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Eureka Circe is the editor and curator of the book series "DEUS EX MACHINA.





The series includes: "DEUS EX MACHINA - Or: On questioning life" (Part I), "Homecoming from the Pope - A quintessence of charity" (Part II), "Glauben ist wie Tanzen - Vom Glauben bewegt als Christ:in wachsen. Training book for building religious skills" (Part III), and "I will be a female bishop! - The Basics of Sermons on Happiness and other religious policy field analyses (Part IV)".


With the work "DEUS EX MACHINA", the curator is committed to documenting and, if necessary, discussing the texts of artificial intelligence in a religious and theological context. Her thesis: "Artificial intelligence (AI) represents a profound turning point because it fundamentally changes the relationship between humans, knowledge and access to the world - not only technically, but also culturally, epistemologically and socially. It opens up new access to knowledge and leads to its multiplication and democratization: AI systems make information available at a low threshold - often without traditional reading or in-depth prior knowledge. This fundamentally changes how we think, learn and understand, and at the same time promotes a new form of individualization of thought - which can also be exemplified by spiritual belief. What's more, machines are now generating meaning - texts, images, arguments - where previously only human expertise was required. This has long-term consequences for education, science, politics and religion."






"God loves you all. Evil will not win."


Right at the beginning, LEO XIV greeted the world with "Peace be with you all" and emphasized that this greeting of peace should reach "all nations and all people". Echoing Pope Francis, Leo XIV emphasized that God's love is "unconditionally for all people". He literally assured: "God loves you all. Evil will not win". These words implicitly include all people - including queer people - as no exception is made before God and now also before the Vatican. The universal formulation makes it clear that no one is excluded from receiving divine love.


"To be called 'woke' in a world that sleeps through suffering


is no insult - it is Gospel. ... Be awake. Be loving. Be woke."


Finally, in the early days of LEO XIV's pontificate, a quote widely circulated on social media attributed to Pope Leo XIV also emerged. In it, he first thanks everyone for prayers and love at the beginning of his ministry and then formulates a passionate appeal that reinterprets the term "woke" positively in a Christian sense. An excerpt from this circulating quote reads: "To be called 'woke' in a world that sleeps through suffering is no insult - it is Gospel. ... Be awake. Be loving. Be woke.". These drastic words, including "Woke means to be awakened by compassion... We will not build the kingdom [of God] with walls, but with love... Be awake. Be loving. Be woke.", were shared thousands of times on Facebook, Instagram & Co. Although the alleged "woke" quote - "woke" comes from "awake", meaning "to be awake", "to be alert" to social injustice and discrimination - reflects the social and compassionate tone that many believe Leo XIV to have, it is not one of the Pope's confirmed statements. The Vatican has therefore not yet published any official communication for this quote, and others have also made it clear that there is no evidence for this statement, but that it could only be an expectation of the new pontificate.










Introduction: Quod formandum esset


"What needs to be shaped...: Tasks, goals and expectations - The new Pope LEO XIV.



In turbulent times, orientation, clarity and courageous visions are needed. With the election of Robert Francis Prevost as Pope Leo XIV in May 2025, the Catholic Church is once again at a significant turning point in its history. Pope Leo XIV is taking on a difficult yet inspiring legacy: After the era of Francis, which was characterized by strong pastoral impulses, a clear option for the poor and the attempt to build bridges between tradition and modernity, the new pope is faced with the task of safeguarding these achievements and at the same time paving new paths that will enable the Church to have a sustainable future.


This book aims to be more than just a first portrayal of Leo XIV. Rather, it sees itself as a companion that guides readers through the challenges, potentials and expectations of the new pontificate. The focus is on the tasks, goals and expectations that Leo XIV himself formulated and already made visible in his first official acts - as well as the hopes, expectations and demands that society, the public, journalists, theologians and, last but not least, the faithful placed on him as tasks and needs. A comprehensive picture emerges of a Pope who is not afraid to tackle burning issues and always seeks dialog - both within the Church and with society as a whole.


Leo XIV brings a wide range of personal qualities to his office: The missionary dedication from his long years in Peru, the diplomatic skills from his time as head of a global religious order, the academic depth of a canon lawyer and a deep spiritual rootedness in the Augustinian tradition. All these aspects come together to make him a leader who is both visionary and pragmatic. The present chapters span an arc from his biography to his theological and spiritual accents to concrete, necessary, urgent and unavoidable reform issues, where clear expectations of the faithful and pressing social realities demand convincing answers.


None of the big questions are to be shied away from: How will Leo XIV deal with the central reform issues, such as the ordination of women, the role of the laity, the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ people, for example in the sacramental celebration of their marriages, or compulsory celibacy? What measures does he take to prevent sexual abuse and abuse of power? How does it manage the balancing act between tradition and necessary modernization - in a church that is increasingly diverse, digital and globalized?


The questions of ecological responsibility, inclusive sexual ethics, financial transparency and synodal decision-making structures are also dealt with in depth and transparently. In the final section of the book, we also venture an outlook on possible scenarios for the long-term development of the Church under Leo XIV, with concepts such as network church, participatory leadership, digital transformation, the recognition of same-sex partnerships and protection against abuse of power at the top of the agenda.


This volume aims to offer all interested parties - Catholics as well as socially engaged readers - a well-founded and exciting insight into the world of Catholic thought, the experiences and goals as well as the personality of Leo XIV. It aims to inform, inspire and encourage readers to play an active and critical role in shaping the future of the Church.


May reading this book give you many ideas and insights and at the same time strengthen your own commitment to a lively, (gender) just, inclusive and authentic church.


We hope you enjoy reading the individual chapters and wish you much reflection and insight.


Eureka Circe, at the beginning of May 2025.
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Introduction and biographical basics - LEO XIV.



Robert Francis Prevost, the current Pope Leo XIV, can look back on an unusually varied life. Born in Chicago in 1955 to a deeply Catholic family, he developed a close bond with his faith at an early age. He attended a Catholic seminary as a teenager and felt his calling to religious life. At the age of 22, Prevost joined the Augustinian order (Order of St. Augustine). There he not only found a spiritual home, but also the basis for his missionary vocation. The Augustinians, influenced by the spirit of their religious father Augustine, place great value on community and service to others - values that Prevost also internalized from the very beginning. After completing his novitiate and studying theology, he took his solemn vows in 1981 and was ordained a priest in Rome a year later. His interest in a sound education became apparent early on: At the Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas in Rome (the Angelicum), Prevost received his doctorate in canon law in 1987. His dissertation was entitled "The Role of the Local Prior in the Order of St. Augustine" - a topic that indicates how much he was interested in questions of community leadership and the organization of religious life. This academic examination of the everyday life of the order was later to be of great benefit in his leadership roles.



Missionary work in Peru and social commitment


After his studies, Robert Prevost was drawn to the wider world church: he followed his call as a missionary and went to Peru in the mid-1980s. In the territorial prelature of Chulucanas, a poor rural region in northern Peru, he worked actively in pastoral care as a young religious priest from 1985 to 1987. This time made a deep impression on him. Prevost lived in simple circumstances with the local people and shared their worries and hopes. He was particularly committed to disadvantaged communities: He campaigned for social justice and stood by people in emergency situations. Companions from Peru describe the current Pope as "hands-on and energetic", a man who did not hesitate to lend a hand when help was needed. During the severe flooding in 2017, for example, he organized relief efforts and personally helped to ensure that the victims were provided for. When many people lacked oxygen during the COVID-19 pandemic, Bishop Prevost initiated solidarity campaigns and financed the construction of an oxygen plant to save lives. Migrants and other marginalized groups also found a committed advocate in him. These practical deeds show Prevost's heartfelt concern: a church that is there for the poor and responds to people's concrete needs.


His years in Peru - first as a simple missionary, later in a leading position - also shaped Robert Prevost culturally and spiritually. He never saw himself there as a foreign American, but as a "brother in faith" who adopted the language and culture of the people. This humble closeness to the Latin American population created a mutual trust. Prevost learned to speak Spanish fluently and felt so connected to Peru that he even took on Peruvian citizenship in 2015. His time in Peru shaped him spiritually, theologically and culturally, emphasizes a Peruvian priest who experienced him there. This background explains why Pope Leo XIV is regarded today as a bridge builder between different cultures and mentalities.



Academic career and advancement in the Order


Parallel to his practical pastoral work, Prevost always pursued an academic and organizational career within the church. After completing his doctoral thesis on the role of the local religious superior, he put what he had learned directly into practice: In the late 1980s and 1990s, he took on tasks in the training of future priests and religious in Peru. He ran a training center for young Augustinian priests from various parts of the country and taught subjects such as canon law, patristics and moral theology at the seminary in Trujillo. The good education of the clergy was a particular concern of his - in his own words, "the training of clergy [...] and the commitment to social justice were close to his heart". Prevost showed leadership qualities early on: As early as 1988, he became Prior (Superior Superior) of his order in Peru and later Provincial Superior, i.e. head of the Augustinians throughout Peru. In these roles, he promoted a synodal, inclusive church leadership in which priests, religious and lay people deliberate and make decisions together. This cooperative leadership model was to become a hallmark of his leadership style.


His successful work in Peru did not go unnoticed in the Order. In 1998, Robert Prevost returned to his home province of Chicago and took over the office of Provincial Prior there. But just a few years later, the Augustinians called him to lead them worldwide: from 2001 to 2013, Prevost served as Prior General of the Augustinian Order. In Rome, he led one of the most traditional Catholic orders with members on all continents. During this time, he traveled to many countries, visited Augustinian monasteries in Europe, Africa, Asia and America and got to know the global diversity of the church. Fluent in several languages (including English, Spanish, Italian and Portuguese), Prevost used his language skills and cultural openness to build bridges between different communities. His leadership style as Prior General was described as balanced and dialog-oriented - qualities that were as much in demand in the multicultural order as they are today in the universal church.



Career milestones (selection):


He has the following key milestones on his CV:




	1977: Joins the Augustinian order - the beginning of his lifelong missionary commitment.


	1985-1998: Missionary work in Peru - pastor, trainer and professor in disadvantaged regions.


	1987: Doctorate with the dissertation "The role of the local prior in the Augustinian Order" - a sign of his interest in church structure and leadership issues.


	2001-2013: Prior General of the Augustinian Order - worldwide leadership, reforms and renewal of the Order.


	2014-2023: Bishop of Chiclayo (Peru) - Commitment to social programs and the expansion of the local church.


	
2023: Prefect of the Dicastery for Bishops - was responsible for the appointment of bishops and promoted the synodal orientation of the Church.


	September 2023: Cardinal - Appreciation of his key role in church leadership.


	May 2025: Election as Pope Leo XIV - continuation of his focus on mission, justice and renewal.





These life stages alone show that Leo XIV understood his entire work under the guiding principles of mission, justice and renewal. His decades of activity in Latin America made him a staunch advocate of social causes. At the same time, he was shaped by the Augustinian tradition with its focus on community, education and spiritual life.



From bishop to pope: serving the universal church


After more than a decade at the head of his order, a new call followed: in 2014, Pope Francis appointed Robert Prevost Apostolic Administrator - and shortly afterwards Bishop - of the diocese of Chiclayo in northern Peru. Prevost thus returned to the country that had become his second home, but now as the head pastor of a diocese with around three million Catholics. In Chiclayo, he took over a diocese that had previously been dominated by very conservative forces and led it with a gentle hand in a more open, dialog-oriented direction. What was particularly remarkable was how he brought together the various church groups - from grassroots communities to conservative movements. "He built bridges between the different church movements," reports one observer about Prevost's work as bishop. The faithful experienced him as a pastor close to the people, who often went into the barrios (city districts) personally to talk to the people and get to know the reality of their lives. Social justice remained a core concern of his episcopal ministry: Prevost stood up for the poor, indigenous people and migrants and strengthened Caritas work in his diocese. He also took on responsibility within the Peruvian Conference of Bishops - at times as its deputy chairman - where he raised his voice in particular for the needs of the most vulnerable.


His integrative nature and experience led to Prevost attracting increasing attention in the Vatican. In January 2023, Pope Francis finally brought him to Rome and entrusted him with the leadership of one of the most important Curia authorities: Prevost became Prefect of the Dicastery for Bishops, responsible for appointing bishops worldwide. In this office, he once again demonstrated his diplomatic skills. For example, he mediated between Vatican authorities and the German bishops in the conflict over the "synodal path" in Germany and tried to defuse tensions through dialog. The international press praised him as a pragmatic diplomat who had clear principles but was also able to listen. In September 2023, Robert Prevost was elevated to cardinal by Francis. This officially made him one of the Pope's closest advisors - and one of the papal electors in the next conclave.


This next conclave was not long in coming: Following the death of Pope Francis in early 2025, the cardinals gathered in the Sistine Chapel to elect a new head of the church. Robert Prevost was considered by many to be a middle-of-the-road candidate. Thanks to his international experience, his religious spirituality and his ability to appeal to different camps within the church, he was seen as a bridge builder between conservative and progressive forces. In fact, the cardinals agreed on him surprisingly quickly: on May 8, 2025, they elected Robert Francis Prevost pope in the fourth ballot. He took the name Leo XIV - a deliberate choice reminiscent of Pope Leo XIII and his commitment to the Church's social doctrine. Leo XIV was the first US-American to ascend the Chair of Peter, who had also become a "South American at heart" through decades in Latin America. Hundreds of thousands cheered in St. Peter's Square when he appeared on the loggia of St. Peter's Basilica that evening and gave the Urbi et Orbi blessing. In his first address as Pope, Leo XIV called for bridges to be built and peace to be established - a motto that ran like a thread through his entire life.


In this first address as pope, Leo XIV also emphasized unity, peace and inclusion: "All belong to the Church," he called out to the crowd - and thus could not have excluded queer people and other clientele and target groups of the Catholic Church, for example - and called for global mercy overall. This attitude - openness to all people while at the same time maintaining a clear ecclesial identity of charity - reflects the defining values that characterize Prevost's career and his future pontificate.


Overall, Pope Leo XIV can bring all his diverse experience as Robert Prevost to his new office: His biographical roots - from church rector in Chicago to Augustinian missionary in Peru, from religious general in Rome to bishop on the Peruvian north coast - give him a broad understanding of the needs and hopes of people around the globe. Leo XIV embodies a church that is "close to the people" and knows the concerns of the poor. He is a man of tradition and at the same time an advocate of renewal in the spirit of the Second Vatican Council. His missionary passion, his commitment to social justice and his dialog-oriented leadership style give an idea of the emphasis he would like to set as Pope. In the following chapters of this book, we will go into more detail about his tasks, goals and expectations - but LEO XIV's life is already a living testimony to the values he stands for: faith, justice, inclusion and community, as well as the tireless will to build bridges between people.
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Theological and spiritual orientation



Following his swift election as the new head of the Roman Catholic Church in 2025, Pope Leo XIV has already made it clear what theological and spiritual accents he would like to set. As the first American to sit on the Chair of Peter and also the first pope from the Order of the Augustinians (OSA), Leo XIV brings a unique character to his pontificate. From his religious charism and his many years of missionary work in Latin America to his spiritual closeness to the course of his predecessor Francis, Leo XIV's basic principles are clear. Observers unanimously describe him as a "man of the center" - a balanced, spiritually inspired pope who avoids ideological extremes and instead builds bridges between the camps. His first appearances and speeches as Pope underline this profile: the greeting of peace and the inclusion of all came first, followed by appeals for justice and unity. Overall, the image that emerges is of a humble shepherd with great intellectual depth and warm-hearted charisma, who is firmly rooted in prayer. In the following, the spiritual influences and prayer life of Leo XIV, his commitment to social justice, his basic theological stance between tradition and reform and the guiding principles of his pontificate will be examined in more detail.



Spiritual imprints and prayer life


Leo XIV's spiritual roots lie deep in the tradition of his order. As an Augustinian, he followed the Rule of St. Augustine of Hippo, which is one of the oldest in the Western Church. After studying mathematics, philosophy and theology, he joined the Augustinian order at an early age and spent decades in the community of the friars. This influence can still be seen today in his coat of arms and motto: the papal coat of arms of Leo XIV contains symbols from the Augustinian emblem, which are reminiscent of the dramatic conversion of the church father Augustine. Below the coat of arms is the Latin motto "In Illo uno unum" - "In him who is one, we are one", an inclusive quotation from St. Augustine. This motto, which Leo XIV has kept unchanged for years, expresses his vision of an inclusive church as unity in Christ. It reflects a profoundly community-oriented and diverse, pluralistic understanding of the Church: the faithful should be one in the One - a reference to the togetherness of all in God.


The Marian spirituality of the new pope also stands out. His coat of arms features Marian symbols, which suggests a special devotion to the Mother of God. As a religious, Leo XIV knew the fixed rhythms of prayer life: from the Liturgy of the Hours to the community rosary and the celebration of the Eucharist, his day had always been structured by prayer. Close companions emphasize his deep piety and inner concentration. The Filipino Cardinal Luis Tagle, who has known the Pope for many years, describes Leo XIV as a man of prayer and prudence: he listened patiently, reflected and prayed carefully before making decisions. In encounters, he radiated a calm, cordial warmth, "characterized by prayer and missionary experience". This mixture of contemplation and active service characterized Prevost's decades of work as a pastor and trainer in Peru. According to Tagle, he gained a "missionary experience" there that taught him to combine closeness to people with a deep trust in God's guidance.


As a religious, Leo XIV also brought the spiritual experience of communal life to the office of pope. The President of the Central Committee of German Catholics, Irme Stetter-Karp, sees this as a great treasure: "No pope can rule alone today - the experience of Christian community life and shared spiritual responsibility helps to lead collegially. Leo XIV, who led the Augustinians worldwide for many years, embodied this "vita communis" at the highest level. His humility and attitude to service are characteristic of this. Even as a bishop, he warned that bishops should not be "little princesses" on their own thrones, but should above all humbly serve the people and be close to them . This attitude of simple service is rooted in his spiritual life: Like his role model Augustine, Leo XIV recognizes that true greatness for a church leader consists in serving God and his neighbour, not in external splendour.


Even though Leo XIV wore traditional regalia such as the red shoulder cape (mozetta) and a gold-embroidered stole on his first appearance as pope, this is less indicative of ostentation than of a rootedness in tradition. At the same time, he personally lived a modest lifestyle. From his religious spirituality, he brings with him the principle of "living simply in order to serve others". It is therefore not surprising that Pope Leo XIV - as observers point out - combined intellectual education with spiritual profundity without boasting about it. He combined intellectual curiosity and a spirit of prayer, which gave his pontificate a solid spiritual foundation.


Last but not least, Leo XIV followed in the spiritual footsteps of his predecessor, but in his own way. After a Jesuit (Francis), there is now an Augustinian at the head of the Church - no coincidence for Cardinal Tagle. "Augustine and Ignatius were both seekers [...] until they found in Jesus what their hearts longed for. Their schools are rooted in the grace of God. Leo XIV will carry on the Ignatian spirit of his predecessor in his own Augustinian way," said Tagle. This beautiful comparison shows: Leo XIV understands his ministry in deep continuity with the previous spiritual course, but shaped by the spirituality of St. Augustine - with a focus on the inner relationship with God, the community of believers and the humble pilgrimage of the people of God. In his first address, Leo XIV himself quoted St. Augustine: "We are pilgrims on the way to a true home." These words suggest that the new Pope has in mind a pilgrim Church that is coming together - a community that is humbly on its way, guided by prayer, always seeking its final home with God.



Commitment to social justice and charity


Shortly after his election, Leo XIV made it clear that he wanted to continue on the path set by Pope Francis in matters of social justice and charity. In his very first address from the balcony of St. Peter's Basilica, he expressly emphasized his commitment to peace and justice in the world. In fact, he already had a reputation as a committed bridge-builder between rich and poor. His religious general Alejandro Moral Anton praised him as someone who "loves everyone, both the poor and the rich" and immediately focused on issues such as justice and peace. This universal love can be seen in Leo XIV's biography: Born in the USA, he spent many years as a missionary and later bishop in Peru, where he was mainly active in poorer regions. There he experienced the social hardships of the people at first hand and was committed to helping the most vulnerable. For example, he helped refugees from crisis-ridden Venezuela and stood up for them. This heart for migrants and those in need also characterizes his view as Pope: observers even interpret his election as Pope as a signal in times of global migration movements - Prevost's commitment to refugees could be understood as a quiet criticism of a hard-hearted policy of isolation.


Another focus is the advocacy of social justice in the sense of Catholic social teaching. Many see the fact that the new pope has given himself the name Leo XIV as a deliberate program. Irme Stetter-Karp, for example, points out that Leo XIII is regarded as the father of Catholic social ethics. Leo XIII, who wrote the first social encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891, was the first pope ever to stand up for the rights of workers and demand fair wages. By choosing this name, the new pope is clearly following in this tradition: Leo XIV wants a church that is clearly on the side of the disadvantaged, that stands up for workers' rights, social balance and the dignity of every human being. His work to date confirms this - he is considered down-to-earth and attentive to social grievances. His international experience (not only in the USA and Europe, but also in the global South of Latin America) has sensitized him to the concerns of both the North and the South. In his actions, Leo XIV tried to connect North and South: as the first pope from North America with a Latin American influence, he built a bridge between the continents, which also benefited global social issues.


In addition to the classic social issue, Leo XIV was strongly committed to the protection of creation and ecological justice. Pope Francis set standards on the climate issue with his encyclical Laudato Si' - Leo XIV made it clear that he wanted to continue along this path. As a cardinal in 2024, he warned that it was time to "move from words to deeds" in the fight against climate change. He emphasized that the God-given authority "over nature" should not be exercised in a tyrannical manner - rather, a "relationship of reciprocity" with the environment is needed. Such clear words show that Leo XIV took a holistic approach: for him, social justice and environmental responsibility belong together, as the poor in particular suffer from environmental degradation and climate change. Accordingly, he called on the Church to take decisive action against the destruction of the environment and to promote a simpler, more sustainable way of life. He shares this concern for an ecological rethink with his predecessor and - church observers agree on this - is likely to make it a hallmark of his pontificate.


Leo XIV also made his mark in the area of concrete charity - in other words, organized charity. He is held in high esteem by church aid organizations, particularly in Latin America. The Catholic aid organization Adveniat expressly welcomed his election and described him as an "open, popular shepherd" who understands the concerns of the poor. Indeed, during his time in Peru, the new Pope worked closely with grassroots communities and social projects, be it in educational initiatives, health programs or pastoral care among ordinary people. His ability to reach out to people on the margins sets him apart. "He is a balanced, spiritual person who is close to everyone," his Augustinian confrere Alejandro Moral Anton emphasized approvingly. This closeness is expressed, for example, in the fact that Leo XIV always remained approachable even as a high-ranking churchman and took time to listen to people's concerns. It is to be expected that as Pope he will increasingly put issues such as combating poverty, helping refugees and promoting peace on the agenda. Cardinal Reinhard Marx expressed the hope that Leo XIV would provide strong social and peace-ethical impulses that would have an impact beyond the Church. He is already signaling that the Church under his leadership will be a Church of bridge builders that is there for people and works for justice and peace worldwide.



Basic theological attitude: between tradition and reform


Theologically, Pope Leo XIV is regarded as a moderate and balancing spirit. He embodied a basic attitude that did not see tradition and reform as contradictory, but as a field of action in which it was important to navigate wisely. On some issues, he is progressive and open, while on others he emphasizes continuity with the teachings of the church - an approach entirely in line with that of "moderate reformers". Observers in the USA have already characterized him in this way: Prevost is seen as diplomatic and pragmatic. Like Francis, he holds more progressive views on some issues and more conservative views on others. This mixture of open-mindedness and adherence to principles characterizes his theological profile.


On the one hand, Leo XIV stood firmly on the ground of Church tradition and dogmatics. He made it clear that certain doctrinal lines were hardly negotiable for him. For example, he still rejected the ordination of women to the priesthood a dozen years ago, as he was of the opinion that women already had central ministries in the Church even without ordination. On this point, he is following the course of his predecessors John Paul II and Benedict XVI. He is also signaling restraint when it comes to far-reaching changes such as compulsory celibacy or questions of church sexual morality. His election initially dampened the expectations of progressive reform groups: Theologian Jacqueline Straub, for example, expressed disappointment and believed that Leo XIV would "unfortunately not change much within the church" in terms of, for example, the treatment of remarried divorcees or LGBTQIA+ people. Such assessments indicate that Leo XIV acted steadily and cautiously on controversial doctrinal issues rather than daring to do anything revolutionary or perhaps necessary and equal. His background as a doctor of canon law suggests that he would only tackle reforms within the framework of solid theological and legal foundations - but would also want to anchor them permanently. For example, experts expect him to transform the synodal process initiated by Francis into concrete, legally secure structures. This shows his appreciation for orderly reforms that build on the magisterium instead of undermining it.


On the other hand, Leo XIV was by no means a mere preservationist. He is regarded as a "bridge builder" between conservative and progressive forces, who wants to be measured by his results and who, as a cardinal, has already succeeded in keeping different currents together. As a cardinal in Rome, he was appreciated by church representatives from all camps for his diplomatic, pragmatic and at the same time modest style. His personal career reflects this middle-of-the-road attitude: many years of close collaboration with Pope Francis have shaped him in many ways, for example in terms of pastoral openness. At the same time, he remains clearly theologically rooted in the teachings of the Church. This balancing act - openness in pastoral care, presence in doctrine - could become characteristic of his pontificate. Leo XIV was thus in line with the so-called "pastoral course": the Church's message was to be translated into the present day and applied mercifully without abandoning the substance of the faith.


A central keyword of his theology is synodality. Leo XIV emphasized right at the beginning: "We want to be a synodal church on the way". In doing so, he was building on his predecessor's vision of the church, which was based on more participation, dialog and listening to the Holy Spirit together. In his first message, he clearly acknowledged this openness and sent the signal that the Catholic Church should be a people of God on pilgrimage together. This fundamental theological conviction - that the Church finds its way by listening and discerning together - combines tradition (the spirit of the Council of the Apostles and the Second Vatican Council) with progress (new forms of participation by the faithful). Leo XIV seems determined not only to politely continue the synodal process that had begun, but also to fill it with life and emphasis and to implement the results. At the same time, he signaled to the more conservative forces that synodality did not mean arbitrariness: he made it clear that unity in essential matters of faith could be maintained - true to his motto "In him who is one, we are one". This motto can be read as a theological program: Diversity and unity come together in Christ. In this way, the Pope wants to play an integrating role, both within the Church and externally, in order to bring together different, diverse cultures, mentalities and styles of piety. His international biography and multilingualism stand him in good stead; he is credited with intercultural sensitivity and a global, but pluralistic, vision of the Church.


Leo XIV's theological approach is also characterized by his willingness to listen. His ability to listen to other opinions and voices was already emphasized in the first reactions. Paul Zulehner, a renowned theologian, praised the new pope as a theologically profound and "spiritually inspired man" who was not ideologically stubborn. This praise shows that Leo XIV based his decisions less on church politics or personal preferences, but rather sought to feel out the will of God through prayer and conversation. His approach in his important role as prefect for the appointment of bishops already demonstrated this: he was considered to be someone who carefully weighed up and took various voices into account before submitting personnel proposals to the Pope. He even implemented a small revolution in this office by appointing women to the advisory committee for the appointment of bishops for the first time - a step that broke with traditional procedures but was in line with Pope Francis' mandate without any loud break. This example is emblematic of Leo's approach: cautious reform steps in line with doctrine to make the church more contemporary and participatory.


Overall, Leo XIV can be seen as a "pope of the center and of inclusive cooperation". He sought neither a sharp break with tradition nor a simple 'business as usual', but rather a path of continuous renewal. Changes should grow organically and be theologically well-founded. At the same time, he is not afraid to set bold accents where he considers them necessary - for example in the reform of the curia or the strengthening of the laity. His basic theological stance could therefore be described as conservative in principle, reform-oriented in application. The aim seems to be to keep the church authentic and yet enable "aggiornamento" - i.e. renewal in the present.



Spiritual and ethical guiding principles of his pontificate


Clear guiding principles emerge from all these aspects, which Pope Leo XIV based his pontificate on. A first guiding principle is the aforementioned unity in Christ. His motto "In Illo uno unum" puts it in a nutshell: In Christ, who is one, all should be one. This principle of unity permeates his vision on both a spiritual and ethical level. Spiritually, it means that the Church must always find its way back to the center, to Christ - in prayer, in teaching, in the sacraments. Ethically, it means that divisions and injustices should be overcome so that the community of the human family is strengthened. Leo XIV saw the Church as an instrument of unity in a divided world: it should bring people together, build bridges and act as a "sacrament of unity".


Closely linked to this is the principle of bridge builders. Even at his inauguration, Leo XIV promised a church "that builds bridges" - between nations, cultures, social classes and also within its own ranks. This model of building bridges is reflected both in his diplomatic skills and in his personal approach. He is committed to promoting dialog and reconciliation wherever there is conflict. In a world marked by wars, polarization, separation and inequality, the Pope wants to strengthen the reconciling role of the Church. His first message to the city and the world was significant: "Peace be with you all!" - an appeal that was understood as a programmatic signal in the face of ongoing wars and crises. For Leo XIV, peace work was therefore not a political sideshow, but a core spiritual and ethical concern. In doing so, he built on the legacy of his namesake Leo XIII, who was already regarded as the "Pope of Peace" and helped to settle international conflicts.


Another guiding principle is the option for the poor and disadvantaged. Leo XIV repeatedly made it clear that the church of the poor should remain a central focus - in continuity with John XXIII, Francis and many others. His own career - from a simple missionary in poor communities to the papacy - suggests that he saw the papacy as a service to the least of these. His brother John Prevost put it in a nutshell: Leo XIV would continue Pope Francis' course "and stand up for the disadvantaged and the poor". This ethos of charity is reflected in many of his statements and gestures to date: the new Pope actively seeks closeness to the marginalized, be it through encounters, through intercession in speeches or through structural decisions (such as the aforementioned involvement of lay people and women in responsible processes). For him, charity - understood as active love - is not merely a field of action of the Church, but an expression of its essence. He therefore also emphasizes the sacredness of every human life and the Church's duty to be an advocate for the weak, from unborn children to the elderly, sick or refugees.


One of Leo XIV's guiding principles that should not be underestimated is humility and a willingness to serve in leadership. After his election, he himself humbly described himself as a "pilgrim" on the way with the faithful. This image shows that he did not see the office of pope as an earthly position of power, but as a spiritual ministry. His understanding of authority is essentially defined by the example of Christ, who washed the feet of his disciples. This is why Leo XIV is often quoted with the admonition that bishops - and even more so popes - should approach people authentically and humbly and "suffer with them" instead of acting as rulers. This attitude should characterize his leadership style: collegial, listening, serving. It creates trust - both among the bishops worldwide (many of whom already know him because of his work in the Congregation of Bishops) and among the people of God, who can sense whether a shepherd truly shares in their joys and hopes, grief and fear.


Leo XIV also shows that he attaches great importance to credibility and transparency. He belongs to a generation of church leaders who are very aware of the church's credibility crisis - for example due to abuse scandals involving sexual violence or abuse of power. In Peru, he did not shy away from taking action against influential conservative networks such as the scandalous Sodalicio order, which signals courage and loyalty to principle. Such experiences could underpin his maxim that spiritual authority only endures through moral integrity and dealing honestly with failure. It is therefore to be expected that reappraisal and prevention will remain important in his pontificate agenda, coupled with a simple, credible lifestyle in the spirit of "poverty of spirit", as exemplified by Francis.


After all, one of Leo XIV's guiding principles was the openness of his faith to the world. As Regina Polak described him, he saw himself as a "man of the world": less charismatic and extraverted than his predecessor, but universally approachable and sustainable in his mission. His international profile (multilingual, interculturally adept) comes to the fore here. Leo XIV clearly wanted to find a universal approach that would reach people from different backgrounds. This was already evident in the fact that his first blessing Urbi et Orbi ("to the city and the world") was introduced by a simple, general wish for peace - not an extravagant theological manifesto, but an understandable message for all people of good will. It resonates with the desire to present the Church as the mother and teacher of all peoples, who speaks to hearts in simple language and stands credibly on the side of humanity.


In summary, Leo XIV thus presents a holistic image of a pope who is spiritually rooted in the Augustinian tradition, theologically seeks the center and pastorally focuses on the margins. His spiritual orientation - characterized by prayer, a sense of community and trust in God's grace - lends depth and direction to his work. His theological orientation - characterized by loyalty to doctrine and a simultaneous will to reform - shows him to be a guardian of tradition who wants to creatively carry it forward into the future. And his ethical orientation - visible in his advocacy of justice, inclusion, peace and the integrity of creation - indicates the direction his pontificate was likely to take: towards a church that is an advocate for the weak, that builds bridges and sets signs of hope in the world. Leo XIV unites many threads of recent church history in his person and program: the social teachings of Leo XIII, the pastoral spirit of the Second Vatican Council, the spiritual legacy of great religious and the new beginnings of the present. With his balanced, spiritual and people-oriented manner, there is justified hope that he can - and must - lead the Catholic Church credibly into the future and set new impulses for faith and society. The universal church can look forward to seeing how Leo XIV will bring these guidelines to life in the coming years and achieve documented results, such as the necessary changes to canon law - signs of a promising new beginning are already clearly visible.










[image: ]Chapter 3:


Continuity and differences on Pope Francis



Pope Leo XIV is taking on a difficult legacy: His predecessor Pope Francis shaped the Catholic Church for over a decade with a new style and a focus on mercy, closeness and a spirit of reform. Francis - the first pope from Latin America and a Jesuit - pursued a theology of mercy that often set aside dogmatic strictness in favor of pastoral compassion. He emphasized a "church as a field hospital", which should primarily serve the wounded and marginalized.



Theological and pastoral line in comparison


His pastoral approach was strongly characterized by personal closeness to the faithful: Francis sought direct contact, used simple language and broke with many a traditional protocol in order to be close to the people. This human and humble manner was reflected, for example, in the fact that he often gave impromptu speeches and sent inviting signals to groups of Catholics (e.. in formulations such as "Who am I to judge?" with regard to queer LGBTQIA+ people). Francis also emphasized openness in his theology: he stressed the importance of discernment of conscience and spiritual discernment - an approach that stems from his Jesuit heritage - and placed topics such as social justice, environmental protection and the poor at the center of his teaching (for example in the encyclicals Laudato Si' on responsibility for creation and Fratelli Tutti on fraternity). Overall, Francis was seen as a pontiff who broke new ground in order to perceive the "smell of the sheep" - i.e. the concerns of the simple faithful - even if he had to accept conservative criticism.


How does Pope Leo XIV fit in here? Initial indications suggest that he will continue Francis' course in many respects, but with his own accent. Leo XIV is not only the first US-American on the papal throne and a religious (Augustinian) who worked in Latin America for a long time. His international biography (USA, Peru, Vatican) clearly shaped his understanding of the universal church. Theologically and pastorally, he is said to be very close to Francis - he is regarded as a "moderate reformer" who shares many of the late pontiff's concerns. Leo XIV thus appeared emphatically humble and made gestures close to the people. In his very first address as Pope, for , he greeted the faithful of his former Peruvian diocese in Spanish, which made the audience sit up and take notice: for the first time, Italian (and Latin) was not heard at this traditional blessing ceremony on the loggia of St. Peter's Basilica. This detail signals that Leo XIV takes into account the multilingualism and global diversity of the Church and - like Francis - consciously breaks with conventions in favor of closeness to the people. Georg Bätzing, the chairman of the German Conference of Bishops, describes Leo XIV as "reserved and friendly", but at the same time ready to speak plainly when it matters. Here, a pope is emerging who shares Francis' warm cordiality, but who may be more conflict-averse and diplomatic. Indeed, Prevost is described as a pragmatist and diplomat: He mediated behind the scenes between the reform-minded German bishops and the Vatican in 2023, for example, when Germany's Synodal Way met with resistance in Rome. This mediating role fits in with his image as a man of the middle ground who wants to keep different church camps together. Francis, on the other hand, did not shy away from polarizing decisions - such as his harsh criticism of curial abuses or his initiative to restrict the traditional liturgy - which earned him much support as well as significant opposition. Leo XIV was likely to proceed more cautiously here: His election itself was seen as a compromise and a signal of unity in the divided College of Cardinals. Overall, it can be said that theologically, both popes remain in line with Catholic doctrine, but there are small differences in their pastoral style - Francis as a charismatic "outsider" and apostle of mercy, Leo XIV as a consensus-oriented bridge-builder and citizen of the world. However, the real continuities and differences are particularly evident in their approach to specific reform issues.



Differences in dealing with key reform issues


Both Francis and Leo XIV are/were faced with similarly pressing reform issues that have been the subject of controversial debate within the Church for years - and have not progressed. These include, above all, the strengthening of synodal structures, the role of women in church ministries such as the office of popes, the treatment of LGBTQIA+ people (i.e. the question of ecclesial, sacramental recognition and inclusion of homosexual, bisexual, trans* and queer believers) and compulsory celibacy for priests. Francis has initiated debates in all of these areas - albeit to varying degrees - and Leo XIV must now decide how to take up these impulses for renewal or, if necessary, adjust them in a new and better way. A closer look at the positions of the two shows both continuity and differences in nuances.



Synodality: participation of the faithful


Synodality - i.e. a more synodal, consultative and faithful-inclusive decision-making structure of the Church - was a hallmark of Francis' pontificate. The predecessor of Leo XIV repeatedly emphasized that the church must become "a church of participation", in which clergy and laity listen together to the Holy Spirit. Specifically, Francis convened numerous synods and expanded their influence: Most recently, for example, women and non-clergy were allowed to vote for the first time at the 2023 World Synod in Rome. Francis even initiated a worldwide synodal process lasting several years, which involved the entire Church in a dialog on pressing issues and was to culminate in two assemblies in 2023 and 2024. Shortly before his death, he laid the foundations for another major ecclesial assembly in 2028 to continue this path of participation. Leo XIV clearly signaled that he wanted to continue this synodal course. He is considered a staunch advocate of a more transparent, listening church: even as a cardinal, he emphasized the need to include the voices of the faithful more and to change the hierarchical style of leadership in favour of more listening. Immediately after his election, Leo XIV made it clear that he would continue on the path of synodality set out by Francis. Observers such as Father Mauritius Wilde even expect Leo to conduct the synodal consultations in the Franciscan spirit of listening, but to act more decisively in the end: As an American, he attaches importance to concrete results and outcomes. This pragmatic approach - listen, include, then decide - could mark a slight difference in style. In principle, however, Leo XIV stands for continuity: the opening towards regular consultations with the universal church and more co-determination of the laity is likely to progress further under him. The challenge will be to implement synodality in such a way that it unites the Church worldwide instead of creating new divisions. This is where Leo's diplomatic skills come into play, which he has already demonstrated. He will have to master the balancing act between the call for genuine participation - for example from the church base and progressive circles - and the concern of some traditionalists that synodal processes could jeopardize the hierarchical order and unity of faith.
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