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			About the book

			In his new book, Andreas Englisch recounts the gripping story of the conclave following the death of Pope Francis and traces the path of Leo XIV, the first American to hold the papal office. To do so, he meets companions, close collaborators, family members and people from the places where the new pope previously carried out his work — in the United States, Peru and Rome — who offer valuable insights into his life, his faith and his actions.

			Englisch describes how Robert Francis Prevost, originally from Chicago, decides to become a missionary and, with the support of Pope Francis, forges a remarkable career: from the humblest beginnings to the very top of the Throne of Peter. The result is a portrait of a religious leader who truly is as humble, conciliatory and discreet as he appeared during the first weeks of his pontificate — a pope who, in his own words, wishes to govern as an equal among equals.

			Facing enormous challenges and a crisis of confidence of historic proportions, the future of the Catholic Church will now depend on Leo XIV's skill and ability to act.

			About the author

			Andreas Englisch is a journalist and bestselling author who has lived in Rome for more than three decades, specializing in the Vatican.

			Internationally recognized as one of the best-informed Vatican experts, he has personally known several popes, giving him a unique insight into Vatican politics and culture.

			Englisch has written ten bestselling books in Germany, as well as numerous titles and ebooks available in English. His popular Rome Trilogy, offering fascinating insights into the history and secrets of the Eternal City, is being published sequentially by Parkum.

			He also hosts the successful podcast Vatikangeflüster, in which he shares firsthand experiences and analysis of Vatican affairs, church politics, and major religious events around the world. Englisch’s engaging and accessible style makes complex topics interesting and understandable for a broad audience.
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Conclave

		

		
			The Ring of the Fisherman

			On 18 May 2025, more than 200,000 people in St Peter's Square fall into reverent silence as the organ begins to sound and Cardinal Luis Antonio Tagle ascends the seven steps to the altar, where Robert Francis Prevost is waiting. The new pope stands with his hands folded in front of his chest, his gaze lowered in humility, at this moment of his enthronement. Tagle takes a gold ring from the casket handed to him by an altar server, and at that very moment the boys' voices of the papal choir of the Sistine Chapel ring out: ‘Manda, deus, virtuti tuae’ ('Show us, O Lord, your strength’).

			The ring that Cardinal Tagle, newly arrived from Manila, now places on the right hand of American-born Robert Francis Prevost is, of course, no ordinary ring. It is the Ring of the Fisherman, the ring of the popes, the symbol of their almost incomprehensible power. For centuries only one man in the world has been permitted to wear this ring: God's representative on earth, the Vicar of Jesus Christ. This is the title borne by the popes because they see themselves as the successors of the fisherman Peter, to whom Jesus is said to have spoken the words: ‘You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church … and I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven.’

			It is Peter, then, who can open the gates of paradise to humankind — and now Robert Francis Prevost is this new Peter. He will wear the Fisherman's Ring until his death. Only then will the Cardinal Camerlengo remove it from the late Leo XIV and have it destroyed.

			The term ‘Fisherman's Ring’ derives from Christ's promise to make Peter a fisher of men. This image of Peter hauling in a net also appears on the ring of Pope Leo XIV. Each pope receives a unique, newly made signet ring, and tens of thousands of people will kiss this ring, again and again, as a sign of their devotion.

			It was Pope Clement IV who first explained the use of this ring in a letter dated 7 March 1265 to his nephew Pietro Grossi, writing that he pressed it into hot wax to seal private correspondence. Later, all secret papal letters would be described by this practice: ‘sub anulo pisca-toris’ (‘under the Fisherman's Ring’).

			The imprint of this ring has marked documents that have shaped world history. It authorised the Portuguese to capture slaves in Africa, provided they were not Christians; it determined the division of South America between Spain and Portugal; and it ordered the greatest naval battle in history, fought at Lepanto in 1571, where 38,000 people lost their lives.

			On this Sunday, Robert Francis Prevost waits a moment after Cardinal Tagle turns away. Then he rotates his hand and looks at the ring, as if he cannot quite believe what he is seeing. He swallows.

			Tears well up in his eyes. At once, the director of Vatican Television changes the camera angle, lowers the telephoto lens, and shows only the pope’s hand. The estimated 800 million viewers around the world are not meant to see the new pope cry.

			The editorial director of Vatican News, Andrea Tornielli, took a different view. He later allowed the images of the deeply moved new pope, fighting back tears, to be broadcast. Why not?

			Why should believers around the world not witness that the 267th successor of Saint Peter was himself overwhelmed by emotion at the solemn moment of his inauguration? Why should the world not see that this new pope could scarcely comprehend that God had chosen him, of all people, to be enthroned as his representative on earth?

			It had indeed been an unpredictable path for Robert Francis Prevost—from his childhood in a suburb of Chicago to his enthronement Mass before the powerful of the world at the altar in St Peter's Square in Rome.

			All his life, Robert Francis Prevost had been fascinated by the Catholic Church and its splendour. Yet, he had spent most of that life very, very far from the centre of this magnificence.

			Of course, when he first came to Rome in 1982, the student Robert Prevost knew that there had never been an American pope and that there would not be one in the foreseeable future. Young Brother Bob was a nobody in the Vatican's power structure. He had no connections whatsoever to the Italian families who exerted influence in the Vatican, sometimes right up to the very top. Roman nobility such as the Orsinis, who produced three popes —Celestine III, Nicholas III, and Benedict XIII. Or families such as that of Alessandra Borghese, a journalist specialising in Vatican affairs, whose ancestor was Pope Paul V. Or that of Father Federico Lombardi, former papal spokesman, whose uncle was already a celebrated Jesuit priest. For centuries, such circles had determined who would become pope. But this time, the man chosen was not an Orsini or a Borghese. He was simply called Prevost, the son of a school principal from a neighbourhood in Chicago.

			After completing his studies in Rome, Prevost spent a large part of his life in Peru, working in soup kitchens, sleeping on thin mattresses in wooden shacks, and wading through the mud of his parish villages in rubber boots. How far removed he was from the centre of power is illustrated by his regular seat at the Augustinian monastery in Rome: it was strikingly modest.

			In 2001, Prevost did, in fact, experience something resembling a ‘career’. He was elected superior, the Prior General of the Augustinians. And yet what a modest superior he was! In monasteries such as Assisi, monks dined in vast halls worthy of an emperor. Prior Robert Francis Prevost regularly ate lunch at a simple table in a room that had all the charm of a youth hostel, so as not to spend his monthly allowance of exactly 120 euros in a pizzeria. He did not even sit at the main table in the hall beneath a painting of the Last Supper. Instead, he always chose a plain table, like a newly arrived guest who was quite content with the worst seat —a place with his back to the window. To be catapulted from this monastic life into the vestments of the papacy: it is an unimaginable ascent.

			An event that overwhelmed the Augustinian friar so deeply that he, a man of profound faith, had to look again in disbelief to see whether the papal signet ring was truly on his own finger.

			Robert Francis Prevost is a devout man. That may sound selfevident, but in the history of the papacy it is anything but. Many popes were primarily interested in worldly power. Julius II, for example, pope from 1503 to 1513, personally donned armour and stormed the walls of the city of Mirandola, where his soldiers had besieged the inhabitants, panicked them with projectiles, and murdered them.

			Leo XIV, by contrast, has been religious since childhood and is now convinced that God himself has decided to do something extraordinary by elevating him, of all people, to be his representative on earth. What heaven has set in motion, he feels, concerns him personally. Anyone who observed Pope Leo XIV in his first weeks in office could see that Robert Prevost seemed to be slowly warming to this idea.

			Let us look back twenty years: on the day celebrating the Resurrection of Jesus Christ in 2005, a terminally ill Pope John Paul II stood at the window of the Apostolic Palace during the Urbi et Orbi blessing, able only to gasp for breath, no longer capable of speaking. On that Easter Sunday, the pope's death had been foreshadowed; six days later, it became reality. Yet Easter had not only brought death—it had also heralded his successor. For John Paul II had entrusted Joseph Ratzinger with presiding over the most important ceremonies of the Easter celebrations. Joseph Ratzinger would soon become Benedict XVI.

			Exactly twenty years later, it all happened again —as if by haunting coincidence, by providence, or perhaps by chance. Who can say?

			Once again, a gravely ill pope, visibly marked by death, appeared on the Benediction Loggia of St Peter's Basilica. From his wheelchair, he tried to force out the nine words required for the Urbi et Orbi blessing: ‘Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus, Pater, Filius et Spiritus sanctus.’ (‘May Almighty God bless you, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’) He did not succeed. Francis died just one day later.

			And once again, the feast of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ also became the feast that announced a new pope. That pope is Robert Francis Prevost—the missionary from the slums of Peru, and it seems as though God himself has dictated his mission.

			The first words spoken by Jesus Christ after his Resurrection were ‘Peace be with you.’ It was with these words that Robert Francis Prevost stepped onto the world stage when he appeared on the Benediction Loggia after his election —in a world shaken by war in Ukraine and by the conflict in the Gaza Strip. Now a missionary, who could never have imagined himself standing on that balcony, is calling on the powerful of this world to finally put an end to their massacres.

		


		
			Ten Days Earlier

			On the afternoon of 8 May 2025, at around 4 p.m., the 133 cardinals eligible to vote arrived at the Apostolic Palace and prepared for the fourth ballot to elect the 267th successor of Saint Peter. One of them, Robert Francis Prevost, was trying to keep his nervousness under control. The third ballot had shown that, for the first time in history, an American might ascend the Throne of Peter.

			After that third round of voting, the cardinal presiding over the election in the Sistine Chapel had read out the names of those receiving votes in a loud voice, and more than seventy times the name Prevost had echoed through the chapel. ‘Prevost’, ‘Prevost’, again and again ‘Prevost’. Now, in the fourth ballot, it was likely that such a clear consensus around a single candidate would persuade enough additional cardinal electors to support Prevost and give him the required majority of 89 votes.

			The Filipino cardinal Luis Antonio Tagle later let slip that during the first three ballots the future pope had been pacing restlessly through the ranks of cardinals, looking for reassurance. The fact that he was taking part in a conclave for the first time in his life understandably made him uneasy.

			Tagle offered Prevost caramel sweets to calm him down. For Tagle himself, it was his second conclave. The Archbishop of Manila had already been spoken of as a possible papal candidate at the election that elevated Pope Francis to the Throne of Peter. When the cardinals finally took their seats in the Sistine Chapel, the fourth ballot began. It was around 4:10 p.m., and Robert Francis Prevost sensed that this might be the decisive round.

			I tried, at that moment, in my flat in Rome's Trastevere district, to gather my strength. Since Pope Francis had fallen seriously ill on 14 February, I had been working every single day without a break, often for ten to fourteen hours at a stretch. That had been inevitable. Public interest in the possibility that the pope might have only days left to live was enormous. The dramatic hours over Easter and his sudden death on Easter Monday had turned the eyes of the entire world towards Rome. The farewell to ‘my’ Pope Francis had shaken me deeply. It had been hard to report on his death, his achievements and his life, while at the same time finding the space to simply grieve. That afternoon, 8 May, I had an appointment with a television broadcaster I had been working with for several weeks. The editorial team had calculated that a papal election could succeed at the earliest on the fifth ballot, and that it would be perfectly sufficient for me to be in front of the camera after the fifth round in the evening. In their view, the fourth ballot would certainly produce no result. I was far from convinced, but my colleagues countered with the bare statistics.

			For centuries, electing a pope had not posed much of a problem, because one of the most influential Italian cardinals was almost always chosen anyway. Nearly half of all popes—124, to be precise —were born in Lazio, the region around Rome. Pius X was elected in 1903 after three days, as was Pius XII in 1939, John XXIII in 1958 and Paul VI in 1963. The election of Pope Benedict XV in 1914 took five days. Pope John Paul II was elected in 1978 after four days.

			With him, the first Slavic pope in history ascended the Throne of Peter—an unexpected choice. In the conclave of 2025, however, no clear majorities initially emerged. Pope Francis had stripped the Italian cardinals of their traditional dominance. Even cities such as Venice and Milan, which had supplied cardinals for centuries, had been deprived of that distinction. So how, exactly, was a new pope supposed to be chosen on the second day, after just the fourth ballot?

			And yet—what if it did happen? I decided to play it safe. I took a shower, fetched my e-bike from the courtyard where it was locked up, and calculated how long it would take me to push through the crowds around the Vatican if, as expected, black smoke were to rise again after the fourth ballot. My wonderful colleague and copresenter Tatjana Ohm had impressed one thing on me: ‘You absolutely cannot leave me on my own if white smoke appears. It's still very unlikely—but please be with me by six o’clock’. That morning of 8 May, the Dean of the College of Cardinals, Cardinal Re, had declared that it was very likely a new pope would be elected that evening. Strangely enough, hardly anyone in the editorial offices of most media outlets believed the election could really end so quickly. Almost all journalists had extended their hotel bookings into the following week. I thought: but what if the pope really is chosen on the fourth ballot?

			Then you'll be too late. Then, after thirty-eight years at the Vatican, you'll miss your third papal election. If the pope were indeed elected on the fourth ballot, white smoke would rise at around 5:45 p.m. It was now 5:33 p.m. If I pedalled hard, it would take me twenty minutes to get to the Vatican. What had Tatjana said? If white smoke rises, you must be in front of the camera.

			If they do elect him on the fourth ballot, you'll be too late, I thought.

			Hurry up! I grabbed my documents for the broadcast, along with my individual notes on the cardinals I considered potential candidates. I thought the Archbishop of Marseille, Jean-Marc Aveline, might make it—or Matteo Maria Zuppi, Archbishop of Bologna and head of the Italian Bishops' Conference. Hopefully it won't be the fourth ballot yet, I thought, and started pedalling.

			All the figures suggested the conclave would last a long time. For the first time in history, the College of Cardinals was assembled in an almost unbelievable level of international diversity. Cardinals from seventy-one countries were taking part, and never before had a papal election been so crowded. A total of 133 cardinals eligible to vote had entered the conclave. Because most of the cardinals did not know one another and had never met before, nearly all of my colleagues assumed the conclave would be very long. After all, these men, who had lived in utterly different circumstances, first had to get to know one another. The thinking of many Italian colleagues at this conclave was shaped by wishful thinking. Many of them knew the favourite, Secretary of State Pietro Parolin, well —and some of them knew him very well indeed. Many were on first-name terms with him, maintaining friendships built up over more than a decade.

			Naturally, they liked the idea that this cardinal might become pope— a man with whom they had spent so much time and to whom they would undoubtedly retain direct access even as head of the Catholic Church. These colleagues persistently circulated the assessment that Pietro Parolin could receive at least fifty votes in the first ballot. It seemed likely that he might strike a deal with the traditionalists, perhaps with the Cardinal of Budapest, Péter Erdő. This cardinal would be the perfect broker of a majority. In conversations behind closed doors, this constellation took shape: Pope Pietro Parolin, Cardinal Péter Erdő as Secretary of State, and a close confidant of Parolin’s as the so-called substitute—effectively the Vatican’s chief of staff.

			The problem was this: if one added up all the votes that could realistically be assigned to this coalition of Parolin supporters and traditionalist cardinals, the total came to at most sixty, perhaps seventy votes. That would definitely not be enough. With 133 voting cardinals in the conclave, a candidate needed 89 votes to win. Italian colleagues feared that their hope of seeing Pietro Parolin swiftly elected pope might not be fulfilled —and that this would then lead to a long struggle between traditionalists and progressive forces. If Parolin failed to get through in the first rounds, most expected a conclave that would last at least until Monday or Tuesday of the following week. Today was only Thursday. Many foreign colleagues trusted the reporting of Italian daily newspapers, because they regarded journalists who had worked at the Vatican for decades as acknowledged experts. In the days before the conclave, my phone had barely stopped ringing. Callers wanted to know one thing above all: did I also believe Parolin would succeed?

			This hope for the victory of the Italian front-runner clearly clouded the judgement of many colleagues. They were not trying to work out who actually had the best chances; they were trying to establish whether there could possibly be any doubt that their preferred candidate would win. As Secretary of State, Parolin had occasionally granted background briefings. There were photographs with him.

			His views on almost all the issues that truly moved the Church were well known to us in the Vatican. One thing was absolutely clear:

			Parolin was the perfect candidate for colleagues who had lived in Rome for a long time. Their cooperation with him in recent years had been so close that journalists newly arriving from outside would scarcely have had a chance of gaining access to him at all.

			Some asked me anxiously on the phone: ‘You're sure it will be Parolin too, aren’t you?’ Most colleagues spoke only in passing about possible alternatives. Two rival candidates worried them.

			One was the Archbishop of Manila, Luis Antonio Tagle, who with his open, outward-looking manner had won sympathy among progressive cardinals. The other was Mario Grech. The former bishop of the tiny diocese of Gozo, a neighbouring island of Malta, had risen to become head of the Synod of Bishops. Because of his balanced temperament, he was considered a possible rival to Parolin.

			What took place behind the scenes at the Vatican in the period after the funeral of Pope Francis—the pre-conclave—was reminiscent of the darkest eras of papal election manipulation in past centuries.

			Extremely well-disguised groups working behind the scenes deliberately attempted to damage the leading candidates. On 1 May, a message circulated from the United States claiming that an incident had occurred during a meeting of the cardinals in the preconclave. Pietro Parolin, it said, had suffered a dizzy spell and had to be treated by a team of doctors. This was an extremely bad sign.

			Who would want a pope who collapsed even before being elected?

			The papacy demands everything of a man. The cardinals certainly had no use for a sick candidate.

			The news turned out to be a deliberate hoax. The Vatican issued an official denial. None of the details were true. There had been no collapse, nor had a medical team treated Parolin. The Vatican stated that the cardinal was in excellent health. But clearly, some group had a strong interest in weakening Parolin's chances.

			At the same time, an old video surfaced showing Cardinal Tagle.

			The archbishop from Manila was wearing a casual shirt and singing at a karaoke night in a basement bar. In principle, a singing papal candidate would not have been a major problem—but Tagle was not singing just any song. He was singing Imagine by John Lennon.

			Two lines in the song caused real outrage among conservative cardinals: ‘Imagine there's no heaven … and no hell … imagine there's no religion.’ That was the end of Tagle’s candidacy. The friendly, approachable cardinal from the Philippines, with Chinese ancestry, had until then been considered one of the favourites among papabile cardinals and could have played an outstanding role on the world stage. The big question was: who had circulated the video, which reached millions of views within days? No answer could be found.

			The next attack hit the Maltese cardinal Mario Grech. In the Vatican, he was regarded as a popular man of compromise. As Secretary General of the Synod of Bishops, his job was, in effect, to to mediate between progressive and traditional cardinals. Many described his smile as winning and his manner as exceptionally courteous. He had undoubtedly been a supporter of Pope Francis and had defended controversial decisions made by the Argentine pope.

			From a German perspective, he was considered a dream candidate because he had shown an unusually high level of understanding for the German Synodal Path —which was anything but a given in the Vatican.

			During the days of the pre-conclave, documents dating back to 2015 suddenly appeared in the inboxes of many journalists. At the time, the question had been whether Mario Grech was suitable to become Bishop of Malta. In a series of letters, priests had protested against his appointment. They did not describe Grech as approachable; instead, they accused him of being a tyrant as a superior. They also claimed he had allowed family members to make decisions affecting his diocese in Gozo. In addition, they accused him of focusing too much on material things. Whether the allegations were true or not, the dissemination of the old documents effectively eliminated Grech even before the conclave began. A bishop described by his own people as unsuitable could not possibly ascend the papal throne.

			Another candidate who, particularly from an Italian perspective, was said to have a good chance of becoming the next pope was Matteo Maria Zuppi, Archbishop of Bologna and head of the Italian Bishops' Conference. He belongs to an organisation founded in 1968 by devout and socially engaged high school students in Rome and which today represents a significant force in the Vatican: the Community of Sant'Egidio. Founded by the charismatic Andrea Riccardi, the community had succeeded, thanks to friendships with African priests, in helping to end the civil war in Mozambique between the Renamo rebels and government forces. The peace negotiations between the warring factions took place in the rooms of Sant'Egidio in Rome’s Trastevere district. Matteo Maria Zuppi had joined this community as a young man and remained faithful to it as a priest, later as a bishop and then as a cardinal.

			Zuppi's lifestyle closely resembles that of the late Pope Francis.

			He lives extremely modestly, rides a bicycle instead of using a limousine, and for a time lived in a care home, where he also helped out. Pope Francis entrusted Cardinal Zuppi with one of the most difficult missions imaginable, sending him to Ukraine, Moscow, Beijing and Washington to try to achieve a ceasefire in the war in Ukraine. That extraordinary vote of confidence alone seemed to suggest that the cardinal, regarded as leader of the progressive camp, might indeed have a chance of becoming the next pope.

			And yet, only a few weeks before Francis' death, Zuppi suffered a crushing defeat as head of the Italian Bishops' Conference: delegates refused to sign off on the final document of the synod. This meant the grassroots no longer trusted the charismatic Zuppi and his decisions. How could Matteo Maria Zuppi lead the entire Church as pope if he could not even achieve unity within his own sphere?

		


		
			
The Most Famous Chimney in the World

			It's relatively easy to get from my flat to the Vatican on my ebike. The route first runs straight along the cycle path to Porta Portese, exactly past the spot where one of Europe's largest flea markets takes place every Sunday. From there it goes over the bridge across the Tiber and continues on the far side along the cycle path beneath the beautiful Aventine Hill. Unfortunately, the cycle path then simply ends. I have to ride on the road for a short stretch, turn right, and can then cycle through the inner city, which is partly closed to cars, as far as Piazza Argentina. From there it is straight on to the Corso Vittorio Emanuele II, heading left, until I have to cross the Tiber once more. Then I arrive at the lower end of Via della Conciliazione, within sight of St Peter's Basilica. I was immensely relieved when I saw on the giant screens that the cameras were still trained on the chimney, with no smoke whatsoever. Instead, the world's most famous pair of seagulls at that moment were milling about beside it, trying to ease their chick—which was waddling around the roof in grey plumage —into life. The seagulls had decided that global attention was no reason to stop regarding the roof of the Sistine Chapel as their own. It was high enough for them to feel undisturbed while raising their young. The fact that hundreds of cameras were trained on them because they had settled next to the most famous chimney in the world did not trouble them in the slightest. I thought to myself: very likely everyone would go on staring at the seagulls, and exactly what the conclave's electoral rules stipulated would happen—namely nothing. The announcement by Camerlengo Kevin Farrell had been crystal clear. If there the fourth ballot produced no result, no black smoke would rise.

			Only if a pope were elected in the fourth ballot would white smoke appear. Clearly, the Vatican did not consider it necessary to send up smoke after every ballot that failed to elect a pope. Only after the final ballot of the day would smoke definitely rise—most likely black.

			So I had time, and in truth I was far too early for the television broadcast. Unless the fourth ballot had dragged on and was now being counted in the Sistine Chapel. In that case, there could yet be a result. Then white smoke would rise at any moment.

			That's unlikely, I told myself, stopping my bike in front of the building above which the terrace for the television broadcast was located. Calm down! I said to myself as I locked up my bicycle. Go into the bar, treat yourself to a coffee and check how badly the bike helmet has ruined your hair.

			Thank God I did none of that. I don't know why. Instead, I went through the entrance to the lift, which slowly took me up to the seventh floor, where I met my friendly television crew, who had made themselves completely at home in the kitchen of the rented flat. My super-professional colleague Tatjana joked calmly, ‘Well, nothing’s going to happen today.’ She had told me about her assignments in the war in Ukraine. Measured against what she must have experienced there, waiting for smoke was hardly dramatic.

			I took off my jacket, removed my helmet —and had no time to comb my hair —when Tatjana suddenly stared at the monitor and shouted, ‘Everyone, it's happening: the smoke is white!’ It was 6:10 p.m.

			I squeezed in beside her, and we both stared at the screen, transfixed. There was no doubt about it: white smoke. The 267th successor to Saint Peter had been elected!

			‘But who is it then? I mean, who’s been elected?’ Tatjana asked, understandably excited. Her favourite was an Italian cardinal. I hurriedly sorted through my notes and showed her that, after such a rapid decision, only three cardinals still seemed realistic to me. The gentle, charismatic Archbishop of Marseille, Jean-Marc Aveline— though he had the handicap of speaking very poor Italian. My second candidate was the former missionary Robert Francis Prevost. Pope Francis had propelled him up the career ladder with remarkable speed. Only two years earlier he had brought him from missionary work in Peru to Rome, first appointing him archbishop, then cardinal, and finally cardinal bishop —while at the same time making him head of all bishops worldwide. He had also taken him along on several foreign trips, a clear sign of favour. But being so unmistakably valued by Francis—was that really an advantage in a conclave? Moreover, Prevost was an Augustinian friar. No member of this mendicant order had ever been elected pope. Pope Eugene IV of Venice, who reigned from 1431 and 1447, had served as a canon associated with the Augustinians, but did not belong to the actual Augustinian hermit order. There was another point: Francis had been the first Jesuit ever to ascend the Throne of Peter. Would the cardinals choose another member of a religious order so soon? On the other hand, with thirty-one members of religious orders in the conclave, more monks were represented than ever before. Prevost’s American origin also spoke in his favour. Nowhere had the Church lost as many donations in recent decades as in the United States, as a consequence of the abuse scandal. An American pope might be able to plug this dreadful financial hole and revive people’s willingness to give. Or had the charismatic Matteo Maria Zuppi won the race after all—the ‘Italian Bergoglio’, a master communicator especially popular among younger believers? Zuppi's Facebook posts, under the playful title The Things Zuppi Does, were read and liked thousands of times every day.

			Tatjana stared at the sheet of paper and said, ‘You mean it'll be one of these?’

			‘Yes’, I said. ‘One of these.’

			‘But you don't know which?’

			‘No idea.’

			‘And how long do we have to wait until we find out?’

			That, at least, I could answer: ‘It'll take a while.’

			In 2013, it took just over an hour before Francis said ‘Buonasera’.

			My thoughts jumped back to the pre-conclave, the meetings of the cardinals during the general congregations. The same spectacle as in previous decades had unfolded. Around midday, the cardinals left the conference rooms in the Synod Hall next to the Vatican’s large audience hall. As soon as they exited, the steel gates marking the Vatican boundary were secured, and the soldiers of the Swiss Guard took up position.

			The pack of journalists had to wait outside. Like hungry hyenas, they watched the red-robed cardinals emerge from the building — still out of reach, but clearly visible. Slowly the group of cardinals dispersed. To the journalists’ disappointment, some got into cars and Were driven through the press ranks with the windows closed, waving but unreachable. Others headed towards the colonnades or walked directly onto St Peter's Square. At that moment, the hunt began, and the hunters had to decide which cardinal mattered most to them.

			Pierbattista Pizzaballa appeared —a papal contender. He chose the colonnades rather than the square, and several dozen journalists sprinted after him. The other cardinals heading across St Peter’s Square were instantly surrounded by a swarm of cameramen and reporters, microphones pointed like pistols at their quarry. The game was inventive—and hopeless. The red-robed members of the cardinal herd were forbidden to say anything. Each had sworn absolute silence at the beginning of the general congregations. The journalists knew this, of course, but hoped that some cardinals might try to rid themselves of the of the onrushing pack simply out of survival instinct, by saying something in response to the question ‘Who will be the next pope?’

			The boundary was fluid. Some cardinals tossed the journalists a few crumbs —like pigeons in the square —simply to make them disperse. Others genuinely wanted to speak and used the pressure from the journalists as a pretext to break their vow of silence and proclaim their views. The joker Cardinal Girotti dictated into my microphone, ‘We cardinals are still quite fresh from the deliberations, but we need to be watered like plants that need a lot of water. If we aren’t watered, we’ll wither.’ I had no idea what he meant. Was he asking for alcohol? Suggesting the cardinals could only elect a pope under the influence? When I asked him, he replied, ‘No, not alcohol. I see us as plants in a large garden. We have to stay fresh to make it through to the end —but one thing is clear: it won't take long.’

			I remembered a briskly paced conversation with Cardinal Fernando Filoni across St Peter's Square. He definitely wanted to talk. I have always treated Filoni with great respect. I consider him a hero. When US troops attacked Iraq, he refused to leave Baghdad and held out under bombardment.

			As the days of the pre-conclave went on, this manhunt became increasingly difficult for journalists. The cardinals spoke about black sheep who were giving interviews on the square despite having sworn silence. Those accused defended themselves by saying that they had no choice but to throw the journalists something. The Vatican then decided to intervene, instructing police in St Peter's Square to prevent journalists from chasing cardinals. A corridor was created through which the cardinals could disappear undisturbed. Some, however, continued to cross the square regardless —evidently hoping to be approached. Pursuing these rare specimens became harder still, as police now intervened, threatening intercepted journalists with serious consequences. Yet, amid all this madness, one thing had struck me: without exception, all the cardinals had stressed that electing the new pope would not take long. There would be only a few ballots. As I stared at the chimney from which white smoke had emerged, an idea took hold in my mind: they had said it would not take long because they knew something —something you don't know, I told myself. But what could it be? One thing was clear. Whoever had been elected would bear the burden of becoming the first pope to ascend the Throne of Peter in the age of mass digitalisation.

			The case of Luis Antonio Tagle had shown what that meant.

			While in past decades it had been almost impossible to obtain images from different phases of a pope's earlier life, every candidate now had to reckon with the possibility that someone, somewhere, had taken potentially compromising photos or videos of them.

			Which of my three candidates was the cleanest? Matteo Zuppi had spent decades surrounded by hundreds of people in the Community of Sant'Egidio. That there might be damaging material against him which had never surfaced struck me as highly unlikely. Italy’s media are obsessed with the missteps of senior churchmen. If there had been anything compromising, it would long since have come to light. Jean-Marc Aveline was regarded as a saintly figure —gentle, devoted to people on the margins of society. And yet France's press, especially media critical of the Catholic Church, would have splashed any damaging material across the headlines long ago. The fact they hadn’t could only mean one thing: there was nothing incriminating.

			The case of Prevost was more unsettling. If he were elected, the world would immediately turn its gaze to Peru, where Robert Francis Prevost had spent much of his life as a missionary, a simple priest, and later a bishop. His election would mean that, right at the beginning of the pontificate, the cardinals would be confronted with a massive abuse scandal. It had already begun with the outrageous behaviour of Cardinal Juan Luis Cipriani Thorne, Archbishop of Lima, during the pre-conclave. A man now aged fifty-eight had claimed six years earlier that Cipriani had touched and kissed him as a teenager in 1983. After the allegations became public, Cipriani complained that confidential documents had been dragged into the open. He stated his complete rejection and abhorrence of the sexual abuse of minors and vulnerable persons and asserted his total innocence. Nevertheless, under Vatican pressure, the long-serving archbishop had been removed from his homeland.

			In 2019 disciplinary measures had already been imposed on him: he was no longer permitted to use the insignia of a cardinal. He had accepted these conditions while continuing to deny any guilt. The case was especially sensational because Cardinal Cipriani belongs to Opus Dei, an organisation that sees itself as a particularly devout spearhead of the Catholic Church.

			During the pre-conclave, Cardinal Cipriani ignored the restrictions placed on him. He repeatedly appeared at gatherings of cardinals meetings and even insisted on taking part in one of the most solemn moments of the pre-conclave: the prayer of the cardinals at Francis’s tomb in Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome on 27 April. The College of Cardinals had urged him not to attend, but the sex offender condemned by Pope Francis ignored this. Cipriani's behaviour repeatedly became a topic at Vatican press conferences.

			Countless believers around the world were deeply outraged. Even during the days of a papal election, while the whole world was watching the Vatican, an alleged sex offender was walking through Rome’s churches among the other cardinals?

			Today, any hint of abuse sets off alarm bells. The faithful demand maximum transparency and forgive no suspicion of cover-ups—as the Woelki case has shown. Robert Francis Prevost had spent most of his life in Peru, had been a member of the Bishops' Conference, and of course knew Cardinal Cipriani. Naturally, many would immediately ask: what did Prevost know about possible offences by his fellow bishop? Was he above all suspicion of concealment?

			A conclave this short could also mean something else: that from the outset there had been only two candidates, and that after the first or second ballot it was clear that one of them would not make it. That left only the other.

			Had the cardinals known from the beginning that there were really only two viable candidates? It seemed plausible to me that Pietro Parolin might have reached around fifty votes in the first two ballots—and that it then became clear he would not succeed. But who, then, was the other candidate who had so swiftly achieved the required majority?

			At that moment, on the roof terrace, I made a mistake in my reasoning. I overlooked the obvious. After Donald Trump’s inauguration in the United States, there had been fierce protests worldwide and widespread disillusionment, as Trump unsettled global politics with a series of highly controversial measures. Opposition to Trump was everywhere. And so I had failed to attach importance to one remark. Several cardinals had said during the journalistic hunt on St Peter's Square, ‘Let us hope the new pope will form a counterweight to Trump. An anti-Trump.’ At that moment, I should really have ruled out Jean-Marc Aveline and Matteo Zuppi, because of course only a modest Augustinian friar born in the United States could be the perfect anti-Trump.

			At least I knew what was happening in the Sistine Chapel at that very moment. The new pope had just accepted the applause of the cardinals. They had risen and clapped. Then Pietro Parolin, as Dean of the College of Cardinals, had gone to him and asked, ‘Do you accept the election, and what name do you choose?’ Unless Parolin himself had been elected —in which case the oldest cardinal elector would have had to ask him. Whoever it was, he had almost certainly accepted. The question now was: what name would he take?

			The problem of papal names arose for the first time in 533, when a Roman named Mercurius was elected pope. The Bishop of Rome did not wish to be named after the pagan god of thieves, so he chose a Christian name and became John II. From that day on, popes frequently—though not always —chose names different from their baptismal names. For several centuries, so-called virtue names were particularly popular: ‘Innocent’, expressing purity; ‘Pius’, emphasising devotion; ‘Clement’, highlighting mildness. Some papal names were especially coveted. The most common was John, chosen by twenty-three popes if antipopes are excluded. In second place came Benedict, the name of the legendary founder of the order, most recently adopted by Pope Benedict XVI. In the Middle Ages, Innocent —'the innocent one’ —was especially popular, with fourteen popes choosing it.

			I always found it rather presumptuous that so many popes called themselves Innocent, but John is tricky too. After all, Jesus emphasises that John is the disciple he loves most. Did popes who chose that name believe, immediately after their election, that God loved them especially? And what if they made mistakes during their pontificate —would God still love them then? Would they still be worthy of bearing the name of the beloved apostle?

			As I waited nervously for the moment when the new pope would appear and I would have to deliver some convincing analysis live on television, I wondered: if Jean-Marc Aveline had been elected, what would he call himself? Gregory XIV would suggest itself. Gregory XIII had been the last French pope in history. He had achieved a historic breakthrough by ending the French papal exile in Avignon and bringing the papacy back to Rome.

			Matteo Maria Zuppi’s choice seemed fairly clear to me. Given his closeness to his predecessor, I assumed he would call himself Francis II.

			And Cardinal Prevost? He was an Augustinian friar. There had never been a Pope Augustine.

			But besides the crucial question of his name, the new pope had another defining decision to make: would he don the mozzetta and stole, or not? The mozzetta is a red shoulder cape, often trimmed with ermine fur. It emphasises the pope’s majesty. The same is true of the stole. Like any priest, the pope must wear a stole when blessing the faithful. After his election, he must give the Urbi et Orbi blessing, which, by tradition grants a plenary indulgence. So he needs a stole.

			In 2013, Pope Francis decided to dispense with both. He neither put on the mozzetta nor the ornate stole, but appeared on the Benediction Loggia—the balcony of St Peter's—wearing only the white cassock. He then refused to put on a stole, asking the people in the square first to bless him; only afterwards would he bless them.

			From his very first appearance, it was a statement: a new, different Catholic Church. Francis' gesture, instantly signalling his rejection of pomp, splendour and the traditions bound up with them, etched itself deeply into public memory.

			I was curious: what would the new pope do now? Appear with mozzetta and stole —or without? He had to decide immediately whether to continue Francis' radical course of change and humility, or to signal that a different wind was now blowing. While I was thinking about all this, the 267th pope was preparing for his first appearance before the crowd. The path from the Sistine Chapel to the world stage is short. He exits the chapel through the lower right door, exactly where the two stoves stand that produce the black and white smoke. From there, a corridor leads to the vast loggia of St Peter's Basilica. On foot, it takes only a few minutes. My colleague and I stared intently at the curtain of the Benediction Loggia. Nothing moved. By then, the pope must long since have been dressed and could easily have walked the short distance —yet nothing happened.

			‘This is starting to test my patience,’ Tatjana said.

			I wondered why it was taking so long —something I would soon have to explain on camera. Had the new pope asked for more time to reflect because he could not decide whether to accept the election? That was entirely possible. Pope Benedict XVI had initially been determined to refuse, and Cardinal Joachim Meisner of Cologne later said that persuading him to accept had been one of the hardest tasks of his life. The minutes passed. Still no tell-tale movement of the curtains. What was the new pope doing? An incredible tension gripped St Peter's Square. By now, word had spread across the city that white smoke had risen, and tens of thousands had streamed into the square. Many offices had closed early to allow their employees to reach the scene. Despite the vast crowds, an almost eerie silence prevailed.

		


		
			Habemus Papam

			At 7:13 p.m., one hour and three minutes after the white smoke, the curtain finally stirred and the Cardinal Protodeacon, Dominique Mamberti, appeared on the Loggia of the Blessings. The crowd now stared spellbound at the balcony as the ancient formula rang out:

			‘Annuntio vobis gaudium magnum. Habemus Papam. Eminentissimum ac Reverendissimum Dominum, Dominum Robertum ...’

			Who on earth was Robertus again? flashed through my mind. Then came the syllable ‘Fran—‘, and suddenly I understood. It was Prevost. Robert Francis Prevost. The first pope in history to have been born in the United States. A sensation.

			‘It's Prevost,’ my colleague said, delighted. ‘Thank God!

			He was on your list.’

			Tatjana held the printed page with Prevost's photo and biography up to the camera. ‘Look —Prevost was one of the candidates Andreas thought might become the next pope. Andreas, you have to keep that page now.’

			I stared at the television image. Dominique Mamberti had continued speaking and had revealed the pope's name: he would call himself Leo XIV. And then he stepped out onto the balcony —the unassuming Augustinian missionary who had spent his life in countries all over the world. He was wearing the mozzetta and stole, just like Pope Benedict XVI.

			‘Leo XIV’, I thought. ‘Why Leo XIV?’ Leo XIII had undoubtedly been a star among popes. His social encyclical Rerum Novarum had repeatedly been hailed by his successors—especially Pope John Paul II—as a milestone in the history of the Church. Was the missionary Robert Francis Prevost trying to say: I feel committed to ordinary people, and Leo XIII was the first pope to address their concerns explicitly in a major teaching document?

			‘This will be a pontificate of both –and.’ I said.

			‘What do you mean?’ Tatjana asked.

			‘He’s calling himself Leo in reference to Leo XIII, the classic pope of ordinary people. I think he wants both things—to be a pope of the poor, but unlike Pope Francis, without frightening off the traditionalists.’

			Suddenly a voice came through my earpiece: ‘Englisch is talking about traditionalists and reformers in the Church. What exactly are they like? Is there some kind of checklist?’

			No, I thought, there isn't. But after almost forty years at the papal court, I can make one.

			The Traditionalist Checklist

			Traditionalist cardinals have often already been ordained as bishops in their home countries and are therefore relatively well off. A bishop ordained in Germany who is sent to Rome continues to be paid by the German Bishops' Conference. The difference compared with a priest who only becomes a bishop in Rome can be enormous. A bishop ordained in Rome can expect to earn around €3,000a month. If he was ordained in his home country— Germany, for example— he may receive around €12,000a month. A traditionalist cardinal can afford to live in a more exclusive neighbourhood than the average Vatican employee. One of the most popular addresses for wealthy cardinals is the elegant Via delle Fornaci, the street leading down from the Gianicolo hill to St Peter's Basilica. Anyone invited into one of the spacious apartments there can assume they are dealing with a conservative cardinal.

			At the entrance, a nun who works for the cardinal will let the visitor in. In the entrance hall there will be a shelf with an open Bible. Next to it one will see the cardinal's coat of arms, and usually also a model of the church at Međugorje. This controversial pilgrimage site in Bosnia-Herzegovina is regarded by conservative cardinals as a place where the Virgin Mary regularly appears. Nearby there will almost certainly be a statue of the Virgin Mary as venerated in Fatima or Lourdes. Among conservative cardinals, there is no doubt that heavenly apparitions do occur on earth. Close by, photographs will show the cardinal alongside popes— very likely Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI, and soon the first photo with the new Pope Leo XIV. A picture with Pope Francis will probably be missing. Highly conservative cardinals harbour deep reservations about the life's work of the Argentine pope.

			The cardinal will then appear and will probably explain his coat of arms. Heraldry— the art of designing coats of arms— is regarded by conservative cardinals as an important discipline. The visitor will then be invited into the living room, where the nuns will serve refreshments from the cardinal’s home country. Most traditional cardinals never truly feel at home in Rome. They maintain a kind of island of their national traditions in their apartments. German cardinals might serve filter coffee and Black Forest gâteau.

			Just before the guest can help themselves, the cardinal will introduce his nuns— often two or three of them, sometimes living in the apartment.

			Usually they belong to an order and come for fixed periods to serve the cardinal. After a light snack, the cardinal will invite the guest into his study. One thing will stand out immediately: sheets of paper and an elegant fountain pen on the desk. A computer will either be nowhere to be seen or discreetly pushed aside.

			The first part of the conversation will focus on the cardinal's merits and his closeness to the popes. He will almost certainly recall that Pope John Paul II deserves gratitude for blocking access to the priesthood for women once and for all. The Polish pope had ruled not only for his own pontificate but for all his successors that Scripture, tradition and Christ’s own words permanently excluded women from priestly vocation.

			The cardinal will then undoubtedly extol the achievements of the brilliant theologian Benedict XVI, reminding the visitor that Benedict XVI preserved the Catholic Church's self-understanding in its purity and therefore clarified once again in Dominus Iesus that Evangelical Lutheran communities are not churches at all, but at best communities of faith. This means, he will explain, that there is only one Church— the Catholic Church founded by Jesus Christ— and that all others have split away from it. In the second part of the conversation, the focus will be on how Pope Francis betrayed all these truths and plunged the Church into chaos. He is accused of committing outright crimes, especially by introducing blessings for same-sex couples in Catholic churches. With Amoris Laetitia, he created a path for divorced and remarried Catholics to receive the sacraments— meaning that people who married in the Catholic Church, divorced, fell in love again and remarried civilly are no longer excluded. The cardinal's argument is that this offence is unforgivable because it undermines not only the sacrament of marriage but all the sacraments, threatening to make the Church collapse like a house of cards.

			The cardinal will then try to extract information, if he believes the visitor has inside knowledge. What does he know about Pope Leo XIV? Does the new pope revere the works of Joseph Ratzinger, such as Introduction to Christianity? What is Leo XIV's stance on sects in Latin America? Having worked as a bishop in Peru, where non-Catholic churches are widespread, he must have developed a view. Does he also call these renegade sects ‘churches’, as Pope Francis did, or does he downgrade them, as traditionalists believe is right? If he has shown understanding for them, that would be a bad sign. Above all, the cardinal will want to know how Leo XIV views the open wounds of the traditionalists: the dismissal of Archbishop Georg Gänswein; the removal of Cardinal Gerhard Ludwig Müller as prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith; and the sidelining of Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke, driven out of his role at the Vatican’s highest court. Knowing Leo XIV’s position on these matters would be of utmost interest.

			If the visitor, after several cups of filter coffee, asks to use the bathroom, one of the nuns will show the way. These apartments are usually large enough to have separate bathrooms for the cardinal, the nuns and guests. On the way, the visitor may pass a dressing room where the traditional scarlet robes of the cardinal hang— perhaps even the train. Ultra-traditional cardinals still wear trains up to seven metres long at solemn Masses, an unmistakable sign that one is dealing with an extremely conservative cardinal.

			Back in the living room, the cardinal may now openly express sympathy for ultra-conservative splinter groups such as the Society of Saint Pius X. He may say that he agrees with many of their positions. The society goes back to the French bishop Marcel Lefebvre, who rejected the Second Vatican Council as too progressive. The society often sees itself as part of the Catholic Church, but in reality it is not. Its writings include claims that women are genetically unsuited for academic study. On the subject of women, the cardinal will also say that biology has blessed them so richly with the ability to bear children that there is no need to entrust them with any other tasks— certainly not positions of responsibility. Men, by contrast, are at a disadvantage because they cannot give birth, which is why it is effectively their duty to take on all leadership roles. Women are thus given the opportunity to devote themselves appropriately to children and husband. The cardinal will quote the Bible to the effect that women must obey their husbands. He will then speak of another deep wound: WorldPride on 8 July 2000. Pope John Paul II had asked that such an offence against the heart of Christendom— the city of Rome— not take place in a Holy Year. Homosexual people, he argued, lived against God's commandment and should not spread out around St Peter's in a Holy Year of all times. The cardinal will then stress his close bond with African cardinals, who had the courage to oppose Pope Francis when he proposed blessings for same-sex couples. Quite rightly, they had pointed out that they were not alone in their protest. He will go on to historical wounds, explaining that he cannot understand why the beatification of Pope Pius XII has been so delayed. He personally has no doubt about Pius XII’s holiness.

			That Bishop Alois Hudal helped Nazi criminals such as Franz Stangl escape using Vatican papers during Pius XII’s pontificate, he will argue, has nothing to do with Pius’s sanctity. Franz Stangl, commandant of the Treblinka extermination camp, was responsible for the murder of at least 400,000 people.

			At the end, the conversation will get down to brass tacks. The cardinal will explain what the Church is for— and what it is not. He will insist that the Church is not a kind of social welfare organisation, not an NGO, and has nothing to do with bodies such as the Red Cross or Amnesty International. Its purpose is not to improve earthly life for the poor, homeless, refugees or unemployed, but to save souls. The Church must offer believers— burdened by original sin— a path to paradise despite their sins. Its task is to celebrate the Eucharist, hear confessions, grant absolution where possible, and administer the sacraments. That, he will say, is the true core of the Church. Francis hollowed this out, degrading the Church as if it were no more than Caritas, ignoring— or failing to understand— that it is founded by God himself.

			The Progressive Checklist

			A progressive cardinal will most likely live in one of the less sought-after Vatican apartment blocks on Via di Porta Angelica. The street is central but crowded with tourists year-round, noisy and therefore relatively affordable.

			Cardinals do not keep to themselves here, as they do in the elegant palace of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Ordinary priests, journalists and Vatican employees live here side by side with the progressive leadership of the Church. The cardinal probably had the misfortune of being ordained bishop only in Rome, which means he receives the Vatican’s modest salary and has to make do with this building. He opens the door himself, wearing only a black clerical shirt with collar and simple black trousers. His episcopal cross is casually tucked into his shirt pocket. He personally leads the guest into the apartment, which is rather dark— the buildings along Via di Porta Angelica stand close together. In the hallway there is a small table with a photo of Archbishop Óscar Romero, shot dead in El Salvador in 1980. He is a hero to all progressive forces. Pope John Paul II refused to beatify or canonise him, accusing him of meddling in politics and seeing him as a communist. Romero had stood up for the poor, incurring the wrath El Salvador’s tiny wealthy elite. Only Pope Francis pushed through his canonisation.

			The cardinal will take the guest into the kitchen and make an espresso himself. Leftovers from the meal he cooked the night before will still be in there.

			There is no sign of domestic staff. He will then show the guest into his study.

			On the desk is a computer. On the walls are likely photos of the cardinal travelling with Pope Francis in Africa. A photo with Pope Benedict XVI will probably be absent. On the desk lies a bound copy of Amoris Laetitia, which the cardinal regards as a milestone of Pope Francis' pontificate. There will also be a photo of the cardinal with Cardinal Konrad Krajewski, the left-leaning stalwart of Pope Francis, who personally looks after thousands of homeless people— driving ambulances in Ukraine, coming under fire, distributing sleeping bags in Rome. Another photo shows the cardinal with Andrea Riccardi, founder of the Community of Sant'Egidio, the Vatican's most important wing for peace missions and social engagement, perhaps inaugurating a new DREAM project building in Africa, which supports the poorest and people living with HIV/AIDS.

			The cardinal will then invite the guest to sit. The first part of the conversation will be a detailed appreciation of Pope Francis' pontificate, full of anecdotes from their work together and stories from their travels— how Francis opened the Vatican gardens, which are actually intended for the priests' rest periods, to staff children with bouncy castles and paddling pools; how he brought ordinary Vatican employees along on trips. The cardinal will stress his friendship with the new powerful women in the Vatican, especially Sister Raffaella Petrini, the new head of government.

			He will regret that Pope John Paul II recognised and tackled sexual abuse in the Church far too late. He will speak about the case of the former Archbishop of Vienna, Hans Hermann Groër. Groër was the first publicly known case of a cardinal who had committed sexual abuse against children and young people— crimes that were covered up with the knowledge and at the instigation of Pope John Paul II. He will regret that Cardinal Bernard Francis Law of Boston, too, was simply transferred to Rome, to the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, even though in his home diocese he had actively protected sex offenders from the justice system by reassigning them. He will speak at length of the pain caused by the retired Pope Benedict XVI, his secretary Archbishop Dr Georg Gänswein, and cardinals such as Robert Sarah, Gerhard Ludwig Müller and Walter Brandmüller opposing Pope Francis's reforms. He will argue that the Catholic Church urgently needs reorientation, that the days of blessing cannons, celebrating the weddings of the powerful and building palaces must be over. He will call the reintroduction of the old Latin Mass nonsensical, point out antisemitic passages in its missal, and insist that the beatification of Pope Pius XII is rightly stalled. Pius knew too much about the Holocaust and did nothing— not even when the SS rounded up Jews in the Roman ghetto to send them to their deaths in Auschwitz. He did not stop the Austrian bishop Alois Hudal from issuing passports to the worst war criminals, enabling their escape to Latin America. He will stress how important it was to Francis to condemn the massacres in Gaza, and how the pope regularly phoned the Catholic parish in there even when he was seriously ill. He will praise Pope Francis for ending the practice of branding other Christian communities, such as the New Apostolic Churches, as sects, and remind me, as a German that Francis often emphasised how much the Catholic Church owes Martin Luther— on many points, Luther had been absolutely right. He will argue that the Church must stop appearing self-righteous, arrogant and wealthy, and even question whether Jesus really said he would found his Church on Peter.

			The Gospels, he will say, are salvation history, not factual reports and that people should therefore not insist on believing that the miracles described in the Bible actually happened. In his view, Christ did not walk on water or raise Lazarus from the dead; these are all merely images.

			Towards the end of the conversation, the cardinal will try to learn something about Leo XIV’s stance. Does he have links to Sant'Egidio’s parallel diplomacy? When he was in Rome, did he visit their headquarters in Trastevere? What does he think of liberation theology? Has he said anything about the delayed canonisation of Óscar Romero? The progressive cardinal will be hoping for confirmation on one point: is it true that the pope plans to travel to Turkey in November to commemorate the Council of Nicaea? If so, that would show him to be a man of ecumenism— and therefore progressive— because at Nicaea the aim at the time was to bring the various Christian movements together.

			Back on the terrace.

			‘You say he wants to bring traditionalists and progressives together.

			Is that why he calls himself Leo XIV?’ Tatjana asked.

			But there was something else, I thought. One Pope Leo had been partly responsible for one of the most momentous schisms in Church history. Pope Leo X had failed to grasp the explosive force of Martin Luther's demands. His huge debts from rebuilding St Peter's led to the aggressive sale of indulgences, which became the spark for the Reformation. Did Leo XIV want to make amends for this mistake to bring about a reconciliation with the Protestant and Lutheran churches?

			What would he say now on the balcony?

			Pope John Paul II had followed the rule, saying what popes are meant to say on the Loggia of the Blessings:

			‘Praise be to Jesus Christ.’ Then he improvised, blurting out: ‘They have called him (meaning the pope) from a distant land.’ He went on to explain that his country, Poland, in its Christian tradition and fidelity to Catholicism, was close to his new home, the Vatican and Italy. He then made a slip— ‘I don't know whether I can express myself well in your …’ —caught himself just in time and corrected it to ‘... our language.’ Joking, he appealed to the Italians: ‘If I make a mistake, you must correct me.’

			Ironically, in that very sentence, he made a grammatical error.

			Pope Benedict XVI had introduced himself on the Loggia of the Blessings as a ‘humble worker in the vineyard of the Lord.’

			And then there was his successor, Pope Francis, whose first appearance on the loggia was a revolution. Instead of any biblical or traditional greeting, he simply said, ‘Buonasera.’ Good evening.

			And millions of hearts flew to him.

			Now it was Leo XIV. How would he begin his pontificate? In one respect he differed immediately from all three predecessors: after smiling broadly and receiving the adulation of the crowd — thousands of cries of Viva il papa!—he asked for a white notebook before saying a single word.

			He had clearly written a speech. Had someone had to find him a suitable notebook? Or had he written it during the lunch break after the third ballot, when he already sensed what was coming? Either way, he stood there now, wearing reading glasses, and read his first words as pope: ‘Peace be with you.’

			That fits, I thought. Easter had just passed, the feast of resurrection, and these are the first words Jesus speaks when he appears to the assembled disciples. And perhaps what people suffering most on earth long for right now is peace.

			Was he standing there as a pope of peace, ready to mobilise the combined power of 1.4 billion Catholics to force at least a ceasefire in Ukraine, Gaza, Myanmar and the countless other armed conflicts around the world? The results of papal diplomacy under Pope Francis had been extremely modest. Chief diplomat Pietro Parolin had succeeded in establishing the Vatican as a mediator to bring back Ukrainian children deported to Russia. But cooperation between the churches to stop the slaughter in Ukraine failed to materialise.

			Francis's hope of influencing Russian Patriarch Kirill proved illusory. Their meeting in Cuba in February 2016 was historic—the first between a pope and a Russian Orthodox patriarch since the schism separated Catholicism and Orthodoxy in 1054 —and naturally, Pope Francis was proud to have brought about this meeting but he misjudged the consequences. Francis had welcomed Patriarch Kirill as a brother and friend for nothing.

			Kirill, a former KGB man, had no intention of listening to another religious leader such as the pope. He continued to bless weapons and soldiers, supporting Vladimir Putin's war of aggression. Once again it became clear that the leaders of the great Christian denominations were powerless to protect their own people. In Ukraine, Christian Russians were shelling Christian Ukrainians.

			Would Robert Francis Prevost, having opened with an appeal for peace, show that the Catholic Church still possessed the energy not merely to pray, but to prevent the worst barbarities on earth? But who was this Robert Francis Prevost, really?
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