government level. In challenging the ethics of successive presidents, bankers, corporations and fellow Church leaders, Bergoglio sent a signal to endemically failing systems around the world that the age in which we live demands spiritual and political renewal.


This is a big papacy that has already had a global impact but it is still in its early stages, marked by mixed expectations and contradictory acts that require explanation. Further testimony, investigation and reflection since the first wave of books that followed the papal election have brought Bergoglio’s story into sharper perspective. I sympathize with one of the Pope’s environmental advisers, the Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff, who has stated that ‘what matters isn’t Bergoglio and his past, but Francis and his future’. However, I believe that the main protagonist cannot even begin to be understood without a detailed examination of the decades lived out when he was a Jesuit priest, and this demands close familiarity with Argentina’s culture and history. To tell the ongoing story, I also examined the other dramatis personae within the Vatican impacting on the papacy, and the impact the papacy is having on the wider world – not least Catholics themselves.


This is a personal journey, as well as portrait. It draws on my own Catholic background – a Jesuit education open to diverse expressions and practice of faith from mysticism to popular religion, from ritual to social and political action. It also draws on my subsequent experience as a journalist in Latin America, based in Buenos Aires, and as an author investigating the life of Bergoglio in Rome and in other territories, leaning on a wide range of interviews with key protagonists, spanning decades and straddling continents.


I have written biographies of Diego Maradona and my late father, neither easy subjects. But this project poses its own particular challenge – as one friend put it, ‘Jimmy, it must be quite difficult to write about God.’ Catholic teaching defines the Pope as ‘the perpetual and visible source and foundation of the unity both of the bishops and of the whole company of the faithful’ who 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’. Nonetheless, I see myself as an author who is a Catholic, rather than a Catholic author. Inevitably my Catholic faith has been a major influence on the writing of this book but it is not a hagiography.


I felt in conscience that if this book was to take shape in any meaningful and worthwhile form it had to involve sources of information and comment that together share my doubts as well as certainties. It is a search of truth through doubt, walking in the footsteps of the man who became pope, a term Francis himself eschews, preferring the more humble and collegiate term of Bishop of Rome. The prophecies of Malachy place the present pope as the last in line, but perhaps that will be solely because Francis’s successors will also prefer the less ostentatious title of Bishop of Rome.


Nothing I have come across in the course of my researches has dissuaded me from the belief that the key to fully understanding Bergoglio and Francis lies in the fact that he is a Jesuit. For St Ignatius of Loyola, the founding father of the Jesuits, one of the great spiritual tenets was that true spirituality lies in ‘finding God in all things’. For Ignatius, God cannot be confined within the walls of a Catholic church, but can be found in every moment of the day, in other people. Intrinsically linked to this concept is a positive awareness that anything we do, that is not evil, can be meritorious, regardless of faith, culture or background. Other aspects of Ignatian spirituality include the aim of ‘contemplation in action’ – in other words the capacity to listen with an open heart within a busy, demanding world. Along with this comes flexibility in words and deeds, and a recognition of the need to meet situations as they arise with a spirit of engagement and creativity, rather than dogmatic rejection and condemnation. This is why I have taken a calculated risk with the title: Pope of Good Promise.


Few Vatican elections have generated as much interest as that of Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, the first pope from the Americas and the first from outside Europe in over 1,000 years. He will continue to command huge attention and controversy as he settles into office, knowing that his main challenge is that of being a truly global figure, transcending his own race and nationality, while assuming the role of teacher, prophet and preacher. Bergoglio will not need reminding that Francis of Assisi, the saint he evoked on his election as pope, was in the end forced to resign as head of his order, when his stark message of the need for humility and reform was neutralized by the actions of his own Church.


This book, while written by a cradle Catholic, is aimed at a broad constituency of believers and non-believers, giving readers a fresh insight into a key spiritual figure of our times whose political and social impact promises to be far reaching and widespread.





Part One



The Road to Conversion





Chapter One
Departure



To begin this journey through the life of Pope Francis, I should establish my own footing and explain why the pope – any living pope, but particularly one that is a Jesuit and from the Spanish-speaking world – has necessarily played an important part in my life.


I was born in Madrid in 1953 to a Spanish mother and a British Catholic father. My parents claim a variety of immigrant bloodlines in their ancestry straddling Latin America – Cuba on my mother’s side, and Chile on my father’s side – along with Celt (Scot) and Basque. My parents were both Catholics but each expressed their faith in different ways.


My mother was brought up in a country that drew its religious cultural heritage from the imperial feats of Catholics Kings – they reconquered Spain from Islam, and colonized the native Central and South American Indians – as well as mystical saints and the Virgin Mary. She was pious, devout and loyal to Church teaching.


My father was brought up in England, a country where to have remained a Catholic after the Reformation was to belong to a minority faith and thus to be considered somewhat eccentric if not entirely trustworthy by a majority of citizens. Had he been an Irish working-class immigrant his Catholicism would have ended up like that of my mother, smothered in holy water, rosaries, prayer cards and candle wax.


Instead, he was privileged enough to be educated in Stonyhurst, an English Jesuit (Society of Jesus) school founded in ‘exile’ at St Omer in 1593 but whose present site near Blackburn, Lancashire, was established in 1794. Later a leading publisher, my father became part of that generation of intellectual English Catholics – some of them ‘converts’ like two of his authors Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh – who came to make of their faith a badge of intellectual worth and social prestige.


My father might have ended up a snob like Waugh, and not one of Greene’s longest enduring friends, had he not been educated by the Jesuits or married my mother whose simple faith and instinctive humanity touched him. My father believed that the liberal spirit was as much a mark of the Roman Church as was its authoritarian structure, exemplified supremely by the Curia, the civil service of cardinals, bishops, priests and associated lay staff within the Vatican. He admired Cardinal Newman, followed his faith across continents, and embraced the reforms of the Second Vatican Council in a way that left him putting conscience before dogma on matters affecting his personal engagement with the secular world, and his God. My father and mother, each in their own way, had a very personal sense of their duties to their family, based on what each saw as a very human and forgiving God. My parents were no saints – nor did they pretend to be – but they taught me to put a high value on mercy and love.


Thus while I am a cradle Catholic I was brought up with a broad view of what it means to be human. I was not swaddled by orthodoxy on the one hand or led into cynicism about simple faith on the other. I grew up testing the multicultural influences of my elders against my own experience as a schoolboy and then as a journalist. I went to the same Jesuit school as my father but at a different point in history when the Jesuits, like much the whole Catholic Church, struggled to keep up with the political movements and social changes of the late 1960s and 1970s. While my father’s schooldays were characterized by conformity with the establishment, mine allowed for rebellion against it. My father’s youth, inspired by Jesuits, was spent volunteering for General Franco in the Spanish Civil War. Mine, inspired by Jesuits, was spent campaigning against military coups in South America.


Simultaneously, my mother’s heritage had me hugely in awe of the transcendence evoked by El Greco’s paintings, happily attending Holy Week processions in Spain, dressed up as a monk and carrying a cross, and making pilgrimages to Marian shrines like Lourdes and Montserrat, while searching for other aspects of my faith among the indigenous people, missionaries and shanty towns of South America. Meanwhile, my Jesuit teachers encouraged me to think for myself.


I thank my parents that I was sent to boarding school at the age of thirteen, not at seven (the saying attributed to the Jesuits goes, ‘Give me a boy at seven and he is mine for life’). My break from a family life that had protected me in my childhood years had a touch of liberation about it. When I boarded the school train at Euston, I experienced a tinge of excitement. Here for the first time I was travelling to an unknown place, on my own. Indeed, everything about my person hinted at a new found independence: the new tweed jacket and grey trousers, my personal trunk, my wash bag and rugby boots gave an expeditionary feel to the train journey, with all the other boys seemingly part of some great adventure.


Later less jubilant feelings crept in as I settled down for my first night in Stonyhurst. My sleeping quarters were in a long dormitory divided into cubicles. Like all the other first-year boys of Lower Grammar, my ‘room’ consisted of a bed and a chair divided from the corridor by a sliding curtain. It was separated from boys on either side by a wooden partition, leaving me with enough floor space for my slippers. And yet it was not the cramped conditions that saddened me, but the silence and the absence of a parental kiss. ‘LIGHTS OUT!’, ‘NO TALKING!’ were the last words I heard that day, before the excitement of the morning disintegrated amidst the coughs and whimpers of total strangers. Finally there was a sound that was to become only too familiar over the next five years: the swish of a Jesuit’s ‘wings’ as he made his way purposefully along the cold and damp corridor.


The Jesuits insist that Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s description of the Hall in The Hound of the Baskervilles is really Stonyhurst, for the creator of Sherlock Holmes drew from his own schoolboy memories. Conan Doyle was there 100 years before I was, but I cannot improve on his portrait of the main building that housed both him and me: ‘In the centre was a heavy block of building from which a porch projected . . . From this central block rose the twin towers, ancient, crenulated, and pierced with many loopholes. To right and left of the turrets were more modern wings of black granite. A dull light shone through heavy mullioned windows . . .’


There was of course much more to Stonyhurst than this central block. There was the imposing mountainous backdrop of Longridge Fell, like a giant’s feet. There were the rapids and cascades of the River Hodder surrounded in spring by fields of buttercups and wild garlic. A long avenue, marked at its outset by a statue of the Virgin Mary and a block of stone, led to the school. There were sports fields and ponds on either side, and unspoilt countryside and woods that stretched for miles around. By my time, a complex of more modern outbuildings had sprouted alongside the church, the Boys’ Chapel and the infirmary. It was in these new buildings, which lacked any grace, that we experimented with chemistry and modern languages.


Within the main building all manner of idiosyncrasies served as a reminder that after Stonyhurst the world would be a duller place. Our indoor swimming pool was the first such to be built in England. It dated from 1880 and was called the Plunge. It was lined with open changing cubicles, which together with the steam that hung over the water made us feel like Turks and Romans. Our indoor sports hall, the Ambulacrum, was also the first of its kind. It had been built in 1851 so that the seniors could play ‘Bandy’ (a Stonyhurst version of hockey) and the juniors ‘Ambulacrum football’ (a Stonyhurst version of football which consisted mainly of efforts to avoid kicking the ball into the nearby latrines).


There was a ‘Stuart Parlour’ hung with the portraits of England’s Catholic kings and queens, a ‘Long Room’ containing all the birds and reptiles collected by an old Stonyhurst boy, Charles Waterton, when exploring South America, and the Observatory which, according to another former Stonyhurst resident, the poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, showed that we had ‘the highest rain gauge in England’.


Parts of the buildings and outskirts had extraordinary names: the Jesuits lived in Shirk, ramshackle cramped quarters where the floorboards creaked and the bedclothes smelt of stale tobacco; the junior school could be observed from a piece of high ground called Paradise; one of the refectories, served by Spanish immigrant labour, lay beneath a storage room called Sewage Farm.


It seemed only natural that such a world should contain a wonderful diversity of characters. Those who do not really know the Jesuits have this idea of them as part of a regiment in which priests, like soldiers, lose all individuality. And yet I cannot remember two Jesuits who were ever quite the same. Among the more eccentric were those who had semi-retired. They wandered around the building like old wizards, reminding us of our history and the delights that lay hidden where we least expected. One of them was Fr Macklin. He used to recall the time when Stonyhurst was one big bird sanctuary. There was a great aviary filled with owls and hawks across the end of the Slave Garden, where we now played tennis. And long before the Jesuits leased the shooting rights, there were mallards, herons and black swans on the ponds. Fr Macklin was asked once whether he could see any continuity between the Stonyhurst of 1971 and the Stonyhurst of 1913. ‘Only in the buildings – some of them – and the countryside,’ he replied.


Among the younger ‘working’ Jesuits whom I remember fondly was Fr Tony Richmond. He came from a spell in America, carrying a guitar, and taught me that there did not have to be anything sanctimonious in one’s attitude to the Mass. We could sing or say it in whatever way suited our moods. He allowed me to organize an evening once around a recording of the Missa Luba and some readings from Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl and Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet.


The traditional three-day retreat, which had for years ushered in the beginning of the Stonyhurst year with silence and meditation, was replaced in my time with a more flexible regime. Visiting Jesuits tested out more imaginative methods for bringing us closer to that hidden treasure – the better part of oneself – which the wounded St Ignatius (1491–1556) discovered on his hospital bed.


Religion was taught not in a vacuum but as part of our daily lives, sometimes with the aid of contemporary film documentaries. Those agnostics and stumblers among us who during Sunday Mass fell asleep were temporarily reawakened by these sessions in which few social or sexual dilemmas were left undiscussed.


Not all Jesuits, so it seemed to me at the time, were touched with such humanity at moments when we most needed it. I remember a harrowing assembly in the Ambulacrum after I and the other boys of my year, led by a courageous Jesuit scholastic, had protested about corporal punishment. The headmaster confronted us at the time by having us observe him whipping himself, after which he claimed that punishment was not worth complaining about. On another occasion I was sent for ‘nine of the best’ for some minor offence. Having been struck on my hand nine times with a piece of India rubber, I was given an extra one for good measure after I had sworn in response to the pain of the ninth.


Only many years later, as a journalist, would I discover how oblivious I had been to some of the darker forces of abuse that affected some of my peers. Towards the end of the 1990s nine teachers, among them Jesuits, were charged with alleged abuse of boys at Stonyhurst and its preparatory school, St Mary’s Hall, following a police investigation into the years 1968–98.


The gut reaction of many old boys was hugely defensive. There was a sense of outrage directed at the police for engaging in an investigation of a scope and scale that had seemed to them quite disproportionate to what was alleged to have taken place, and verging on a conspiratorial vendetta. As things turned out subsequent trials resulted in two convictions, one of which was quashed on appeal. The police stood accused of wasting time and money. And yet I and other old boys – and some members of past and present staff – while understanding the sense of loyalty from which such outrage sprang, felt that the situation required a greater sense of humility.


As the Catholic Church itself has proven, it is instinctive in any institution to protect itself from outside scrutiny and criticism, but it is equally true that periodically institutions are forced by circumstance to explain themselves to an outside world that does not necessarily take certain things for granted, nor share the same basic loyalty. Stonyhurst’s was just one of numerous sexual abuse scandals that were destined to shake the modern Catholic Church out of its complacency and force it to explain its conduct and lines of responsibility.


I recall the former nun Sister Lavinia Byrne commenting once that what had always impressed her about Stonyhurst was its sheer sense of space: its long avenue and the surrounding landscape of rolling fells, a perfect frame for the sweeping majesty of the building itself. Such space, she told us, was to be treasured, not in the negative sense of enforcing isolation from the rest of humankind, but in ensuring that its occupants remained receptive to and understanding of the challenges they faced.


Certainly, whenever I returned to the college, any initial reminder of just how remote Stonyhurst seemed from London was quickly superseded by the energizing feel of the air, and the sheer freedom to roam that is offered by the countryside. This explained why, on leaving university, so many of my contemporaries chose to travel. For many of us, England after Stonyhurst seemed simply too small. In my case, I went to live and work in South America.


Accordingly, I have always looked on the writings of an earlier old boy of Stonyhurst, Charles Waterton, as a reflection of my own feelings towards the Jesuits. Waterton entered Stonyhurst in 1796, aged fourteen, and stayed for four years before carrying out his celebrated wanderings in North and South America. Several of the specimens he brought home with him form part of a valuable collection that has survived to this day. Of Stonyhurst, Waterton wrote:




The day I left the Jesuits’ college was one of heart-felt sorrow to me. Under Almighty God and my parents I owe everything to the Fathers of the Order of St Ignatius. Their attention to my welfare was unceasing, whilst their solicitude for my advancement in virtue and literature knew no bounds. The permission which they granted me to work in my favourite vocation when it did not interfere with important duties of education, enabled me to commence a career which in after times afforded me a world of pleasure in the far-off regions of Brazil and Guiana.





From its early foundation at St Omers by a group of Jesuit fathers escaping the penal laws of Elizabeth I, Stonyhurst has survived and thrived through days of suppression and persecution. During the police investigation, there was a perception that the offensive by the outside world risked fuelling a sense of exclusiveness, of insularity, of misguided pride, of meanness of spirit within the community. And yet, as I wrote at the time, the greatest tribute to what old alumni remembered as best about the Jesuits was to allow justice to be done, and if necessary accept that the day might come when the Church would have to offer a collective apology for our omissions.


On balance, my good memories of the Jesuits far outweigh the bad ones, and this I believe has helped me approach writing about Pope Francis with a certain degree of respect as well as understanding of my subject, while reserving a necessary critical eye for his failings, as well as his achievements. I was extraordinarily fortunate that my Stonyhurst years coincided with a period of theological and social liberation, and that the majority of the Jesuits who taught me were well versed in the teachings of Vatican II. When I am asked what I learnt at Stonyhurst, I think not just of the gratitude I feel towards my parents for saving every penny to put towards my education, but of the lessons I took with me: the importance of justice and sacrifice for others, and the centrality of love in one’s personal search for spiritual growth and truth.


My contemporaries at Stonyhurst went on to many professions in many parts of the world: bankers, soldiers, journalists, actors, social workers, barristers, priests, from Tyneside to Tierra del Fuego. I have kept in touch with many Jesuit old boys and priests, several of whom contributed to making this book possible. So much in common binds us, even the kind of women we love. The majority of us remain deeply troubled by the injustices of the world that surrounds us. In Establishment eyes, this is an unreliable asset. And yet it is the kind of value that lasts for life and which has been given fresh impetus by Francis, a Jesuit pope.


This background explains in part what motivated me to write a book about Jorge Bergoglio, a man of many parts not easy to pin down, but whose spiritual world as a Jesuit priest had aspects to it that echoed my own upbringing as a Jesuit boy. Later, my years as a journalist in Argentina and other parts of Latin America drew me closer to the experience of Bergoglio’s politics and society, both as priest and bishop. When he was elected pope, my knowledge of him was not in any way detailed. But he was a Jesuit and an Argentine and this was something of which I had some close experience. This provided a point of departure for a journey in search of Bergoglio, Pope Francis, following in the footsteps of his faith and mine, among the Jesuits, and the other believers.


The journey was well underway, weeks after Pope Francis’s election, in the summer of 2013 when I took a train from Montmartre, the Parisian neighbourhood where Ignatius and his small group of priests gathered to hear their first Mass together as members of the nascent Jesuit order. My next stop was Lourdes where I stayed a week with Fr Nick King, an inspirational Jesuit whom I had known from schooldays, and other old and current students of my former school helping the aged and infirm.


Lourdes is a mystery and you either believe in what happened there or you don’t. It has been a place of pilgrimage since 1858 when, in the grotto of Massabielle, a young shepherd girl called Bernadette Soubirous claimed she saw a vision of the Virgin Mary. Today it’s the Catholic Church’s most popular Marian site, drawing millions of pilgrims every year from around the world. We prayed for the new pope, Francis, a great devotee of populist religion and the cult of the Virgin, mother of Jesus, and mother of us all. As Fr Nick told me once, those of us who are touched by Lourdes owe it to two things: the sense of real presence one feels before the candlelit grotto in the late hours of darkness, and the happiness and love generated by those you help as a volunteer.


After Lourdes, I took the train along the coastline bordering the Pyrenees, and picked up a car in Irun before venturing into the Basque country. On a rugged clifftop called Deba I watched the Biscay Sea crashing on the jagged black rocks and read about a legend of a doomed love affair between a young local lad and a French aristocrat who was shipwrecked and washed ashore. He went back to France and died in battle, leaving his lady forever mourning her lost love. Such tales of chivalry had impacted on the young Ignatius until a cannonball hit him and changed his life.


I next visited Loyola, the palace where Ignatius was born and brought up to be a knight. Jesuits had turned it into a residence alongside a museum and a huge basilica. I had been told that there were Jesuits who weren’t great fans of Jorge Bergoglio. Some recalled his time as head of the order in Argentina as a period of authoritarianism and absence of courage in the face of appalling human rights violations committed by the junta. Others mistrusted his belated populism.


I asked Fr Esteban, an elderly Basque priest, older than Bergoglio, who was in charge of the community at Loyola, what he thought about a Jesuit becoming pope. He answered: ‘You have to remember that in Ignatius’s time bishops and cardinals had a lot of political influence and Ignatius didn’t want Jesuits to have ambition, power, money, fame . . . The Pope at the time wanted to make the Jesuit Francis Borja a cardinal but Borja was advised by Ignatius to leave Rome . . . so he came here to the Basque country to Ollate . . .’


So was he waiting for Bergoglio to leave Rome and head back to Argentina? I asked him.


‘No. I don’t see the same conflict of interest today. You can be a bishop and lead a humble life and we accept that a Jesuit can be pope not as a way of achieving power, but as a higher service to the Church although I have to say my first reaction when I heard Bergoglio had been elected was one of astonishment. But there is no one way of seeing the Church or seeing the future and now I think we need to go in the direction Pope Francis is going . . .’


Which is?


‘The Pope wants to be a Church according to the Gospel, What do I mean by this? Well, a Church that is closer to the poor, that will not be bound by pomp and circumstance . . . more poverty, more humility, more simplicity, more communitarian, not a Church that orders and is obeyed, but that is engaged in problems of real life, a Church that is less centred on itself . . . like Fr Arrupe used to say – Faith and Justice – that is to say Faith that takes on a commitment to Justice, a committed defence of the poor and the most in need . . . and this is not politics. This is Faith. It is sacrifice and love . . . So here in the Basque country we have Jesuits working with prisoners, we have Jesuits helping immigrants . . . In India we have Jesuits who have studied law defending the poor from the unjust dictates of the State . . . and we have our martyrs, like those killed in El Salvador . . . The Society of Jesus has put into practice the option for the poor [i.e. preferential religious assistance for the poor and powerless in society].’


Fr Esteban was a fit eighty-five year old with broad shoulders and a strong Basque face. He was seventeen when he first came to Loyola to start his novitiate. Bergoglio was that age when he heard ‘God calling’. So did he regret not having got married? I asked.


Fr Esteban smiled as he said: ‘Some people think that marriage solves all problems – but then look at how many people are unfaithful and how many marriages end in divorce. Celibacy is not about sexuality. It is about the freedom for greater service. If I was married I would be worried about my child and would not have the liberty to serve others . . .’


So was he happy?


‘All I can say is that from the moment I became a Jesuit to now – sixty-seven years – I have never doubted my vocation and I have always been happy . . . which is not to say I did not have some problems along the way . . .’


Fr Esteban had been a missionary, a teacher, a spiritual adviser and author, and had lived and worked in several countries. We sat in Loyola’s grand hall for visitors. It was decorated with gold-plated chandeliers and antique Spanish wood furniture. Prominently hanging from one wall was a portrait of Saint Francis Borja, a sixteenth-century nobleman who after his wife died became a Jesuit and founded schools and universities.


I asked him which Jesuit he looked up to most.


‘People come and go. I take the good along with the bad. It’s all part of life,’ he answered. ‘But those who have taught me most are those who have taught me that God is to be found among the poor, to share in their humility, their hope, their generosity . . .’


Before I left he read me a short extract from his latest book. It recalled his childhood sitting around the dinner table with his Basque mother serving out the cod to her numerous family members. ‘She always made sure we all got part of the fish first even if there was nothing left for her. I saw something blessed in that simple act with our family cod, which stayed with me all my life.’


I left Loyola and made my way to Arantzazu up in the Basque mountains where the Franciscans have a monastery. A plaque reminds visitors that Ignatius, founder of the Jesuit order, had prayed here in 1522. The monastery itself is a modernist structure of studded walls and a high-rise clock tower (most of the original was destroyed in a fire) impressively perched on some protruding rock. The crypt is full of bold artistic statement – a giant mural by Néstor Basterretxea juxtaposes the steps of creation with man’s historic struggle of liberation, featuring broken prison-cell windows, blindfolded and gagged men with hands tied, and a giant bright red Christ, muscular and defiant, his fists clenched, breaking through the door of faith to life. Giant lettering covers a wall with the words of St Augustine: ‘I threw myself on these beautiful things you created. You were with me, and I was not with you. I came to love you late – so old and yet new beauty . . . I loved you late . . .’


I met José Maria, a jovial Franciscan friar who wore a large Basque beret and had an unkempt white beard that covered most of his thick polo-neck jersey. He was a dynamo of a man, exuding inner energy and enlightenment. The community house where he and twelve other friars lived was a haven of peace, the silence broken only by the occasional marking of time by the monastery’s bell tower. We met in the evening, with the monastery bathed in the fading light of dusk. The last of the day’s pilgrims were entering the monastery to pray before the tiny doll-like Virgin. She looked down from high up, behind the main altar, framed by a huge modern mural of women in various phases of struggle from childbirth to slavery. José Maria reminded me that this had been a centre of positive energy, a healing sanctuary from the days of the Templars. ‘Jesus was a healer. Whoever comes to him becomes a better person, more intuitively human,’ he said.


We sat in a spartan room, facing each other, on two wooden chairs. ‘Silence helps us disconnect with the world, helps provide us with the space to ask big questions,’ he said. ‘Thanks to it, one becomes more committed to creation. One sees everything more clearly: how plants regenerate, live and die and live again, hear birdsong, observe the sunrise and sunset . . . St Francis was a man who knew that the primary source of everything was God.’


I began to imagine Ignatius finding this place an important staging point for his onward journey, and to understand why the Jesuit Jorge Bergoglio had taken the name Francis on being elected pope. We talked, José Maria and I, about Marian shrines – he called them precious stones that God had touched, each unique in their own way. Thus Arantzazu was not commercialized like Lourdes – but nor was it much visited by the sick and dying. Was this because no one believed in miracles here? I asked.


‘Each sanctuary has its own charisma,’ José Maria replied. ‘The positive energy here is the cure, it humanizes . . . one doesn’t look for extraordinary manifestations or visions. Here everything is natural, it’s evident . . . God is about finding me.’


So was he pleased that the new Pope had taken the name of Francis, the Francis of his order? I asked.


‘We took it as a blessing. It was like him telling us we came from the same house,’ José Maria replied, before adding, ‘Remember, Ignatius chose to come here too – so it was a story foretold.’


I told him I was struggling, following in the Pope’s footsteps. It was not just the challenge of trying to understand something of an Argentine Jesuit who had taken the name Francis, and who now was the most powerful spiritual leader in the world. It was the excruciating lower back pain I felt every step I took. I had heard that Pope Francis suffered from sciatica also. I prayed that this process of osmosis between biographer and subject, if that is what it was, might end soon.


José Maria said he would give me a ‘prescription’ for a certain cure. He took my notebook and drew a map, then told me to join him at the window. In the fading light of day, I could just make out a path he pointed to which led up into the hills. ‘Take this map, and follow the trail. You will get to a forest and beyond that a mountain. It’s a good walk.’


I woke next morning to find that, except for a lingering stiffness, my backache had receded. A mist was gradually lifting. Shafts of sunlight broke through my window; the only sound that of birdsong. The hostel where I had slept the night was built on a large bulbous limestone boulder partly covered in undergrowth. It resembled the chiselled bearded face of some giant. Beyond, the mist drifted and gradually cleared down in the valley revealing a seemingly infinite landscape of rolling hills and the sharp, jagged mountains of Navarra beyond, the barren heights turning golden in the first sunlight.


I looked across at the sanctuary – it was as I had left it the night before, silent, its streets emptied. Only the soft yellow lights from the Franciscan cells reminded me I was not alone. José Maria emerged looking a little wearier than at our last meeting. He told me that after our conversation he had seen a young couple who had come to him seeking help with their troubled marriage and that he had seen them again over breakfast. ‘The confrontation turned into reconciliation,’ he told me, his face lighting up with a smile.


So how did he break the cycle?


‘I drew them both to God, by telling them that they each had his understanding. God became the common link – the ring.’


The founding Jesuit father Ignatius spent quite a lot of time, when not attending to the poor and sick, reconciling couples. He also asked for bells to be rung frequently. Today, the bell tower tolled from early light as I surveyed the varied contours and colours of the surrounding countryside – the Vizcaya Pyramid mountain, the Cordillera, the Picos de Álava, the Sierra de Aitzgorri . . .


I took the pilgrim’s trail the Franciscan had mapped out for me, over the mountains, in the direction of Urbia. It began with a long, steady climb through a dense forest of oak, chestnuts, cedars, beech and pine. There was a scent of rosemary and lavender. Lichen and moss covered the occasional stricken tree. The climb got steeper, tightening my hamstrings. I prayed that my back would not start to give out on me. I was sweating, slowly dehydrating when I came across what I took for a young backpacker. He was covered in a waterproof which hid his face. He was drinking from a brook at the foot of a rock shaped like a grotto. He greeted me without looking up, and then told me this was where a shepherd had found a statue of the Virgin among the brambles before taking her down to the sanctuary. Then I heard some distant cowbells somewhere above me beyond where the path made its way through the thicket of trees. ‘Keep going,’ the stranger said, before turning away and walking on, down the path I had climbed.


Higher up, I became breathless, my heart beating, my head throbbing. I wondered how much longer I could keep going. The beautiful walk had turned into a test of endurance. Then, in a turn of the path as I faced the steepest gradient yet, the source of the cowbell came into view. It was a pony which had stopped to look at me. It then turned and started walking up the hill as if leading the way. Encouraged, I followed in his tracks. The pony led me on until it had joined up with two others. Following this equestrian trinity, I walked out of the forest onto an open landscape of highland pastures, beneath a blue sky. In that instance I had an extraordinary sense of God’s beauty. As I stood there, hundreds of sheep appeared as if from nowhere, up along the side of the mountain and over the crest, walking bunched together towards me until I was submerged in their flock, as if I were part of it. Then as suddenly as they had appeared, the sheep overtook me and disappeared over the brow of the next hill, their bleating receding in the distance until all was silence again and the whole landscape stretched out before me, without a being in sight. I followed a sign that promised to lead me back to the sanctuary.


I walked on across meadows covered in gorse and wild flowers and odd stones laid out, like sarsens in lines and circles. Then the boulders I had seen on waking that morning came into view and I saw horses again, their bells tolling in welcome. Mankind before God is like that, I thought – never totally lost, but always found. I had remembered that the main altar of the monastery had been built facing the sunrise. I had walked keeping the sun behind me and now the monastery was silhouetted in the twilight, the landscape a patchwork of light and shadow. Swifts were reaching up into the sky, and then swooping down. The eskino, the local mountain parakeet, stood perched on a promontory, showing off his bright blue plumage, his occasional screech intruding on the silence.


Later that night, after evening Mass, I caught up with José Maria. When I told him about the route I had taken, he told me that I had walked twenty-seven kilometres (seventeen miles). ‘Magnificent scenery. God’s beauty in all things?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I answered.


I told him how touched I felt by the enduring memory of the walk and the magnificence of nature as he had described it. It was where he found God and where I had come closest to finding him that day, as Ignatius must have done. I thanked him for the twenty-seven kilometres that I walked that day, in the steps of Bergoglio, Pope Francis, although all I had to show for it were two huge blisters on each of my feet.


‘I saw something of what you told me helped us value our existence, father,’ I told him. As I said that he held his arms out and placed his hands on my shoulders, his face breaking into a smile that seemed to radiate light and warmth. And he said, ‘So you’re going back to England, then? Remember me.’ He then turned and silently followed his Franciscan brothers down the corridor.


The castle where that other Saint Francis – the Jesuit Francis Xavier – lived before becoming a priest lies in the province of Navarra beyond a river and at the end of a long avenue of ash trees, raised on a hill with a commanding view over the surrounding countryside. Bergoglio took the name of Saint Francis of Assisi because of his humility, dedication to the poor and love of the planet. But he also respected the Jesuit father Francis Xavier, a natural athlete who was also gifted with a good brain. While studying in Paris he won a long-jump championship, and then went on to lecture on Aristotle at Beauvais University. Francis Xavier was an early disciple of Ignatius who like the founder of the Jesuits gave up his privileges in search of God and became one of the order’s most courageous missionaries, venturing in the sixteenth century to barely chartered territory in India and Japan and other islands of South East Asia. The Church of Bon Jesus in Goa, where he lies buried, is one of India’s most popular places of Christian pilgrimage. It should have been a place of pilgrimage and prayer shared with Muslims and Hindus but that was a long time ago. Pope Francis prayed daily for such reconciliation between faiths, but fundamentalism was waging a brutal war.


The castle of Xavier has been extensively renovated. Among the few original contents, in the so-called Christ Tower is the fourteenth-century dark walnut crucifix known as ‘The Smiling Christ’. Visitors have meditated long and hard over the meaning of this Christ, hanging from the Cross, head turned aside in a pose of rest not defeat, his eyes semi-closed and lips smiling, an image of blissful deliverance, of redemption and resurrection, of arrival. A loving Jesus content that he has saved himself and mankind, and having conquered suffering and death, found eternity. His ecstatic facial expression, against the background of a mural of skeletons dancing, is faith triumphant.


Tradition has it that the Smiling Christ sweated blood during the difficult moments of the life of St Francis Xavier, the last time on the day of his death. I can find no better reflection than written by the Jesuit Gerry Hughes and published on Good Friday 2005. Hughes begins by asking:




Is there not a danger that such a portrayal can trivialise the cosmic importance of Christ’s death, the severity of his suffering, physical and mental, the inhumanity and barbarity of his death? Even more serious: does this smile not trivialise the seriousness of our sins, the cause of his death? Could this smile be heretical, undermining the fundamentals of our faith? How must God the Father have felt, having willed the Son to die in punishment for all the sins of the world, on seeing him take it all with a smile?





Hughes celebrates what he saw before him in the Christ Tower of the Castle Xavier, in words that helped me connect many years later with the gesture and language of Pope Francis and his emphasis on mercy and reconciliation. ‘Thank God for the sculptor of the smiling Christ!’ wrote Hughes. ‘He expresses spirituality with ancient roots, a spirituality which emphasises the extraordinary goodness, gentleness and attractiveness of God. In God’s light, we see light and in God’s Spirit we can glimpse the peace and love, the generosity and forgiveness which we are to become and, with God, to offer to all peoples.’


Another part of the castle had a special exhibition marking the 400th anniversary of the Jesuit missions in South America. Here was detailed the achievement of those seventeenth-century missionaries who challenged the brutality and economic injustices of the Spanish and Portuguese empires and the slave traders, and set up self-governing indigenous communities. The protected villages or so-called ‘reductions’ were built with the aim of preserving a true commonwealth, with houses laid out in uniform geometrical pattern round a central square, goods collectively stored, shared and exchanged, and everyone wearing the same clothes with distinction only for sex or marital status. Part of the day was devoted to communal work such as gardening or spinning, with each member of the community learning or developing a craft to which they felt best suited. The rest of the day was reserved for family and communal gatherings and education. Rather than impose the Catholic faith by brute force as the earlier conquistadores had done, the Jesuit missionaries allowed the Guaraní Indians to absorb its images and rituals by a gradual process of assimilation with their own deep-rooted beliefs.


This assimilation produced religious art and music of extraordinary beauty: carved wide-eyed Virgin Marys with kind expressions, similarly humanized Christ figures, melodic and harmonious hymns and operas in the Guaraní language, ritual and faith drawing the community together in an island of equality and happiness. Something like this had been imagined in an earlier century by Thomas More whose Utopia developed the notion of St Augustine’s City of God, a congregation of believers ruled by the intervention of grace and divine law.


It was claimed by some that the Jesuit missions were Utopia, which was a contradiction in terms as Utopia could not be created by ordinary mortals. Moreover the Jesuit missions were, it seemed, destined to fail – the experiment was cut short after seventy years with the expulsion of the missionaries and the subjugation of the Guaraní to commercial exploitation. And yet the memory of those missions endured as something that could be done, and was done, and thus worth replicating when more benign circumstances arose. That seemed to be the message of the exhibition, an acknowledgement of the possibilities opened up now that a Latin American Jesuit, who had learnt Guaraní and lived and worked with the poor, had been elected pope.


And yet Fr Eduardo, the young Spanish head of the Jesuit spiritual centre near the castle, like several other Jesuits to whom I talked while researching this book, admitted to his lack of enthusiasm when he first heard of Jorge Bergoglio’s election. ‘He was not my choice. Bergoglio was a controversial figure when he was a Jesuit provincial in Argentina and Argentina is unlike the rest of Latin America. It has its own political and social idiosyncrasies,’ said Fr Eduardo.


He also cautioned against expectations being raised that might prove difficult to meet within a relatively short time. ‘The Church has a 2,000-year history. It’s not going to move 90 degrees, still less 380 degrees in a few months. Change there will be but this is an institution which finds it very difficult to move forward. It is not a private company. Nevertheless I think we need to have a large dose of faith in this surprise election sprung by the Holy Spirit.’


And what of Bergoglio’s record on human rights? I asked.


‘He did what he could discreetly,’ came back the reply.


If there was evidence one way or the other, this was not the place to find it I thought. This remained an unclear story and I felt I would have to probe further in Bergoglio’s native Argentina if I was to reach some kind of valid judgement.


I was thinking on this as I drove away from Castle Xavier and onwards along the Ignatian way. I tried to imagine the humility and strength of faith of Francis Xavier as he rode out for the last time across his castle’s drawbridge, and over the nearby River Aragon, and out into the open countryside, galloping over the hills and mountains of Navarra, in search of God in unconverted Asia. Perhaps, looking at the massive rock formation that confronted him across the plain served as a sign of the challenge that awaited him in Asia – or perhaps it was the enduring memory of the Smiling Christ that kept him going.


As for following in Bergoglio’s footsteps, it was not proving to be an easy journey. But slowly I was discovering that apart from him being a Jesuit and looking rather like my Spanish grandfather, I had other things in common – not least our love of football.


I remember matches not because my team won or lost, but because I saw football played nobly and creatively, turned into art form – poetry in motion – and because of the solidarity that involves team, manager and fans. Football at its best: not as an expensive celebrity act, but a shared human endeavour – passionate, respectful of opponents and worthy of respect. At its best, football, like music, allows us to get in touch with our humanity, and in doing so, touch God’s finger.





Chapter Two
The Rise and Resignation of Benedict XVI



It sure felt that God’s finger was trembling, and that my own faith and that of many others in the institution of the Church had been shaken to its roots, when on Good Friday 2005, a week before Pope John Paul II died, Joseph Ratzinger delivered a homily which the veteran Vatican reporter John Thavis believed probably earned him the papacy. During the annual Via Crucis procession in the Coliseum, Ratzinger stopped at the ninth station (where Catholics pray for their redemption from sin before Christ’s third fall as he carries his cross to the crucifixtion) and prayed: ‘How much filth there is in the Church, and even among those who, in the priesthood, ought to belong entirely to him [God] . . . Lord your Church often seems like a boat about to sink, a boat taking water on every side.’


Here was a man who had read the case files of the worst sexabuse cases, was outraged, and once elected was expected to take action. If his cardinal electors had agreed on anything it was that a vote for him was a vote for stability through unity and action. As pope, he did take action, but not enough and too late. As Thavis points out in his book The Vatican Diaries, Benedict’s methodology was ‘patience, and his primary objective was to protect the institutional church’. He was evidently ill-suited for tackling the avalanche of new sex disclosures that in 2010 surfaced in Ireland, Germany, Belgium, Austria, Switzerland and the Netherlands. Taken together, it seemed to suggest that nothing had changed since it emerged in 2002 that bishops in the US had shielded abusive priests, failed to act on allegations and rarely reported crimes to civil authorities.


During the papacy of Pope John Paul II, Ratzinger was head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith – the office supposed to be responsible for safeguarding the integrity of the Catholic faith and dealing with priests accused of paedophilia. However, controversy was fuelled by the Vatican’s pedestrian handling of the investigation into the abuse of seminarians, fathering of children and bribery of officials by Fr Marcial Maciel, the Mexican founder of the clerical order Legionaries of Christ.


Allegations of Maciel’s abuse, which began in the 1950s, first surfaced in 1998, but the priest continued to be defended by Curial officials and Pope John Paul II. Only in 2006, a year into the papacy of Benedict XVI, was Maciel removed by the Vatican from his priestly ministry. Maciel died two years later without ever having been brought to account in a civil or canonical court, despite his evident guilt.


Apologists for Benedict insist that he quietly strengthened the rules governing cases of alleged abuse, and showed himself sympathetic to the abuse victims, some of whom he met personally and out of the media spotlight. But his public stance on the issue disappointed many Catholics and failed to redress the enormous disrespect that much of the secular world felt towards the Catholic Church in an area that smacked not just of appalling misuse of authority but also of rank hypocrisy.


The particular evil that Cardinal Ratzinger had identified in his homily to the cardinals before the 2005 conclave opened was the ‘dictatorship of relativism’, which he warned was taking over the heartland of Christianity. Pope Benedict was to speak increasingly about moral relativism as the root cause of sexual abuse as if the Church had been undermined by modern society rather than because of deep problems within itself as an institution. Only belatedly in his papacy did he accept that a large part of the problem might lie in the rottenness of the prevailing structure – the inherent self-protection and secrecy of clericalism as exposed in Vatileaks. This was the scandal that broke in early 2012 when leaked Vatican documents exposed corruption, and it was followed by a claim that an internal Vatican investigation had uncovered the blackmailing of homosexual clergy. Benedict was also to face criticism that the problems facing the Catholic Church were aggravated by a lack of democratic accountability caused by his inability to follow a more collegial style of governance outside the walls of the Vatican. This left him adrift when he could have called his wiser and more ethical colleagues to his aid.


The sexual abuse scandal was so badly handled by the Vatican that at one point it threatened to undermine Benedict’s most testing foreign trip, his visit to the United Kingdom in September 2010 – the first ever state visit by a pope to Britain (John Paul II’s 1982 visit had been a ‘pastoral’ episode rather than an official state visit). Propagandists on both sides of the controversy were keenly aware of how much was at stake.


Days before the Pope’s arrival, London‘s Conway Hall was packed for a debate that pitched Catholic journalist Austen Ivereigh and the Benedictine monk Christopher Jamison, founder and patron respectively of a project called Catholic Voices, against a panel made up of gay human rights activist Peter Tatchell and the atheist philosopher A. C. Grayling.


Catholic Voices was a project set up months before the papal visit with the aim of having ‘authoritative’ Catholic spokesmen and women. It featured a cadre of mainly young university students trained by a lecturer in broadcast media who had worked for the BBC and by the communications experts of Opus Dei, the influential worldwide organization of Catholic laity and priests. Catholic Voices claimed it had the ‘blessing’ of the bishops of England and Wales in its defence of Pope Benedict.


Ivereigh had been deputy editor of the Catholic weekly the Tablet and a one-time spokesman for the Archbishop of Westminster, Cormac Murphy-O’Connor, and in 2014 published a book on Pope Francis. Fr Jamison was a charismatic former abbot of the private Benedictine boarding school Worth and had featured in a popular TV series, The Monastery. While not among the speakers, very much in evidence that night was another leading co-founder of Catholic Voices. He was Jack Valero, the clever and personable Spanish press officer of Opus Dei in the UK who had run a successful media campaign countering the distorted image of his organization projected in the book and film, The Da Vinci Code.


At Conway Hall, Valero led the applause of the pro-Pope team, somewhat in a minority, with passion. But this was no sixteenth-century Tyburn, with English Catholics, supported by Spaniards, professing their faith after being brutally tortured and before being hanged, drawn and quartered; nor was this 1780 when thousands heeded the call of Lord George Gordon, the head of the Protestant Association, and took to the streets of London in an outburst of anti-Catholic feeling. The so-called Gordon riots, prompted by the repeal of the more extreme laws discriminating against Roman Catholics in the UK, led to the ransacking of churches and Catholic homes. Over 280 rioters were shot dead when the Army intervened. It was the Age of Enlightenment, the age of tolerance and yet the Gordon riots went down in the history books as the most destructive uprising to take place in the English capital in the eighteenth century.


No, this was the Conway Hall, a centre of free speech and progressive thought, in the multi-faith, multicultural Britain of 2010, in an event organized by humanists to which Catholics had been cordially invited. It was days away from a visit – judged a waste of money by many secularists, and some Catholics – by the supreme leader of the Roman Catholic Church.


Tatchell’s opening statement that the UK was about to receive a pope who pursued a ‘hard line intolerant version of Catholicism which even many Catholics reject themselves’ was objected to by Ivereigh, who cast him in a more benevolent light as a man of spiritual integrity. And yet no one in Catholic Voices could bring themselves to admit to institutional failure. By contrast Fr Michael Holman, the then Provincial Superior of the British Jesuits, had written only a few weeks earlier, in the Tablet: ‘The [crisis] has spotlighted the inadequate way in which the [Catholic] Church has sometimes handled these cases and the damage that can be done when a culture of “don’t rock the boat” prevails.’ As Holman went on to point out, what was at issue was the Catholic Church’s capacity to respond with effective protocols of conduct and control but also the need for action to address the underlying culture, including the way it exercised power and authority and went about making decisions.


In their unremitting campaign to defend the Pope from his detractors, Catholic Voices were certainly not in the business of rocking the boat of Church dogma and authority. They owed their existence to the belief that liberal Catholics, wracked by doubt like Graham Greene’s whisky priest, were a liability in PR terms. And yet Benedict’s visit showed that for all its divisions, the Catholic Church was broad enough to accommodate diverse perspectives on faith – something that Benedict’s successor would keep very much in mind.


Benedict’s first hours in the UK which began in Scotland, involved, on the one hand, pomp and circumstance as manifested in an official reception by the Queen, and on the other, the effervescent out-pouring of Scottish flags which undoubtedly did Alec Salmond the SNP chief minister no harm in his efforts to attract more Catholic voters away from Labour. But it was in London that political symbolism was at its most striking. In Westminster Benedict stood in the very hall where St Thomas More, a Roman Catholic victim of Henry VIII’s Reformation, was condemned to death. The German Pope told those assembled that he wanted religion to provide the necessary ethical foundation for politics and business. His audience included 600 MPs and Lords, four former prime ministers and Nick Clegg, acting prime minister while David Cameron attended his father’s funeral. No previous pontiff had addressed Britain’s political elite in such a way, making an appeal for religion to have its place safeguarded ‘in the public square’.


Whatever the controversies surrounding the papal visit to the UK, it was the beatification of John Henry Newman, the theologian and Church of England priest who became a Catholic cardinal, that played an important if not key moment during Benedict’s state tour. And yet as his biographer John Cornwell recognized, anyone writing about the life and character of Newman faced a problem of scope and definition. Newman was a university don and preacher who spent much of his adult life in Victorian England, rarely stepping beyond the privileged circles of Oxford University life, and later his community of priests in Birmingham. Apart from a four-year interlude in Dublin as rector at the newly founded Catholic University of Ireland, Newman’s trips abroad became increasingly focused on Rome during an extended process of conversion.


While the painted portraits of an older Newman confirm a certain intellectual gravitas, he lacked the mysticism of St John of the Cross, the simplicity of St Francis of Assisi, the missionary zeal of St Ignatius. His contemporary, Cardinal Manning, another convert to the Catholic faith, arguably can lay a greater claim than Newman as a major influence on Catholic social teaching. Manning famously bought land in central London but explicitly refused to build a cathedral on it on the grounds that the money could be better spent on the poor. His successor Cardinal Vaughan went ahead and built it anyway, and London’s impressive Westminster Cathedral has endured as a symbol of Catholic self-confidence. In 2010, many of those who defended a liberating theological ‘option for the poor’ contrasted the willingness with which Pope Benedict agreed to beatify Newman with the Vatican’s continuing reluctance to make a saint of Archbishop Óscar Romero – assassinated by a right-wing death squad in El Salvador and for many years venerated by Latin America’s downtrodden.


Newman died peacefully in his bed after leading a comfortable life, much of it in later years secluded from the harsher realities of industrial Britain. In his lifetime, his occasional fasting included breaks for food. To those outside a closed intimate circle, his humanity was hard to dissect, not least because of his ambiguous sexuality. Newman disapproved of his male friends marrying while allowing a coterie of unquestioningly devotional, if occasionally hysterical women to build up around his celibate life. The priest Ambrose St John, Newman’s close companion in adult life, was so inseparable that the Cardinal insisted that when they were both dead they should lie buried side by side.


Newman himself refused to be considered a saint – ‘I have nothing of a saint about me as everyone knows’, he wrote as he prepared for his ordination as a Catholic priest – and gave instructions for quicklime to be thrown on his coffin to accelerate the process of decomposition and thus the eradication of any future relics. Believing in Christianity, wrote Newman, was a process of ‘heart speaking to heart’, a deeply personal relationship with God which defied clever argument. Newman’s conversion from Anglicanism to the Roman Catholic faith was slow moving, filled with doubt. It was a deeply thought out internal journey not without personal cost. In the bigoted, sectarian world in which he moved, Newman’s path to Rome not only fuelled his rejection by family, friends and pupils, but also his exile from Oxford after he was obliged to resign his fellowship at Oriel College.


Newman enraged fellow Anglicans and not a few fellow Catholics both prior and after his conversion to Rome. Within the Vatican of his time, Newman fuelled suspicions as a priest who could come across as too independent. Even after being made a cardinal, Newman was accused by some Catholic priests of being too ‘liberal’.


After his death in 1890, Newman’s constituency broadened among new generations of Catholics and non-Catholics around the world. Had he lived today he would have clearly defended religious pluralism against all expressions of fundamentalism. He also came to be convinced that each individual encounters the divine presence in the voice of conscience. In his famous letter to the Catholic Duke of Norfolk, at a time when anti-popery, led by William Gladstone, was on the attack, Newman wrote: ‘Certainly if I obliged to bring religion into after-dinner toasts . . . I shall drink – to the Pope, if you please, – still to Conscience first, and the Pope afterwards.’


For all these wise words, Newman was regarded as a major influence by the reformers at the Second Vatican Council, some of whose hopes for a more caring, more inclusive Church would be rekindled by Pope Francis. At the time of the papal visit to the UK in 2010, Cornwell feared that enough had been written by Newman for him to be ultimately ‘hijacked’ by Benedict and used to encourage the conversion of disaffected Anglicans, while discouraging doubt and dissent within the Catholic Church.


Some Newmanists objected to Cornwell’s idea of ‘hijacking’. The concept of a liberal Newman at odds with the present papacy sat uneasily with the fact that, at his investiture as cardinal, Newman stated that as an Anglican and as a Catholic, his life’s work had been a struggle against ‘liberalism in religion’. Newman warned of the danger inherent in liberalism as religious toleration and religious relativism: the idea that one religion may be as good as any other or indeed as no religion at all. This was Newman perfectly in sync with Pope Benedict. And yet in his lifetime Newman was not uncritical of the papacy, particularly an ageing one. ‘It is an anomaly,’ he wrote, ‘and bears no good fruit. He [the Pope] becomes a god, has no one to contradict him, does not know facts, and does cruel things without meaning it.’


While judged a success by the Vatican, Her Majesty’s ambassador to the Holy See and English Catholics, whatever comfort zone entered into by Benedict in the UK proved short lived. Within months his papacy had been rocked by further scandals, with unprecedented revelations of shady financial dealings and bitterly fought power struggles at the heart of the Vatican Curia. The Pope’s personal butler who leaked dozens of incriminating documents to an Italian journalist was arrested and put on trial. However, the attempt to shoot the messenger (the butler got a reduced sentence after a quick trial) failed to hide the fact that Vatileaks had exposed a dysfunctional power structure with the papal authority seemingly unable to prevail among the intrigue and disarray.


On 11 February 2013, Benedict XVI surprised governments, Vatican-watchers and seemingly even some of his closest aides by his resignation after nearly eight years as the head of the Catholic Church, saying he was too old to continue at the age of eighty-five. According to a Vatican Insider digital news service report by the usually well-informed Andrea Tornielli – and later confirmed by official sources – Benedict had become aware of his frailty after suffering a fall during a trip to Mexico a year earlier. He had stumbled on the steps of the Cathedral of León and later that evening hit his head on the sink of his hotel room while trying to make his way to the bathroom. And yet the timing of the announcement – the first papal resignation in more than 700 years – fuelled media speculation that he had decided to quit after becoming utterly demoralized by the Vatican leaks affair. There was talk too of inner plottings within the Roman Curia, with the suggestion in a story carried by La Repubblica, Italy’s largest circulation newspaper, that perhaps he had been brought down by a ‘gay lobby’ in the Vatican that felt it was losing its protection.


As one experienced ambassador put it to me in November 2013, there had been over the years an evident air of enduring preciousness among several priests and bishops working in and around the Vatican that suggested a certain repressed homosexuality. The source saw some parallels between the potential for blackmail in a clerical world characterized by a mix of careerism and doctrinal orthodoxy and the early cold war years, when homosexual acts between adults were still a prosecutable offence in certain Western countries. Western homosexual diplomats had been prone to fall into honeytraps set by the Soviets. I was also told by an experienced Vatican correspondent (himself gay) of a leading international Catholic weekly how he believed there were members of the clergy leading double lives after he had personally discovered priests in Roman saunas.


Stories that had received wide coverage in the press during the Benedict papacy included the suspension, in 2007, of Mgr Tomasso Stenico of the Vatican’s Congregation for Clergy after he was caught on a hidden camera making contact with a young man posing as a potential ‘date’ in gay-oriented chatrooms, then taking him back to his Vatican apartment. In 2010, a ‘Gentleman of the Pope’, the job title given to volunteers who perform ceremonial duties in Vatican City, was alleged to have been caught on a wiretap trying to arrange a meeting for sex through a member of the Vatican choir. As John Allen wrote in the National Catholic Reporter during the last days of the Benedict era: ‘Among many cardinals, it’s become a fixed point of faith that the Vatican is long overdue for a serious housecleaning, and certainly the furore unleashed by the La Repubblica piece is likely to strengthen that conviction.’


Nevertheless the specific allegation that a commission of three cardinals created by Benedict XVI in response to the Vatileaks affair had investigated the presence of gay networks inside the Vatican was never substantiated; still less was any direct link established between the investigation and Benedict’s resignation. Moreover, the speculation emanated from the Italian press, which had a long history of spinning and making money on unproven conspiracies.


A more credible narrative is that by early 2013, Benedict, a deeply thoughtful and prayerful man with a good grasp of Church history as well as canon law, had privately examined the past and his conscience. He had reached the conclusion that for the sake not just of the papacy but also of the future of the Catholic Church he needed to back down to make way for someone with the necessary energy and vision to not only clean up the Church but unify the faithful and reach out to the secular world in a transformative way.


Three years earlier, Germany’s Der Spiegel had critically profiled Benedict as the ‘failed Pope’ for his alleged loss of command amidst mounting problems within the Church. Questioned by the prestigious magazine who he would like to see as the next pope, the president of the German Catholic Youth Association, Dirk Tänzler, had responded by saying that Benedict’s successor should come from South America or some other area of the world that suffered poverty, so that he would bring a different vision of the world to the Vatican. While prophetic, there is no reason to suppose that Herr Tänzler was thinking of any cardinal in particular, nor did he name anyone.


However, at the time Bergoglio, who had rarely hitherto agreed to any on-the-record comments, had broken with his low-key media policy and given his blessing to the publication of a book about his life and beliefs which claimed to be the first ever authorized biography. Called simply, in its first Argentine edition, El Jesuita (The Jesuit), the book was based on a series of authorized interviews with two religious affairs correspondents, Sergio Rubin of Clarín, the Argentinian mass circulation daily, and Francesca Ambrogetti, who worked for the Italian news agency ANSA, and whom Bergoglio had entrusted to lead with the project as a long-term friend. The interviews were taped and transcribed before Bergoglio went through them and corrected them, ‘removing anything he was unhappy with’, according to a close aide.


Reporting on the book’s publication, the anti-clerical Argentine journalist Horacio Verbitsky speculated in the left-wing newspaper Página/12 that Bergoglio’s launch into the public domain at a time when Pope Benedict’s reputation had hit an all-time low was not coincidental. According to Verbitsky, it represented the conscious raising of the profile of a papabile (papal candidate) who had only been pipped at the post at the last conclave. However, Sergio Rubin, one of the co-authors of El Jesuita, gave a very different account of the project and why and how it was conceived, which suggests that if there was an element of journalistic opportunism involved there was nothing to suggest that Bergoglio himself consciously regarded it as a promotional tour on the way to his eventual election as pope.


According to Rubin, the idea for a book began to develop after a breakfast meeting of foreign correspondents based in Buenos Aires, which Ambrogetti, as president of their association, had organized with Bergoglio soon after his appointment as bishop in 2001. ‘It was an informal meeting, not for quotation or reporting, but the journalists were really impressed by his humility and genuine spirituality,’ recalled Rubin, ‘among them a Russian who was particularly moved and who said afterwards, “We need priests like him [Bergoglio].” ’


Rubin was approached by Ambrogetti soon afterwards with a proposal for co-authorship of a biography, and they both approached Bergoglio in the run-up to the conclave of 2005. ‘When we went to see him he was very attentive while at the same making it quite clear he was not prepared to collaborate further on a book.’


Only in 2007, when Bergoglio was in the midst of a controversial battle of wills with the Argentinian Kirchner government did the two journalists find the breakthrough for which they had longed. Rubin recalled, ‘One day Francesca was with him and asked him, “What do you mean when you say, ‘One has to take it step by step, patiently’ ?”; and he said, “So you want to ask me these kind of questions in the book? Well, let’s start, and see how it goes.” And that’s how we began. I looked on Bergoglio as a typical Jesuit who had a certain air of mystery about him, difficult to get to the bottom of. He was a Latin American who had nearly been elected pope in 2005. He was known for his confrontation with the government. I thought it worthwhile trying to find out more about his thinking and to share it with a wider public.’


El Jesuita was published in 2010 as a series of extended interviews linked by short passages of commentary by the authors. It was unreservedly sympathetic towards its subject, exonerating him of any blame for past failures – a hagiography which made no pretence to be forensic in its examination of Bergoglio’s life as a Jesuit priest, bishop, and, at the time, recently appointed cardinal. Three years later, Bergoglio was elected pope, much to his official biographer’s apparent surprise. ‘Unlike the conclave of 2005 when I thought he was in with a chance, I didn’t rate his chances of winning in 2013,’ recalled Rubin, believing that Bergoglio, while ten years younger that Pope Benedict, was preparing to retire as a cardinal and withdraw from public duties. While the inner thought process of Bergoglio remained largely a mystery, the prime consideration that motivated Pope Benedict’s decision to resign was certainly a very real sense of his physical frailty and the inherent fragility of his mental state as he approached the age of eighty-six. Having accompanied at close quarters the final stages of Pope John Paul II’s reign, he had no wish to hang on to a similar point of having no control over events.


As a high level Curia source told me: ‘Ratzinger knew more than most people in the Curia about the extent to which John Paul’s frailty was affecting his ability to govern . . . I was there in the secretariat of state right towards the end of the pontificate of John Paul II. And I was aware that JP2 could no longer speak and that our job was to prepare speeches for a pope who couldn’t speak. It was tragic.’
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