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PROLOGUE

The Conclave

On Saturday May 3, 2025, one week after the funeral of Pope Francis, President Donald Trump posted an AI-generated image of himself dressed in the white cassock and miter of a pope. The image appeared on his Truth Social platform and was re-shared by the White House’s official X account. Within seconds it had gone viral. A few days earlier, when asked by reporters who he would like to see elected as Francis’s successor, the president had quipped, “I’d like to be pope. That would be my number one choice.”

The reaction from Catholics around the world varied from disquiet to outrage. The AI image, as is so often the case with Trump’s posts, was both tongue-in-cheek and provocative. For Catholics, it was, at the very least, disrespectful. Nor did the image go unnoticed by the cardinals who had started gathering in Rome ahead of the conclave set for May 7—the election process that would decide the new pontiff. Cardinal Pablo Virgilio David—an outspoken Filipino prelate who had received death threats when he had criticized President Duterte’s brutal drug war—replied to Trump on Facebook saying, “Not funny, sir,” which he translated into ten different languages. Cardinal Timothy Dolan of New York, who was known to be friendly with Trump, said the image “wasn’t good,” but when asked by Reuters if an apology was needed, replied, “Who knows?”

Trump’s post only seemed to intensify the media interest in the papal election proceedings. More than 4,000 reporters were descending on the Vatican to cover the event and the cardinals found themselves mobbed as they walked to meetings. The public’s interest, too, was unusually high because of the popularity of the 2024 movie Conclave, a thriller that depicted the worldy ambitions of men in vying to become pope.

During his pontificate, Francis had shaken up the College of Cardinals—the body that would appoint his successor. He had made its membership more international and diverse to reflect the fact that the Church was changing. For years its axis had been shifting away from Europe and the West to encompass the growing numbers of Catholics in Africa and Asia. As a result, the voting cardinals arriving for this conclave had traveled from seventy different countries. Since many of them barely knew each other, they wore name badges during their meetings.

The conventional wisdom had always been that the cardinals would not choose an American pope. Given the enormous power of the United States politically, culturally, and economically, the cardinals were unlikely to elect a pope from that country. But something had changed since the election and re-election of President Donald Trump on an America First agenda. There was a distinct sense that the role of the US in the world was shifting. A few days before the conclave started, I interviewed Cardinal Oswald Gracias, the retired archbishop of Bombay and a hugely respected figure across the Church in Asia. Could there be an American pope, I asked? In the past, he said, this was “unthinkable.” But then he paused and said, “There could be an American pope … why not?”

There was in fact an American name on my shortlist of papabili, someone who could become pope: Cardinal Robert Prevost. I knew him as the leader of the Vatican’s powerful office for the department for bishops, which played a crucial role in appointing bishops and in holding them to account. And I had recently been hearing his name mentioned. On April 17, Holy Thursday, I’d had dinner at Scarpone, a restaurant on Gianicolo Hill, with colleagues. Among them was Mark O’Connor, a Catholic journalist who works for the Diocese of Parramatta in Australia. “Cardinal Prevost,” Mark said, shortly after sitting down at the table. “He could be pope.” Mark had also heard Prevost’s name spoken by others in the Vatican and had seen him recently. His words to me that evening had made me think more seriously that, yes, Prevost could be pope. I had met Prevost on one occasion in Rome. He had struck me as thoughtful and a good listener. A low-key figure who didn’t give interviews, someone who seemed at peace with himself. And, intriguingly, although he had been born in Chicago, he had spent decades of his life working as a missionary and bishop in Peru. He was, you could say, “an unamerican American.”

Francis had made Prevost a cardinal only in October 2023. Several months earlier he had selected him as prefect of the Vatican department for appointing bishops. The prefect position meant that he met almost weekly with the pope to discuss episcopal appointments and resolve problems. He had developed a reputation as an expert listener, a consensus builder, and a hard worker. Francis seemed to have noticed some of these leadership qualities back in 2014 when he had appointed him Bishop of Chiclayo, Peru. On February 6, 2025, just eight days before he was hospitalized, Francis promoted Prevost to Cardinal Bishop, the highest rank within the College of Cardinals. Prevost’s rise had been fairly rapid but it had gone largely unnoticed. Few, if any, imagined that he would actually be the next pope.

As the cardinals prepared to enter the conclave in early May, the fierce criticisms some of them had had of Francis melted away. The focus now was on how the next pope could continue his predecessor’s reforms and, crucially, exhibit a prophetic spirit which engaged with the world. “We need a voice!” Cardinal Charles Bo of Myanmar told me in an email before the conclave. “A voice that evangelizes the hardened hearts of those who threaten the very survival of humanity and nature. A voice that calls humanity back from the edge of destruction! The world urgently needs a new breath of hope—a synodal journey that chooses life over death, hope over despair. The next Pope must be that breath!”

Alongside their discussions, the cardinals had also been meeting privately for dinners in the restaurants of the Borgo Pio medieval quarter near the Vatican and at one another’s apartments and residences in Rome. Any cardinal perceived to be campaigning overtly on his own behalf was immediately disqualified so the politics were subtle. Alongside the papal candidates, papabili, there was a group of influential and well-connected cardinals known as “kingmakers” who sought to bring different electors together and canvass support. The “kingmakers,” I was told, were not afraid to speak frankly in making known their objections or their support when asked their opinion on candidates.

At this point, the result of the election was anyone’s guess, but there were known frontrunners, among them Cardinal Pietro Parolin, who was the Holy See Secretary of State and an experienced Church diplomat from Veneto, northern Italy. Parolin appeared to be the leading “unity” candidate: he would not row back on Francis’s main reforms but might cautiously reorder priorities. For the “diversity” group, there was the charismatic Cardinal Luis Antonio Tagle from the Philippines, who ran the Vatican’s evangelization office. He would represent strong continuity with the Francis agenda. Behind the scenes, however, Prevost had been quietly gathering support.

On May 7, the commencement of the conclave, Cardinal Giovanni Battista Re, the Dean of the College of Cardinals, presided at a Mass for the election of a new pope in St. Peter’s Basilica. When the Mass ended, the 131 cardinal-electors walked in procession to the Sistine Chapel singing the ancient “Veni Creator Spiritus” (“Come Holy Spirit”). Once they were all inside, the traditional command was given: “Extra omnes!” (“Everybody out!”), meaning that anyone not part of the conclave had to leave. Now that the cardinals were behind closed doors there could be no outside lobbying or influence on the electors. The conclave had become, in effect, a spiritual retreat. The cardinals were shut off from the outside world; they had surrendered their iPhones and iPads and could not be reached. Their focus was solely on discerning the action of the Holy Spirit in casting their vote. The task was a grave one, since they had to declare, in front of Michelangelo’s fresco of the Last Judgment, that “my vote is given to the one whom, according to God, I believe should be elected.”

In the meantime, a huge crowd had gathered in St. Peter’s Square and was already spilling down into the Via della Conciliazione as people waited to see if black or white smoke would billow from the Sistine Chapel’s chimney—black meaning no outcome had been reached and that the voting would continue; white meaning that a pope had been chosen. It’s an ancient tradition. For centuries the rising of smoke has been seen as a form of communication between the human and divine.

By the early evening the crowd had swelled to about 45,000, with all eyes watching for the smoke signal. The long wait set off fevered speculation. Was someone ill? Had a pope already been elected? Did they decide not to vote tonight? It turned out that the delay was partly caused by a lengthy spiritual reflection given to the electors by Cardinal Raniero Cantalamessa before voting could get underway. Finally, at 9 p.m., black smoke rose from the chimney. The voting had not yet produced a pope, and would continue the next day.

The following day, May 8, just after 6 p.m., I was sitting on a temporary broadcasting set with my back to St. Peter’s Square. As CNN’s Vatican correspondent, I’d spent the last several hours on “smoke watch,” keeping my eye on the small chimney on top of the Sistine Chapel, which was frequently being visited by seagulls. Suddenly, a television monitor in front of me showed smoke starting to billow from the chimney. It was white! Erin Burnett, CNN’s anchor for the 2025 papal conclave, who was seated to my left, immediately announced live on air: “I think we can say this is white smoke. And they have selected a pope!” The atmosphere was suddenly electric. People started flooding back into St. Peter’s Square as news of the papal election rippled across the Eternal City. But I didn’t feel excited. On the contrary, I experienced a strange sinking feeling. The cardinals had been inside the Sistine Chapel for little more than twenty-four hours. Such a short space of time suggested to me that one of the frontrunners had been elected. My guess was that Cardinal Pietro Parolin, Holy See Secretary of State, had been chosen. To my right on CNN’s set was Kim Daniels, a Catholic commentator from Georgetown University. She’d made the same prediction. Cardinal Parolin would surely have been a competent and able pope. I knew him as a mild-mannered, thoughtful figure who had led the Holy See’s diplomatic rapprochement with China and the rebuilding of relations with Vietnam. But did he have the charisma to connect with people? The day after Pope Francis’s funeral, Parolin had presided at a Mass with 200,000 young people in St. Peter’s Square and delivered a homily that fell flat. By contrast, Francis was renowned for his off-the-cuff “back and forth” reflections and questions with big crowds of youngsters. After the twelve-year whirlwind of Francis’s papacy the election of Parolin would feel like a deflation.

More importantly, with the election of Francis, the first pope from the global south, the papacy had moved away from Italy. The Argentine pontiff had insisted on a Church that pitched its tent among the people, a Church that is “bruised, hurting, and dirty” because it’s been out on the streets. He wanted Church leaders to have the “smell of the sheep.” Parolin, however, had little grassroots experience. He had never led a local church—a diocese—and had hardly spent any time in a Catholic parish. Parolin was a figure of the Church bureaucracy. All these thoughts were going through my head as St. Peter’s Square continued to fill. An hour passed between the rising of the white smoke and the announcement of the new pope. In that time my feelings of gloom only deepened. Selfishly I started to worry about how, as a Vatican correspondent, I’d be able to cover the Parolin papacy. Would people be interested in a pope who was a man of the institution and unlikely to command anything like the attention of Francis?

As Cardinal Dominique Mamberti appeared on the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica to make the announcement, I still thought it could be Parolin. “Habemus papam!” Mamberti proclaimed. “We have a pope!” I listened intently as he pronounced the Latin formula. Then my heart skipped a beat. I heard: “Robertum Franciscum.” Could it be? And then: “Prevost!” I immediately jumped in, live on CNN. “The first American pope has been elected! Cardinal Prevost!” A stunning decision. My previous feelings of deflation turned into excitement. The new pope, Mamberti declared, had taken the name Leo XIV. This was a truly historic moment, a bold decision for a new era. As Francis’s own election had shown, there was no going back for a papacy that had left Europe—at least for the foreseeable future.

The sun had dipped behind the basilica as Pope Leo XIV stepped onto the balcony dressed in the white cassock, red mozetta, and papal stole. After hours of tense anticipation, the cheers of the tens of thousands gathered in the square rose to a great roar of acclaim as they saw the new pope for the first time. Leo gulped back tears but maintained his composure as he looked out to the masses before him. “La pace sia con tutti voi!” he told them. “Peace be with you all!”

A new chapter for the Catholic Church had begun.


Introduction

Cardinal Francis George, a former archbishop of Chicago, famously expressed skepticism about the possibility of an American pope. George was a highly influential, politically astute prelate who died almost a decade before Leo XIV’s election. A pope from the United States was unlikely, he argued, while the US continued to be the world’s dominant power. “Look, until America goes into political decline, there won’t be an American pope,” he was reported to have said.

The notion that no cardinal from the US could ever be elected pope was ingrained into Church thinking, particularly in the Vatican. Just before the conclave, Robert Prevost had found a moment to drop a line to a friend. “I am sleeping well,” he wrote, “relying on the belief that there will never be an American pope.”

In fact, this notion had existed even before America became a great power. It was the new pope’s namesake, Leo XIII, who in 1899 denounced what he saw as the errors of “Americanism.” He had resisted what he saw as American particularism, and worried that America’s focus on individual liberty was undermining respect for Church authority.

That the next pope to call himself Leo would come from the US is a remarkable historical turnaround. This book is an exploration of what that extraordinary decision by the College of Cardinals means both for the world and the Catholic Church. It is about the impact of an American pope chosen at this moment in history, and how the contemporary papacy exercises its influences on global events. The first year of Leo XIV’s papacy has shown that this naturally shy Chicago-born friar is becoming a global counterweight to the Trump administration. Before the white smoke went up on May 8, 2025, the most famous American in the world was President Donald Trump. This changed with the news that “Robertum Franciscum Prevost” had been elected the 266th Successor of St. Peter. The first American pope, although holding a totally different role, is the nearest equivalent to the US president when it comes to visibility on the world stage.

This book is not a biography of the pope. It begins with an examination of Leo XIV’s style of leadership, his priorities, and some of the influences on his pontificate, before going on to discuss Leo’s interaction with the Trump administration, his broader political message, and his hope of offering an antidote to the growing political and cultural polarization of our times.

Leo has adopted a style that is different from that of Pope Francis. It is certainly more low-key. Yet beneath what might seem a meek exterior lies a steely determination. Leo is a lion who knows when to roar, and the moment he decides something, it’s final. Unlike the politicians who are full of bluff and bluster and can see no further than the next election, Leo is charting a course for the long term.

Some in the Church, particularly those deeply opposed to the last pontiff, had hoped that Leo’s more formal style would mean a break with his predecessor. Almost a year into this pontificate and they are disappointed. Pope Leo has largely continued, and built upon, the reforms begun by Francis. However, as this book sets out, in overseeing a renewal of the Catholic Church he faces a complex task. Among the most pressing issues are the greater inclusion of women and laypeople, and the continuing action he must take to tackle the Catholic Church’s sexual abuse crisis. When it comes to reforms, Leo has been handed the architect’s plans and a building site with the foundations laid. He must now start building. But, as I will explain, he does not need to rush. As a Church lawyer and mathematician, he likes to follow a process. And at just seventy years old, he is also the youngest Roman pontiff to have been elected in almost half a century. Time, for now, is on his side.

Papal influence

Popes are not simply religious figures. Their words and gestures have an impact on world events, and at pivotal moments in history they are turned to for moral leadership. The contemporary papacy exercises a soft-power influence on global affairs, which is sometimes the topic of intense historical debate.

One of the most hotly contested is the record of Pope Pius XII during World War II. Historians continue to pore over documents from the Vatican archives, examining his actions. Critics point to Pius’s failure to condemn publicly the horrors of the Holocaust, a silence that seemed to echo the shameful history of antisemitism in Christian Europe. The Vatican under Pius remained neutral during the war. Before he became pope in 1939, Cardinal Pacelli, as Pius then was, had been the Vatican’s ambassador to Hitler’s Germany, seeking to broker peace behind the scenes. Once war broke out, however, Pius found himself in a precarious position: he was living in the Vatican while the Nazis occupied the rest of Rome. Pius’s supporters point to the fact that he sheltered Jews and displaced people in the papal summer palace of Castel Gandolfo, and to his other discreet forms of help, which, they argue, saved thousands of lives. He did receive praise for his actions during the war from former Israeli prime ministers, including Golda Meir. It could also be argued that his speaking out during that time could have done more harm than good. Pope Francis’s opening of the Vatican’s secret archives from this period has shed more light on Pius. He emerges as a complex figure—neither a saint nor a villain but concerned with protecting the institutional Church. The Pius XII question still hangs over the Church. When should the pope speak out, and when should he remain silent? It’s a question Leo will wrestle with during the turbulency of the Trump presidency. There is an expectation that he, as an American pope, will speak out, and, so far, he’s shown some willingness to do so.

What influence does a pope actually exercise? While popes of the past controlled armies and large swathes of land, the contemporary papacy relies solely on soft power. The secular influence of the twenty-first-century papacy takes the form of a prophetic voice on the world stage. The pope is the most visible and prominent Christian leader on earth. His influence in secular politics is strongly linked to his authority within the Church. As pontiff, Leo leads a global family of faith over which he has “full, immediate, and supreme power.” He appoints and can remove the world’s more than 5,000 bishops; he personally selects cardinals, issues legal rulings, and has authority over the eastern churches in communion with Rome. As leader of the world’s largest Christian denomination, the pope is much more than a figurehead. Heads of state and leaders of government see the necessity of engaging with him.

As pope, Leo is both sovereign of the smallest country in the world, the Vatican City State, and leader of the Holy See—the papal government, which, traditionally, “presides in charity” over the rest Church worldwide. The different layers of authority can be opaque and difficult to understand. One cardinal, commenting on the British government’s confusion on this point, said: “People in the Foreign Office … didn’t know if they were dealing with San Marino or China when it came to the Holy See.” The truth lies somewhere in between.

The Holy See has diplomatic relations with 184 states, in addition to the European Union and the Order of Malta, an ancient Catholic organization. It has permanent observer status at the United Nations, which gives it access to the UN security council and general assembly sessions. The pope is represented across the world by specially trained diplomats working in papal embassies. For foreign diplomats, the Vatican is known as a good “listening post,” a place to pick up intelligence from the Church’s extensive network. This can include missionaries based on the front lines in dangerous war zones or in places long evacuated by diplomatic missions. Vatican diplomats never leave a country, even if bombs are falling on them.

The papacy’s influence has changed dramatically over time. For centuries, it held worldly as well as spiritual power. From the eighth century until the unification of Italy in 1870, the Church had control over the papal states, which covered most of central Italy. It was not until the 1929 Lateran Treaty and the founding of Vatican City State that the papacy’s relationship with the Italian state was finally resolved. The process of resolving it raised fundamental questions about the tensions between Church and state—tensions that went far beyond the situation in Italy.

More broadly, these questions touched upon the relationship between Christian faith and political power, a prevailing theme throughout the Church’s 2,000-year history. For many, the pivotal moment had come with the conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine to Christianity in 312, after which the early network of underground Christian communities were no longer persecuted and martyred but became established as an institutional Church with the protection of a secular power. In the Middle Ages, Christianity became entwined with the kingdoms and powers of Europe, leading to the expansion of Christendom, a period in which Christian beliefs and values formed the bedrock of society and its governance. By the mid twentieth century, however, the Church had recognized that radical changes were needed, and these came with the Second Vatican Council of 1962–65, often referred to simply as Vatican II. This was a pivotal and epoch-defining gathering of the world’s bishops in the Vatican, which produced a council teaching document that gave support to religious freedom for all individuals and accepted the validity of a secular, pluralistic state.

As I explore in this book, however, Leo leads the Church at time when, once again, the boundaries between Church and state are beginning to blur. The United States and parts of Europe are witnessing the rise of what might be termed Christian nationalism. Like his predecessor, Leo is wary of this phenomenon and has no desire to see the return of state-sponsored Christianity. His position is to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, meaning to give the government what is due to the government, and to give God what is due to God. In other words: respect the Church–state divide. “Christendom no longer exists,” is how Pope Francis put it in 2019, addressing senior Vatican officials. The last decades have also shown that the pope is no longer the de facto chaplain to the West. The Catholic Church is no longer Eurocentric, but has become multi-polar and hugely diverse, encompassing the emerging Catholic communities in Asia and the fast-growing communities in Africa.

It was Vatican II that saw the birth of a world Church, and the papacy as a global moral leader engaging with major political events. In the years after the council, the Church sought to develop its prophetic voice among the peoples it served. In Latin and Central America it committed to a “preferential option for the poor,” a teaching that prioritized the needs of the poor and the vulnerable. This teaching is embodied by the figure of St. Oscar Romero, the Salvadorean archbishop who was shot dead at the altar while saying Mass because he had spoken out against injustices. The council fostered, as Leo says, a renewed image of “a Church more closely resembling her Lord than worldly powers and working to foster a concrete commitment on the part of all humanity to solving the immense problem of poverty in the world.” This pope has been profoundly shaped by the Church articulated by Vatican II. During his years serving as a missionary in Peru, he witnessed with his own eyes the benefits the council’s reforms were having in Latin America. It is this vision that informs his papacy.

The Polish pope

The magnitude of Leo’s election as the first American pope can only be compared with the choice of Karol Wojtyla, who became Pope John Paul II in 1978—the first non-Italian pope in 450 years. The Polish cardinal was chosen at the height of the Cold War. His election thrust the papacy into the heart of world events and would go on to shape them profoundly.

In response to the growing power of the Soviet Union, the Vatican had adopted the policy known as Ostpolitik, a strategy of dialogue with the communist countries of Eastern Europe. The aim was to provide support for the local Catholic churches and ensure their survival under atheistic regimes. It also meant that the Vatican dialed down its public criticism of communist rule. In addition, the communist authorities were given a power of veto over local candidates the Vatican wished to appoint as bishops. It must be one of the great ironies of history that the Polish authorities did not initially regard Karol Wojtyla as a threat and so did not block his appointment as an auxiliary bishop in Kraków.

John Paul II did not reverse Ostpolitik but the policy’s emphasis shifted dramatically as he became more and more outspoken on human rights. As one of his biographers George Weigel wrote, it was Wojtyla who ignited the “revolution of conscience” which fueled the revolutions of 1989 and led to the fall of communism.

John Paul’s visit to Poland in 1979 was the catalyst that changed everything. His homecoming attracted crowds in their millions. He told them that their Christian faith was bound up with their national identity. He spoke of hope, truth, conscience, spiritual freedom, and human dignity, all of which were anathema to communist ideology. “Let your Spirit descend and renew the face of the earth, the face of this land,” he told the crowd in Victory Square in Warsaw. Christ could not be excluded from the history of humanity, he said, and spontaneously the crowd began to chant: “We want God!” Tom Fenton, the CBS News correspondent covering the trip, put it this way: “I knew in a moment that everything had changed, that nothing would be the same again.”

During the 1980s, John Paul developed a close bond with US President Ronald Reagan. Both shared a deep antipathy to communism and a desire to defend human rights. It was during the Reagan presidency, in 1984, that the Holy See and the US established full diplomatic ties for the first time since the nineteenth century. John Paul’s warm relationship with Reagan, evident in their written correspondence, face-to-face meetings, and exchanges of gifts, was characteristic of the kind of behind-the-scenes diplomacy that the papacy continues to exert. John Paul’s trips to his homeland, and his powerful public appeals combined with discreet diplomatic efforts, made him not only a highly transformative pope but a major figure of twentieth-century history.

Leo’s predecessor also left his mark. Francis, the first Latin American pope, was down-to-earth, friendly, and had a great sense of humor, which gave him an extraordinary ability to connect the Church with the world. He used every diplomatic lever at his disposal to alleviate suffering and push for a more humane and peaceful world. His first trip outside of Rome was to the island of Lampedusa in southern Italy, where he comforted migrants who had risked their lives by crossing the Mediterranean on makeshift boats. It had been a-spur-of-the moment decision (Francis had even called up Alitalia to book his own flights before the Vatican intervened), but it was a decision that would shape his papacy. On another occasion, after a trip to the Greek island of Lesbos, he returned with twelve Muslim refugees on the papal plane. Leo has said that he, too, will visit Lampedusa and has spoken strongly and passionately about those who leave their homelands in search of a better life.

The Argentinian pope amplified the Church’s prophetic voice. He wrote an encyclical, a major papal document, on the environment, telling Catholics that they had a moral duty to protect the natural world. He built bridges with Muslim leaders, signing a landmark agreement on inter-religious co-operation with the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar. He was the first pope to travel to Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula. From the south lawn of the White House, he called for action on climate change. He quoted Martin Luther King in his appeal for help for the excluded. And in the last months of his life, he described President Trump’s planned deportation of migrants as a “disgrace.” It is perhaps no surprise, then, that Francis was a frequent target of attacks from MAGA and other conservative Catholics.

Leo, as I set out in this book, is taking up many of Francis’s themes. He is pope at a time when millions of people are crying out for global statesmanship. Increasingly, they are looking to the American pope for guidance, a light in dark times.

Trump paved the way

It would be wrong to argue that the cardinal electors made a purely political analysis before casting their vote for Cardinal Prevost. Nor, I’m sure, did they decide that the US was now in a state of permanent political decline. What could be deemed “decline” might, after all, be the birth of a new era. Cardinal George’s remark could be read in another way: the idea of voting in a pope from the United States could only be considered a credible proposition if something dramatic happened on the American political scene.

The moment that paved the way for the election of the first US pope occurred around six months before the 2025 conclave, when President Donald Trump was re-elected for an historic, non-consecutive second term in office. For many cardinals, America’s role on the world stage, as the primary guarantor of both the post-World War II consensus and the rules-based international order, was being called into doubt. In the February before the conclave, Pope Francis signaled the alarm in an explosive letter to the bishops of the United States in which he explicitly criticized Trump’s immigration policy. Soon, another senior Vatican official, Cardinal Michael Czerny of Canada, was expressing his concern about the effects of cuts to the USAID program, while the Church’s global charitable arm based in Rome was warning that millions would die as a result of this decision. Cardinals from the developing world, serving in countries reliant on aid programs funded by the US, were a significant presence among those processing into the Sistine Chapel to vote for Francis’s successor.

The late pope chose around 70 per cent of the cardinals who would elect his successor. Among them was Charles Maung Bo, the first cardinal from Myanmar and a man deeply immersed in the suffering of his country. Myanmar was among the countries most hurt by the USAID cuts. The aid had been funding displaced communities and democracy programs. Following the election of Leo, Cardinal Bo told a reporter that the new American pope would “fight with Trump,” before, it seemed, correcting himself and saying he meant that Leo could have a “conversation and dialogue with Trump.” Several US cardinals have insisted that Pope Leo was not voted in as an “American pope,” nor did Trump have any influence on the conclave. Cardinal Prevost was appointed, they said, because he is a citizen of the world, a gifted linguist, and a skilled leader.

But the conclave did not take place in a vacuum. One Church source in Rome told me: “At least two cardinals I spoke to said electing a US pope was only possible because of Trump.” What had previously been unthinkable was made possible by the dramatic changes that had taken place in US and world politics over the previous years, changes that included previously unimaginable behavior from an American head of state.

So, back to that AI-generated image of Trump as pope, posted by Trump himself, just five days before the conclave.

Most of the cardinals remained, publicly at least, silent about the image. But they saw, on full display to billions of people, that the holder of the most powerful political office in the world was willing to make a joke about a profoundly serious, spiritual process. A joke may be harmless, of course, but Trump was not known for his magnanimity in humor. It was hard not to sense a touch of menace and scorn mixed in with the laughs. Choosing the successor of St. Peter, whom Catholics hold as the first pope, is the most solemn task a cardinal can undertake. And with the posting of that image President Trump had crossed a line.

A figure of hope

Leo is the first pope in centuries to have served as a missionary before his election. He would not be pope were it not for the years he served in Peru, a time which profoundly shaped him and which brought him to the attention of Pope Francis. It exposed him to communities experiencing extreme poverty, natural disasters, and violent political turmoil. Some of the migrants now facing deportation from the United States are people from a part of the world that Leo knew well.

If the election of Trump opened the possibility of an American pope, it was the past experiences of “Bob” Prevost which made it a reality. He had been noticed as an emerging leader thanks to his position in one of the Vatican’s most influential and demanding roles: Prefect of the Dicastery, or department, for Bishops. In this position, he oversaw the appointments of bishops around the world, and handled disciplinary problems such as abuse cover-ups and disputes involving Church leaders. And, as I have mentioned, in February, just days before he was admitted to hospital, Francis quietly made Robert Prevost a Cardinal Bishop, the highest rank in the College of Cardinals and a sign of the trust Francis had in him.

During his two years running the bishops’ office, Prevost developed a reputation as someone able to handle complex cases sensitively and competently, something that will only have bolstered the impression in the cardinals’ minds that he was papabile, a candidate for the papacy. Crucially, he also maintained a low public profile, giving no sit-down media interviews to anyone other than to the Vatican’s official news outlet. The lack of any sense of self-promotion is likely to have further helped his candidacy among cardinals.

Here, too, was an American papal candidate who was perhaps the “least American” of the cardinals, someone who holds Peruvian citizenship and has a deep knowledge and love of Latin America. He is a polyglot who speaks Spanish fluently, along with a high degree of proficiency in Italian and several other languages.

Pope Leo has the gift of being a unifier. Those who have met him say he puts people at their ease, and virtually everyone has noted his listening skills. The foundation stone for Robert Prevost’s life, as I set out in this book, is his membership of the Order of St. Augustine, the religious order which bases itself on the ancient rule of St. Augustine. The defining features of this order—with its focus on community, contemplative prayer, and unity—is written into Leo’s governing style. His time as leader of the Augustinians provided him with insights into the Church globally, as he had to travel frequently to visit their communities dotted around the world. It also gave him insights into the growing churches of Africa and Asia, and experience of leading a complex, international Catholic community.

The word “catholic” means “universal”, and it is the catholicity of the Church—its broadness and universality—which this pope embodies. He has French and Italian ancestry on his father’s side; his mother’s side has Spanish roots. Genealogical research has established that the pope has Creole roots, too, from New Orleans: the pope’s great-great-grandmother was the daughter of two free people of color. Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the Vatican’s foreign minister, described Leo’s “family tree of many nations” at a July 4 celebration in Rome. Leo, he said, was “quintessentially American.” At a time of “America First,” Leo’s life and ministry asks what it truly means to be an American.

This book is titled “American Hope” because Leo carries the hopes of many both inside and outside the Church. Those inside the Church hope that he can oversee the renewal of Catholicism but keep it united. Today, the Church in the US is deeply polarized, but Leo has shown that he is working to heal those divisions. The hope is that Leo XIV can follow his namesake, Leo XIII, whose long pontificate from 1878 to 1903 helped establish a Catholic Church for a new era. Leo XIII, who died aged ninety-three, had to grapple with the loss of the papal states and the upheaval of the industrial revolution. He made a decisive contribution to Catholic social thinking, the body of Church teaching that engages with politics and civic governance, while steering away from the extremes of unfettered capitalism and ideologically driven socialism. While he issued warnings about “Americanism,” he praised the US Catholic community from which, more than a century later, his successor as Leo would emerge. The American pope says he chose the name Leo because the Church today can offer its treasury of social teaching in the face of “another industrial revolution”—that brought by artificial intelligence.

His choice of name also—crucially—shows that he is working to build on his successor’s legacy. It is not the first time that a Leo has followed a Francis. St. Francis of Assisi—the Argentine pope’s namesake—had a friar called “Brother Leo” who was his closest collaborator and favourite disciple.

While rooted in tradition, the Leo papacy offers hope for the future to those looking for credible, moral leadership at a time when it is in short supply. His influence in the United States is like no other pope in history. Some of this is because he speaks English as a mother tongue, the first pope to do so in almost 900 years. He can communicate with the English-speaking world. It is not just what Leo says, it is who he is. His gentle, reserved style stands in contrast to politicians looking to dominate the news cycle, while his willingness to listen before speaking, to spend time in reflection before making decisions, suggest a leadership looking to a longer, deeper renewal, rather than short-term political gain.

This book shows what Leo is quietly, shrewdly, some might even say stealthily, doing as he leads the Catholic Church. It lays bare the difficult internal power dynamics he is contending with but shows that by adopting a more formal, rules-based papacy he could move the ball of reform further down the road than Francis had ever managed.

His papacy stands in contrast to the prevailing political culture of the day. In a world of conflict, he stands for peace. In a world of division, he tries to build bridges. In a world so often focussed on “me,” he says don’t forget about “us.” At a time of uncertainty, he offers a sense of hope. And, as I explain in the pages that follow, younger generations see in him a figure who communicates authenticity and a sense of spirituality. Leo is a pope for the changing era. The cardinals’ decision to make history by electing the first American pope will have a lasting impact, not only on the Catholic Church but on the world.


1

Listening Pope

I first met the future Pope Leo XIV outside the Paul VI audience hall in the Vatican. It was October 2023 and he had been taking part in a Vatican assembly, a month-long gathering that was part of Pope Francis’s ambitious, multi-year project to reform and renew the Catholic Church. Francis’s project, known as the synod, was aimed at creating a culture of listening inside the Church. It had opened up discussion on a range of hot-button topics such as the role of women and the use of power in the Church, and the necessity for fostering greater inclusion. Francis had also overturned the traditional way in which these Church gatherings took place. Inside the large hall, overlooked by the striking sculpture of The Resurrection by Pericle Fazzini, participants from across the globe were seated at round tables. In the past they would be have been sitting in rows with cardinals at the front and the pope facing them. This time, Cardinal Robert Prevost and other cardinals from the Roman Curia, the Church’s central administration, were seated at tables with a diversity of laypeople, including religious sisters from Latin America, and young Catholics such as Julia Oseka, a twenty-two-year-old student from St. Joseph’s University, Philadelphia. Everyone, regardless of rank, had the same allotted time to speak, and no one was allowed to interrupt.

Cardinal Prevost, unlike some senior prelates, seemed at home in this environment. I spoke to him alongside another synod delegate Fr. James Martin, a Jesuit priest known for his ministry to LGBTQ people. What struck me most clearly about Cardinal Prevost during our discussion was his capacity for listening. In Rome it is normal for cardinals, at the end of a meeting, either to get into a car or to rush off to another appointment. Cardinal Prevost made the time to stop and give us his full attention. As pope, Leo XIV has committed himself to continuing the synod process, which has faced significant resistance from elements of the Church hierarchies, some of whom feel threatened by a reform which calls for a greater sharing of authority between bishops and laypeople.

Navigating these tensions will require a listening pope. Leo is not simply a big-picture leader, who sets a broad strategy for others to implement. According to people who know him well, he studies issues in detail, takes a methodical approach, and wants to learn all the facts before deciding on a course of action. His leadership style could not be more different from the early months of President Trump’s second term, which began with chaotic flurry of executive orders and other changes. By contrast, Leo’s instinct is for moderation. He opts for incremental reforms, which, over time, become codified in the Church’s law and culture, and irreversible. And, crucially, he wants to strengthen the unity of the Church. His papal motto is: “In the one Christ, we are one.” He describes the Church as “a small leaven of unity, communion and fraternity within the world.” Being unified, he believes, is critically important for the Church’s effectiveness in carrying out its mission.

The early part of his papacy has focussed on listening and getting to grips with the issues. It is the strategy frequently used by a priest appointed to lead a parish: spend the first months listening. Inside the Vatican, plenty of people want Leo’s attention and his support for their projects. The list of topics he faces is endless, from personnel moves and Vatican finances to crises taking place inside the Church. Crucially, Leo must build a network of people around him whom he can trust. Isolation is a risk for a pope, and not receiving the most accurate information. “Sometimes there’s the presentation of the issues and then there’s the real issue behind it,” a friend of Leo told me when discussing the pope’s approach.

A few days after his election as pope, I met Leo again, at a meeting he gave for representatives of the media. In the early days of his papacy, he seemed at times a little overwhelmed. During some of his early meetings, he would apologize for being late, asking for people to be patient with him while he became accustomed to the role. “The Vatican scheduling system puts four audiences all at the same time,” he lightheartedly told the National Italian American Foundation. “That way, unfortunately, you have to wait for me and not vice versa.” At this audience with journalists, he asked one of his aides if he should distribute the rosary prayer beads as a memento of the meeting. No, he was told. “Sto imparando,” Leo joked. I’m still learning. This was how he would approach the role throughout the months after his election. Listening and learning. Nevertheless, he indicated even in that early audience that he didn’t want all the attention. When a journalist asked for a selfie with him, he refused, which was quite unlike Francis, who regularly posed for them.

One cardinal I spoke to said that Prevost’s work ethic, something Chicagoans are known for, was one of the appealing aspects of his candidacy in the 2025 conclave. But even by a Chicago Southsider’s standards, Prevost’s workload during that October synod in 2023 and again in October 2024, was crushing. He was spending six hours a day at the synod meetings while continuing his day job as prefect of the bishops’ office in the Vatican. Inside the synod, one observer noted that he seemed tense. Perhaps the same could be said during the first three months of Leo’s pontificate. Along with meeting a broad section of people from inside the Church, a steady stream of world leaders came to visit him. “My priorities are Ukraine, Gaza, and Myanmar,” Leo told a friend of his during a private audience. The change in Leo’s life would have been a lot for anyone to handle. In a very short time he had been transformed from a relatively obscure Rome-based cardinal into a global moral leader whose every word is carefully parsed and assessed, and who is tasked with using the papacy’s soft power to work for peace.

After those nervy first months, Leo seemed to relax into the role. He has retained his sense of humor. When I told him, jokingly, that I now supported the White Sox, his beloved Chicago baseball team, he roared with laughter. On board the papal plane for his first international trip, I witnessed Leo in a warm and cheerful mood: he came to see the reporters travelling with him, posing for a selfie with me and others. His first trip took place over Thanksgiving, and he began by wishing the Americans on board a “Happy Thanksgiving” and looked happy to receive homemade pumpkin pies from two journalists. He also joked that he had managed to complete the Wordle puzzle in three tries that morning. Those who have met with him privately describe him as genial and funny. He’s also a sensitive person, aware of the awesome responsibility of his role. As a public figure, he communicates the peace of one who has a deep interior life, something he acquired over his years as a member of the Order of St. Augustine. To understand Leo and his leadership of the Catholic Church, it is essential to understand his background as an Augustinian, a religious order founded in the thirteenth century.
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