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‘The late pope was a disruptor and, because of this he faced (and even created) opposition that could have been avoided . . . the Jesuit pope like his papal namesake (Fracis of Assisi), passionately preached the ‘marrow’ (that is the essential and challenging core) of the Gospel sine glossa, something that often disturbs people.’


Robert Mickens


‘Letter from Rome’, UCAN, 4 October 2025


As the Church navigates the deep turmoil of the mid 2020s, within the wider world let alone internally, Fr Frank has chosen to mine the late Pope’s wide repertoire of talents and commitments to the institution that governed his entire life.


Geraldine Doogue AO


Broadcaster and journalist Sydney


Fr Brennan presents a wonderful guide to Pope Francis, whose life and accomplishments provide a roadmap for the multitude of pilgrims now following his lead. Every Christian can and should learn and relearn the lessons the first Jesuit pope in history left the Church, each focused on bringing the joy of the Gospel to the suffering planet and all its people. May students, teachers, and everyone else read, consider, and act on the ways Pope Francis’s legacy enriches us all.


Phyllis Zagano, PhD


Hofstra University, Hempstead, NY USA, author of Women: Icons of Christ.


A well researched and expertly written book on the Pope who often said that he wanted to make a ‘mess’ in the church. Some in the church thought he went too far; others thought he didn’t go far enough. But Frank Brennan, SJ, a Jesuit like Pope Francis, clearly shows why being a ‘disruptor’ was, for Francis, a constitutive part of being not only a pope, but a Christian.
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Dedicated to my late mother Patricia who lived to see her daughters afforded their rightful place in society, and to those nieces and grandnieces of mine who wonder what place there is for them in the Church today.




Foreword


Geraldine Doogue AO


I was lucky enough to be standing in St Peter’s Square when the man who became Pope Francis, Jorge Bergoglio, was announced to the waiting world as the new Bishop of Rome. ‘Fratelli e Sorelle, buona sera’ he said to us with thrilling simplicity, amidst the Roman night sky. And the answering roar was unforgettable. It was about 0605 Australian time, on March 13, 2013 and I will never forget that moment of, well, total surprise: a South American pope, a Jesuit pope, both ‘firsts’. What did it portend for the Church? And why exactly was I quite so delighted?


Having tried to distil the reasons for years, they’re still not completely clear to me. He was certainly a fresh face, after the long reigns of those ‘big beasts’, John Paul II and Benedict XVI (previously Cardinal Ratzinger). It felt like they’d presided forever. Then along came this more emotional man, Bergoglio. Maybe he just oozed non-dogmatism, amidst an exciting sense that we didn’t quite know where he’d take the Church but probably not towards more inwardness? And that was freeing. Truthfully, he is a bit of a puzzle, this product of devout Piedmontese parents, transplanted to South America in 1929, to escape Mussolini’s rule. His first choice of work as a chemistry analyst (plus allegedly stints as a bouncer and janitor) gave way to the decision that altered his life, to join the seminary and become a priest, though not initially as a member of the Society of Jesus.


Fr Frank Brennan, SJ is intrigued too by this fellow Jesuit. A search, sometimes uneasily, for understanding, permeates his analysis. He is typically generous to the pope but rigorous too. Because while Francis was the master of symbolic gesture, who observably welcomed all comers to the Church, his published theology in both encyclicals and other statements probably did not break entirely new ground, in Fr Frank’s evaluation. Laudato Si‘ on the environment, might be the exception. Yes, Francis could offer memorable, inviting imagery—the Church as a field hospital for the wounded of life—yet his personality could be impulsive, creating adversaries, occasionally outright enemies, when this could possibly have been avoided.


Here was a man whose return ticket from Rome to Beunos Aires after that 2013 conclave, lay unused. He never returned home, having been elected on the fifth vote of his confreres. A genuine peace descended on him that fateful day, he has claimed, never to leave him throughout his sometimes tumultuous papacy.


Though sometimes slightly grumpy, one could also sense this serenity, this joy of life, no matter the onerous trips to almost every continent (but not Australia) nor the overt opposition from within, more acute by far than I could ever remember with previous popes. He didn’t welcome this opposition though appeared to resign himself to it, whether it was from Archbishop Vigano or the late Cardinal Pell. Maybe this was the yield of the pressure years that preceded his influence in Rome. For his was no straightforward personality, nothing like it. Fr Frank’s chapter on Jesuitness offers a fascinating overview of the complex, highly intense Bergoglio: elevated as an ‘absurdly young’ Jesuit leader (at thirty-six) at a terrible time in the life of Argentina, during the time of military rule amidst the Dirty War. The stakes could hardly have been higher, with young Jesuits at huge risk if they saw their mission as loyal dissent. No doubt Francis tried his best but on many later occasions acknowledged that he’d behaved like an authoritarian, in the cause of limiting the damage to the order. The fallout of some terrible events around two young priests especially, details of which have been widely canvassed, was predictably devastating for Bergoglio. He was, in effect, publicly side-lined (or should it be described as temporarily banished) and his seriously dark night of the soul prevailed for probably two years at least. He emerged scarred, but a bigger man, never pretending, as Fr Frank says, to have all the answers.


As the Church navigates the deep turmoil of the mid 2020s, within the wider world let alone internally, Fr Frank has chosen to mine the late Pope’s wide repertoire of talents and commitments to the institution that governed his entire life. Maybe his allusion to Cardinal Re’s stirring remarks at the papal funeral, offer his ultimate conclusion. ‘The guiding thread of his (Francis’) mission was also the conviction that the Church is a home for all, a home with its doors always open.’ Whatever the man’s shortcomings, this is surely True North for the Catholic Church.


Geraldine Doogue


Sydney


October 2025




Introduction


Taking the name Francis (after Francis of Assisi), the Argentinian Jesuit Jorge Bergoglio was pope from 2012 until 2025. By the time of Francis’s death there was a popular saying in Rome: ‘People came to Rome to see John Paul II, to listen to Benedict XVI, and to touch Francis.’ The world over, people felt touched by Francis. He was the master of the symbolic gesture. Even in the largest crowd, he always gave his attention to the person before him – think only of his embrace of Vincio Riva who suffered neurofibromatosis. His message was a gospel of inclusion, joy and mercy. He went to the peripheries and frontiers, and encouraged everyone to do the same. He encouraged everyone to build bridges not walls.


He knew that personal action had to be matched by structural change. He appointed cardinals from the peripheries. He included lay people in synods which had been previously reserved to bishops. He extended synods to have a one year break between sessions to realistically allow local church reception and feedback. He visited sixty-eight countries during his forty-seven apostolic visits outside Italy. He arrived in the Congo in his wheelchair. He first went to Cuba before going to the United States. On Holy Thursday, he went to prisons and washed the feet of prisoners, some of whom were Muslim.


He never pretended to have the same theological learning as his predecessors John Paul II and Benedict XVI. His key encyclicals expanded the horizons of Catholics to be responsible for the whole of creation, taking seriously the human contribution to climate change, (Laudato Si’) and to embrace all people in fraternal solidarity (Fratelli Tutti).


Pope John XXIII opened the windows of the Church when he convened the Second Vatican Council. Francis threw open the doors insisting that all were welcome. He was fond of saying that ‘the Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect, but a powerful medicine and nourishment for the weak’. He happily acknowledged that he was a sinner, leading a church of sinners. He wanted his priests to have the smell of the sheep. He saw the church as a field hospital.


Hitting the ground running, Francis showed a cavalier and care-free disregard for Vatican protocols on all manner of things from dress and residence to lines of communication and access. Regardless of the gravity of the situation, he reached out to anybody and everybody proclaiming the joy of the gospel. While acknowledging his fallibility on matters of politics and science, he pleaded for the well-being of the planet. Without derogating from traditional teaching on the family and sexuality, he reached out and offered a blessing to all persons seeking to live lovingly and faithfully. Insisting that everyone was entitled to a place at the table, he made faltering efforts to accommodate the aspirations of women living in societies where girls have been brought up to affirm that girls can do anything. In his choice of cardinals, his choice of travel destinations, and his choice of meetings, he demonstrated his preference for going to the peripheries so that the centre might be a place of belonging for all. Like his predecessors, he was slow to ‘get it’ when it came to dealing with the scourge of child sexual abuse in the Church. But he was an attentive, empathetic listener willing to admit mistakes, even those mistakes made as pope.


By the end of the Francis papacy, there were some previously influential cardinals who questioned the wisdom and orthodoxy of Francis’s pastoral initiatives, including the authorised blessing of persons in non-conformist marriages or in same sex relationships.


We do not know if Pope Leo XIV will trim back some of Francis’s initiatives, insisting that the church doors be better supervised by the clergy and that the synod processes be more controlled by the bishops.


In all aspects of his papacy, Francis faced disruption and Francis was a disruptor, challenging all teachings and practices that excluded groups of people from access to the Church’s sacramental largesse of justice, mercy, forgiveness and reconciliation. He encouraged disruptive pilgrims who discerned what the Holy Spirit was asking of them and who had the faith, hope and love to be the Church in the world while bringing contemporary understanding, tolerance and respect for all into the life, teaching and practices of the Church. He was convinced that the Church’s future was in the hands of those disruptors who would go to the peripheries and frontiers, tearing down walls and building bridges of understanding and solidarity.


Today’s disruptive pilgrims have been encouraged to find their voices in the new synodal structures promoted by Francis. And increasingly, whatever their age and status, they are finding their voices in the classroom and staff room, as well as the synod hall.


Whichever direction things go, teachers in Catholic schools educating a vast array of students, many of whom do not identify as Catholic, will continue to draw fruit from Francis’s refreshing openness to the complex and messy world inhabited by those teachers, their students and their families. Francis’s teachings can appeal to teachers of all faiths and none. On their pilgrim’s path, they will continue to find Francis a fraternal disruptive guide. It’s primarily for them that I write – that they may experience and communicate the joy and mercy of the gospel to anyone who seeks.


Francis was a Jesuit. So, I commence with a Jesuit tribute to our Jesuit pope. I then provide something of a primer for teachers and others wanting to keep alive or know for the first time what Pope Francis was about, what he said, what he did, and what he left for us as the pilgrim people of God.


Whether Catholic or not, whether church goers or not, people respond positively to this pope’s outreach and inclusion, to his combination of popular piety and practical demonstration of joy and mercy, and to his touching embrace of the person on the peripheries seeking no more than acceptance and forgiveness.


My thanks to the staff and students at John XXIII College in Perth for providing me with the space and encouragement to quarry Francis’s words and actions producing some useful distillation for future staff and students for whom Francis, like John XXIII, will be an abiding inspiration in times of rapid change. My thanks also to the many Australian Jesuits who responded to my request for suggestions about the most poignant aspects of the Francis papacy.


Each chapter concludes with a set of questions for reflection crafted by Janeen Murphy, Deputy Principal for Faith and Mission at John XXIII College. These questions are primarily designed to help teachers in Catholic schools to engage with their faith, educational vocation, and church teaching inspired by the legacy of Pope Francis. Hopefully the questions will be useful prompts for reflection by other readers too. The QR codes at the end of each chapter provide a link to a short video introducing the chapter and the questions.


[image: fmqrcode]




A.


A Jesuit’s Testimony to a Jesuit Pope


The Argentinian Jesuit Jorge Mario Bergoglio (1936–2025) was a serious contender for the papacy at the conclave which elected Joseph Ratzinger in 2005. The cardinals who voted for Ratzinger saw him as a faithful preserver of all that Pope John Paul II (Karol Józef Wojtyła) had achieved in his long papacy from 1978 until his death in 2005. Ratzinger as head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith had provided much of the intellectual ballast for John Paul’s theological positions. The election of Ratzinger was a vote for continuity as the Catholic Church continued to wrestle with the changes wrought by the Second Vatican Council which had concluded in 1965. Wojtyła had been a key bishop at that council, and Ratzinger was one of the Council’s bright, up and coming theological advisers.


By 2013, the papacy had all become too much for Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI). A great intellectual, he was not given to the burdens of administration and political intrigue within the Vatican Curia besieged by scandals of child sexual abuse and financial maladministration. Ratzinger resigned and a conclave convened. Bergoglio aged seventy-six thought there was no chance of his being elected this time around. He came to Rome with nothing to lose and nothing to gain. He spoke freely in the pre-conclave meetings about the challenges confronting the church. Unlike Wojtyła and Ratzinger, he did not think the major challenges were doctrinal. He was fearless while at the same time preaching a message of mercy, love and inclusion. Unlike his predecessors, he was not from Europe. He had been instrumental in giving the Church in South America new vision and zeal through the meetings of bishops at Aparecida.


He arrived in Rome for the 2013 conclave, having booked his return flight to Buenos Aires, expecting to return home promptly after the conclave. After his surprising election, he phoned his newsagent to cancel his daily newspaper delivery. He never returned to his beloved Argentina.


Unlike Wojtyła and Ratzinger, Bergoglio had not attended the Second Vatican Council. Bergoglio became the Jesuit novice master in Argentina soon after ordination in 1969. Three years later, he was then made provincial in 1972 at the absurdly young age of thirty-six. Towards the end of his six-year term, he had to deal with corrupt army generals during the Dirty War, trying to protect his men who were working amongst the poor, setting limits on what priests committed to the poor could undertake during a time of such political and social upheaval. The Argentinian Jesuits became very divided and it did not bode well for Bergoglio.


Bergoglio had great admirers and great critics in the Jesuit province before and after serving as provincial. There were young Jesuits in formation who admired him and walked his footsteps; there were others who thought him an obstinate ex-provincial who found it difficult to let go the reins of office once a provincial of a different hue was in the saddle.


Some of his critics were those who were long suspicious about his failure as provincial to protect two Jesuits, Franz ‘Pancho’ Jalics and Oswaldo Yorio, who were ‘disappeared’ and tortured during the Dirty War. The journalist Horacio Verbitsky, who was most critical of Bergoglio in this whole affair, gained his most direct information within the Jesuits from Juan Luis Moyano, who had been director of CIAS (the Argentinian Jesuit Province’s Centre for Social Research and Action) and was later an assistant to provincial Ignacio Garcia-Mata, who also had been a director of CIAS.


Bergoglio was worried about the safety of his men constituting a community living in a poor area during the Dirty War. Jalics and Yorio were theologians. What would army and police personnel think if they found out that theologians were living in such a community? They would be likely to think they were there to ferment intellectual inquiry and trouble. The priests would be suspected Marxists or liberation theologians, unsympathetic to the ruling elite in a Catholic country. After their capture, Bergoglio did all he could to secure their release.


Bergoglio consulted the Superior General of the Jesuits, Fr Pedro Arrupe, about the matter. Arrupe advised that the community be shut down. Bergoglio discussed the matter with the two men who said they could not in conscience leave the community. Such disobedience by a Jesuit would require action by superiors. Bergoglio decided not to dismiss the men from the Society but to give them time to seek out a bishop who might be happy to take them. If he had dismissed them, no bishop would touch them. It was during this time of seeking other options that the two men were apprehended.
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