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INTRODUCTION


Every day I pray for Pope Francis. And every day (I am exaggerating, but only slightly), the pope issues another reminder that he does not approve of Catholics like me.


If the Holy Father were rebuking me for my sins, I would have no reason to complain. But day after weary day, in his homilies at morning Mass in the Vatican’s St. Martha residence, the pope upbraids me—and countless thousands of other faithful Catholics—for clinging to, and sometimes suffering for, the truths that the Church has always taught. We are rigid, he tells us. We are the “doctors of the law,” the Pharisees, who only want to be “comfortable” with our Faith.


In the early days of his pontificate, Francis captured the public imagination with his call for a new, vigorous, worldwide mission. I was one of millions caught up in the “Francis effect,” enthusiastic about his vision. I found that friends and neighbors, inspired by what they read and heard about the pope, wanted to talk with me about the Catholic Faith: not about the politics of the Vatican or the scandals of the clergy, but about the fundamental message of the Gospel.


As time passed, however, the tone and even the content of the pope’s public statements puzzled me, then distressed me. For months, in my work reporting on the daily news from the Vatican, I did my best to provide reassurance—for my readers and sometimes for myself—that despite his sometimes alarming remarks, Francis was not a radical, was not leading the Church away from the ancient sources of the Faith. But gradually, reluctantly, painfully, I came to the conclusion that he was.


The Roman pontiff should be a focus of unity in the Church. Francis, regrettably, has become a source of division. There are two reasons for this unhappy development: the pope’s autocratic style of governance and the radical nature of the program that he is relentlessly advancing.


The autocratic style, which contrasts sharply with promises of collegial and synodal governance, has never been quite so evident as in January 2017, when he tossed aside the independent and sovereign status of an ancient Catholic fraternal order, the Knights of Malta. Writing of that remarkable coup in the Wall Street Journal, Sohrab Ahmari observed that it “has divided the church along familiar lines.” Ahmari, a recent convert to Catholicism, continued:


          As with other recent disputes—communion for the divorced-and-remarried; the status of the Latin Mass; Vatican engagement with China’s Communist regime—conservatives are on one side and Pope Francis is on the other.


But a pope should not be on “one side” of disagreements within the Church. Certainly the Roman pontiff must make decisions and set policies. But unlike a political leader, he is not expected to bring his own particular agenda to his office, to promote his allies and punish his opponents. Whereas we expect President Trump to reverse policies of President Obama—just as Obama reversed policies of President Bush—we expect a pope to preserve the decisions of his predecessors. Because the Church is not, or should not be, divided into rival parties.


Every pope makes controversial decisions, and every controversial decision leaves some people unhappy. But a prudent pontiff avoids even the appearance of acting arbitrarily. Mindful that he serves as head of a college of bishops—not as a lone monarch—he does his best to propose rather than impose solutions to pastoral problems.


Although he exercises enormous authority within the Church, a pope also acts under considerable restraints. He is empowered to speak for the universal Church, but in a sense he forfeits the ability to speak for himself. The pope cannot be partisan. He is expected to settle arguments, not to start them. At the Council of Jerusalem, St. Peter set the standard for his successors: hearing out the arguments on both sides and then rendering a judgment (in this case, ruling against the position that he himself had previously held).


By its very nature the pope’s role is conservative, in the best sense of that word. He is charged with preserving the purity and clarity of our Faith, a Faith that does not change. Since our fundamental beliefs were set forth by Jesus Christ, no prelate can question them without subverting the authority of the Church that Our Lord founded—the same Church that gives him his only claim to authority. While he is the supreme teacher of the Catholic Faith, the pope can teach only what the Church has always taught: the Deposit of Faith that has been passed down to him from the apostles. He can speak infallibly, but only when he proclaims and defines what faithful Catholics have “always and everywhere” believed.


In short the pope cannot teach something new. He can express old truths in new ways, but if he introduces actual novelties, he is abusing his authority. And if his “new” teachings conflict with the established doctrines of the Church, he is undermining that authority.


Many faithful Catholics believe that with Amoris Laetitia, Francis has encouraged beliefs and practices that are incompatible with the prior teachings of the Church. If that complaint is justified, he has violated the sacred trust that is given to Peter’s successors. If that complaint is not justified, the Holy Father at a minimum owes us explanations, not insults.


Something snapped inside me on February 24, 2017, when Francis turned the day’s Gospel reading (Mark 10:1–12) into one more opportunity to promote his own view on divorce and remarriage. Condemning hypocrisy and the “logic of casuistry,” the pontiff said that Jesus rejects the approach of legal scholars. True enough. But in his rebuke to the Pharisees, what does Jesus say about marriage?


          So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man put asunder.


and


          Whoever divorces his wife and marries another, commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.


Sometimes, in his homilies, the pope’s interpretation of the Scriptures is forced; often his characterization of tradition-minded Catholics is insulting. But in this case, the pope turned the Gospel reading completely upside-down. Reading the Vatican Radio account of that astonishing homily, I found I could no longer pretend that Francis was merely offering a novel interpretation of Catholic doctrine. No, it was more than that. He was engaged in a deliberate effort to change what the Church teaches.


For more than twenty years, writing daily about the news from the Vatican, I had tried to be honest in my assessment of papal statements and gestures. I had criticized St. John Paul II and Benedict XVI when I thought that their actions were imprudent. But never had it crossed my mind that either of those popes posed any danger to the integrity of the Catholic Faith. Looking back much further across Church history, I realized that there had been bad popes, men whose personal actions were motivated by greed and jealousy and lust for power and just plain lust. But had there ever before been a Roman pontiff who disregarded so easily what the Church has always taught and believed and practiced on such bedrock issues as the nature of marriage and of the Eucharist?


Pope Francis had sparked controversy from the day he was elected as St. Peter’s successor. But the controversy eventually became so intense, confusion among the faithful so widespread, administration at the Vatican so arbitrary—and the pope’s diatribes against his (real or imagined) foes so manic—that today the universal Church is rushing toward a crisis.


In a large family, how should a son behave when he realizes that his father’s behavior threatens the welfare of the whole household? He should certainly continue to show respect for his father, but he cannot indefinitely deny the danger. Eventually, a dysfunctional family needs an intervention.


In the worldwide family that is the Catholic Church, the best means of intervention is always prayer. But intervention also requires honesty—a candid recognition that we have a serious problem.


Recognizing the problem can also provide a sort of relief, a relaxation of accumulating tensions. When I tell friends that I consider this papacy a disaster, more often than not they feel oddly reassured. They can relax a bit, knowing that their own misgivings are not irrational, that others share their fears about the future of the Faith, that they need not continue a fruitless search for ways to reconcile the irreconcilable. Moreover, having given the problem a proper name, they can recognize what this crisis of Catholicism is not and put aside the explanations offered by some radical traditionalists. Francis is not an antipope, much less the Antichrist. The see of Peter is not vacant, and Benedict is not the “real” pontiff.


Francis is our pope, for better or worse. And if it is for worse—as I sadly conclude it is—the Church has survived problematic popes in the past. We Catholics have been spoiled for decades, enjoying a succession of outstanding pontiffs who were gifted teachers and saintly men. We have grown accustomed to looking to Rome for guidance. Now we cannot.


I do not mean to imply that Francis has forfeited the charism of infallibility. If he issues an ex cathedra statement, in union with the world’s bishops, we can be sure that he is fulfilling his duty to pass on what the Lord gave to St. Peter: the Deposit of Faith. But this pope has, characteristically, chosen not to speak with authority; on the contrary, he has adamantly refused to clarify his most provocative teaching document.


But if we cannot count on clear directions from Rome, where can we turn? First, Catholics can rely on the constant teaching of the Church, the doctrines that are now too often called into question. If the pope is confusing, the Catechism of the Catholic Church is not. Second, we can and should ask our own diocesan bishops to step up and shoulder their responsibilities. Bishops, too, have spent years referring the tough questions to Rome. Now, of necessity, they must provide their own clear, decisive affirmations of Catholic doctrine.


Maybe Francis will prove me wrong and emerge as a great Catholic teacher. I hope and pray he does. Maybe my entire argument is wrongheaded. I have been wrong before and will no doubt be wrong again; one more mistaken view is of no great consequence. But if I am right, and the current pope’s leadership has become a danger to the Faith, then other Catholics, and especially ordained Church leaders, must decide how to respond. And if I am right that confusion about fundamental Church teachings has become widespread, then the bishops, as primary teachers of the faith, cannot neglect their duty to intervene. The history of the Catholic Church shows that bishops will respond to a clamor from the faithful, and the bishop of Rome, whose task is to unify the brethren, cannot ignore his brother bishops.









CHAPTER ONE


The Surprise Election


Lightning struck St. Peter’s Basilica twice on February 11, 2013. Two different photographers captured dramatic pictures of the second bolt lighting up the darkened sky around the dome of the basilica. Those photos served as perfect illustrations for the day’s headline story from Rome: the shocking announcement by Pope Benedict XVI that he would resign from the papacy.


The German pontiff broke the news at a consistory—a meeting of the cardinals then in Rome—called for the routine purpose of confirming plans for the canonization of three new saints. Benedict had kept his retirement plans secret, giving prior notice to only a few top Vatican officials. Since he made his stunning announcement in Latin, most members of his audience had difficulty following him. But those who were fluent in the ancient language began to stir when Benedict said, “I have come to the certainty that my strengths, due to an advanced age, are no longer suited to an adequate exercise of the Petrine ministry,” and they gasped when he went on to “declare that I renounce the ministry of Bishop of Rome,” the resignation to take effect at the end of the month.


The news was electrifying. No Roman pontiff had resigned in more than five hundred years. The last pope to do so voluntarily was Celestine V, in 1294. The idea that a Vicar of Christ would abdicate his responsibility was shocking to many faithful Catholics. (Celestine would eventually be canonized but only after considerable criticism; he is usually identified as the shadowy character in Canto III of Dante’s Inferno, “the craven one, who made the great denial.”) Benedict had spoken about resignation a few times, as had his predecessor John Paul II, but only as a theoretical possibility. Now it was a reality.


No one had expected a long pontificate for Benedict XVI when he was elected, three days before his seventy-eighth birthday. He had never been robust, having suffered at least one stroke and relying on a pacemaker. His advanced age and frail health, in fact, made some observers doubt that he would be chosen by the conclave of April 2005.


And indeed, the strains of the papacy took an obvious physical toll on Benedict. By 2012, visitors to the apostolic palace reported that although in the morning the pope was as alert as ever, by midday he would grow visibly weary, lose concentration, and need a rest before he could resume productive work. Troubled by arthritic knees, he was less steady on his feet. He was approaching his eighty-fifth birthday.


At the same time, the problems that demanded the pope’s attention seemed to grow steadily more intense:


         •    The sex-abuse scandal that had devastated the Church in the United States a decade earlier was sweeping across Europe. There were angry demands for the resignation of bishops who had failed to take action against abusive clerics. Benedict, who on the eve of his election had decried the “filth” that soiled the Catholic priesthood, had stepped up the Vatican’s efforts to remove offenders from ministry.


         •    European banking inspectors charged that the Vatican bank, known as the Institute for Religious Works, was providing a haven for money laundering. The Vatican had begun a series of economic reforms, designed to ensure transparency and restore confidence in the institution.


         •    In the so-called “Vatileaks” scandal, confidential Vatican documents, mostly related to questionable financial transactions, had fallen into the hands of Italian journalists, who used them as the basis for sensational stories. An internal investigation traced the leaks to the pope’s own valet, Paolo Gabriele, who was found guilty of aggravated theft by a Vatican tribunal. (A papal pardon spared him from an eighteen-month prison sentence.) But many observers doubted the tribunal’s finding that Gabriele had acted alone. It seemed reasonable to speculate that other senior Vatican officials, who had more reason to engage in intramural intrigues, had guided the leaks.


         •    A special commission of three retired cardinals investigated Vatileaks and delivered its voluminous report to the pontiff at the end of 2012. Although the results of that investigation were never made public, Rome buzzed with rumors, some published in leading newspapers, that the cardinals had uncovered a homosexual network inside the Vatican that exposed prelates to threats of blackmail.


Apparently Benedict had reached the conclusion that he, now an elderly man and by nature and training a scholar rather than an administrator, had neither the strength nor the talent that would be needed to resolve these internal crises. As they gathered in Rome to choose his successor, the world’s cardinals were obviously thinking along similar lines. They spoke frequently to reporters about finding a leader with a firm administrative hand who could preside over a much-needed reform of the Vatican bureaucracy.


Looking for a Different Style of Leadership


There were other clear themes, too, in the conversations that preceded the conclave, which was to open on March 12. The cardinals were eager to pursue the “new evangelization” that had been a priority for both John Paul II and Benedict XVI, but they were open to a different style of leadership. During the long pontificate of John Paul II, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger had been the Polish pontiff’s closest aide and confidant. Since he had continued his predecessor’s policies when he succeeded him as pope, the Church had in many respects been governed by the same papal regime for thirty-five years. An old Vatican adage has it that a “fat pope follows a thin pope,” meaning that a conclave should choose a man with different personal qualities, a different leadership style.


Some cardinals suggested that the time might be ripe for a pope from the Third World. The choice of John Paul II, the first non-Italian pope in centuries, had been a spectacular success. Maybe it was time to look farther afield. Catholicism was making great gains in Africa and South America, while the influence of the Church was waning in Europe.


The argument for a non-European pontiff was strengthened by the absence of an outstanding candidate among the European papabili. Cardinal Ratzinger had been the obvious choice going into the conclave of 2005. The world’s most influential prelate, he would have been an overwhelming favorite for election but for the questions about his health. In 2013, Cardinal Angelo Scola of Milan was generally regarded as the leading Italian contender, but the field was crowded.


Cardinal Scola may well have been the preferred candidate of the outgoing pope. But Benedict would not participate in the conclave or make any comment at all—about the vote or about the needs of the Church. Having vowed his fidelity to the future pontiff, he departed the Vatican for the papal summer residence at Castel Gandolfo until the new pope was settled in his office. Even after his return, the retired pope would maintain a strict silence about current ecclesiastical affairs.


In the days leading up to a conclave, the world’s cardinals, already assembled in Rome, meet in daily “general congregations” that have two purposes. First, since there is no pope to make final decisions during the sede vacante period, the cardinals work together on the necessary business of the Holy See. Second, and more important, the cardinals exchange ideas about the needs of the Church—the needs to which the next pope will be asked to respond.


These general congregations are closed to outsiders, and the Vatican press office provides only vague reports about what the cardinals have discussed or decided. For the first few days of the meetings in 2013, the cardinals from the United States held daily briefings, giving the media more information about the talks. But other cardinals complained about what they saw as a breach of confidentiality, and the American prelates reluctantly called off their briefings. Father Federico Lombardi, the director of the Vatican press office, explained that the American cardinals’ silence would be in keeping with a general understanding that during the days leading up to a papal conclave, the attitude of the cardinals is “one of reservation in order to safeguard the freedom of reflection on the part of each of the members of the College of Cardinals who has to make such an important decision.”


Nevertheless, enterprising Vatican journalists were able to generate reports from the daily congregations. Despite the perception that Vatican affairs are shrouded in secrecy, the rumor mill is always working, and reports about internal discussions invariably leak out into the Italian papers. Even after a papal conclave, at which every cardinal solemnly swears that he will not divulge anything about what happens, reporters usually can give a fairly clear account of the proceedings within a few weeks, and no one doubts that the account is reasonably accurate. During the sede vacante period, when the cardinals are living in their own apartments and having dinner conversations with their aides and friends, reporters find it relatively easy to tease out details about the discussions during the congregations.


For example, before the 2013 conclave, an Italian reporter disclosed that the cardinals would be briefed by the three prelates—Cardinals Julián Herranz, Jozef Tomko, and Salvatore De Giorgi—who had prepared the hefty dossier on the Vatileaks scandal for Benedict. Because all three cardinals on the investigating commission were over the age of eighty, none would be participating in the conclave itself. So they would speak during the congregations, in which elderly cardinals can take part, and provide a general outline—but not the full details—of their findings.


Wanted: New Evangelization and Vatican Reform


The leaks from the daily congregations confirmed what Vatican-watchers already knew: that the cardinals were concerned about evangelization, about resolving the sex-abuse scandal and the troubles of the Vatican bank, and about the infighting and inefficiency that had been exposed in the Roman Curia. Some prelates called for a thorough overhaul of the Vatican bureaucracy and the appointment of a chief of staff who would coordinate the work of the disparate agencies. The media dutifully reported these suggestions—although in a nod to the confidentiality of the discussions, the reports usually did not identify the cardinals who had made them.


The reporters, however, missed the most important address made during the general congregations, which came to light only after the conclave. A cardinal from Argentina, Jorge Bergoglio, captured the attention of his brothers with a short but strongly worded call for the Church to “come out of herself and go to the peripheries.” When the Church does not do this, he said, “she becomes self-referential and then gets sick.” This address evidently made many cardinals think of Bergoglio as a potential pope. It made such a deep impression on Havana’s Cardinal Jaime Ortega that after Bergoglio’s election, he sought and received his permission to make the talk public.


Cardinal Bergoglio was by no means an unknown. According to the standard unauthorized account, in fact, he had been the runner-up to Cardinal Ratzinger in the conclave of 2005. But since that time he had been serving quietly as archbishop of Buenos Aires. Few saw him as a pope in waiting. He had not been touring the world and giving speeches. He had already submitted to the Holy See his resignation as archbishop, as required by canon law, upon reaching his seventy-fifth birthday. His name was not among the dozen mentioned by oddsmakers as the top candidates in 2013.


Yet at least a few cardinals remembered the support Bergoglio had received in the last conclave and believed that he would make a good candidate once again. Apparently Bergoglio himself was among them. In a chance meeting just before the conclave began, a young cleric playfully asked him what name he would take when he was elected. “Francis,” came the prompt reply.


And so it was to be.


During the conclave itself, with the cardinals locked up in the Sistine Chapel, their deliberations sealed off from the outside world, the journalists assembled in Rome for the big story grew frustrated by the absence of material. One Fox News personality fumed that the Catholic Church obviously needed to change the way it chooses pontiffs. The current arrangement was not working—meaning that it was not providing him with anything to say.


Fortunately for the reporters, the result came quickly. On the second day of the conclave, on the fifth ballot, Cardinal Bergoglio was elected: the first Latin American and the first Jesuit to become the Roman pontiff. As soon as the white smoke rose from the chimney above the Sistine Chapel, a huge crowd assembled in St. Peter’s Square to meet the new pope.


Several days later it emerged that immediately after his election, before his introduction to the public, the new pope had made it his top priority to call the pope emeritus, as Benedict XVI had decided to style himself. That turned out to be no easy task. When they entered the conclave, the cardinals had surrendered their cell phones, and the Sistine Chapel had been swept to ensure that there were no means of electronic communication. When the seal of the conclave was broken, the new pope scrambled through the apostolic palace looking for a working phone. He finally found one in a messy, crowded room that the Vatican Radio staff used for storage and put in the call to Castel Gandolfo. But the sequestered Benedict did not hear his phone ringing. He was watching television, waiting for the same news that the rest of the world wanted to hear.


The announcement, when it came, was confusing. Jean-Louis Tauran, who had the privilege as cardinal protodeacon to introduce the new pope to the world, drew a roar of applause when he uttered the traditional formula, “Habemus papam!” (We have a pope!) But the noise from the crowd and feedback from the public-address system obscured his words as he continued with the name: “Eminentissimum ac reverendissimum Dominum, Dominum Georgium Marium, Sanctae Romanae Ecclesiae Cardinalem Bergoglio.” Few people were expecting a “Georgium,” and the murmurs from the square made it even more difficult to hear the “Bergoglio,” so there was a moment of silence before the crowd—led by pilgrims from Argentina—began to applaud enthusiastically.


But as Cardinal Tauran continued, the excitement in St. Peter’s Square increased. The new pope, he announced, had chosen the name “Francis.” Evoking Francis of Assisi, one of the most beloved of all saints, the name indicated a commitment to simplicity, humility, and wholehearted love for all of God’s creation. At the same time, it called to mind the message that the great saint had received from God in the church of San Damiano: “Francis, go, rebuild my house, which as you see is in ruins.”


To grasp the full significance of this new pope’s chosen name, consider that for 1,100 years, every newly elected pontiff had chosen a name that had been used by some other pope before him. The name of every pope since Lando, who reigned from 913 to 914, was followed by a Roman numeral, and the only pontiff to have chosen a new name, John Paul I, had explicitly named himself after his two immediate predecessors, John XXIII and Paul VI. So when he chose an entirely new name, Pope Francis indicated that he was prepared to strike out in a new direction.


A Sensational Debut


When the newly elected pope stepped out onto the loggia of the Vatican basilica, his appearance caused another sensation. He was dressed in the white papal cassock and zucchetto, but not in the mozzetta (a short scarlet cape) and stole that previous popes had worn for their first public appearance. After a somewhat awkward initial wave to the crowed, he stood quietly, his hands folded, until the applause began to die down. When he did speak, he began with the plainest of greetings: Buona sera.


Continuing in the same understated vein, the new pope told the crowd, “You know, it was the duty of the conclave to give Rome a new bishop.” Well of course! No one in St. Peter’s Square needed to be reminded of the business at hand. Francis went on: “It seems my brothers, the cardinals, have gone almost to the ends of the earth to find him. But here we are.”


This was a sensation: a pope who told the world that the cardinals were obliged to choose someone as supreme pontiff and seemed almost apologetic for their selection. His words suggested that his election was happenstance—“here we are”—and he and the Catholic world would have to make the best of it.


As he continued, Francis referred to himself as the bishop of Rome, never speaking of himself as the “pope” and alluding to his new preeminence only indirectly, when he observed that the Church in Rome “is the one that leads all the churches in charity.” Was this another display of humility? No doubt it was, but it was something more. Francis was laying the groundwork for a new understanding of the Petrine office, one that would drop the trappings of monarchical power and emphasize instead the role of the bishop of Rome as the focus of unity for the universal Church.


The new pope concluded with one more sensational gesture. He was expected to end his first address by giving his blessing urbi et orbi—to the city (here represented by the crowd in St. Peter’s Square) and to the world. Francis introduced a new wrinkle: “Before the bishop blesses his people, I ask you to pray to the Lord to bless me.” Then he, the “bishop,” bowed his head, and a silence descended over the Vatican for several long moments before he finally gave his blessing. Even then he was not quite finished. “Pray for me,” he urged the crowd, “and we will see one another soon.”


After that first public appearance, Francis and all the cardinals who had elected him returned to the St. Martha's residence, where they had been lodged during the conclave, to collect their belongings. When the last minibus left St. Peter’s Basilica, several cardinals were stunned to see that the successor of St. Peter was riding with them. He had not assumed that he could command his own vehicle and that Vatican aides would leap to do his bidding. He still thought of himself as one member—admittedly the leading member—of the college of bishops.


The next day, a Thursday, Francis slipped out of the Vatican to pray at the Roman basilica of St. Mary Major. Why did he choose that particular church? Because St. Mary Major is the oldest church in Rome dedicated to Our Lady, the largest and the most prominent? Yes, and the pope also chose it because the basilica houses the image of Mary Salus Populi Romani: the protector of the people of Rome. Again he was emphasizing the office of the bishop of Rome and his commitment to the local diocese.


The staff of the basilica was thrown into a frenzy by the unexpected visit. The building was, as usual, full of pilgrims and tourists. Should they be cleared out so that the pope could pray in private? Francis argued against any such special measures, insisting that he only wanted to pray before the beloved icon. In a compromise the staff did not empty the entire basilica, but cleared out the area where the pontiff would be.


On his return to the Vatican, the new pope stopped at the Domus Internationalis Paulus VI, where he had lodged before the conclave, to collect his luggage and settle his bill. Reports of this latest demonstration of papal humility—imagine a pontiff reaching into his own wallet to pay a bill!—flashed quickly around the world. Actually the scene was not unprecedented. After his election, Benedict XVI quietly visited the apartment he had occupied for years to pick up some books and other belongings, but no photographer recorded that pope’s tending to his personal affairs.


The image of the new pope as a simple, humble man shunning the pretentious trappings of the papal court was quickly fixed in the public’s mind. But there was one sour note, mostly lost in the adulatory media coverage of the new pontificate. According to some reporters, when an aide tried to place the traditional mozzetta across his shoulders before his first appearance on the loggia of St. Peter’s, Francis brushed him away testily, declaring that “the carnival is over.”


The reports seemed improbable. The reference to the “carnival,” if true, was obviously a slap at Pope Benedict, who had gladly revived the use of some traditional papal vestments, such as the broad-brimmed saturno and the red slippers, because of his keen appreciation for the history and authority they symbolized. Why would a new pope, at this moment before a triumphant appearance, make an acerbic remark about his predecessor? Another account had the pope declining the mozzetta with a gentle “I would prefer not to.” But why would a reporter invent the “carnival” comment if it had not been made? And if he really had used that word, or something like it, why was the newly elected pope so angry?









CHAPTER TWO


The Francis Effect


During the early days of his pontificate, Pope Francis captured the world’s attention with his unconventional style. His plain speech and his disdain for pomp conflicted with stereotypical views about how a pope should speak and act. Some were delighted by his egalitarian approach, while others—particularly lovers of Vatican traditions—were dismayed. But everyone was paying attention.


St. Peter’s Square was packed for the pope’s first public audience on Sunday, March 17, 2013. He greeted the enormous crowd simply, in the same way that he had introduced himself after his election: Buon giorno! Speaking in Italian and peppering his remarks with lighthearted digressions, he earned appreciative applause. Then after about fifteen minutes he brought the midday address to a cheery conclusion: “Have a good day, and enjoy your lunch.”


After touring the papal apartments, Francis decided that he could not live in the grand isolation of the apostolic palace and moved permanently into the Domus Sanctae Marthae—St. Martha’s House—the Vatican guesthouse where he and the other cardinals had lodged during the conclave. There he would enjoy the constant stream of visitors to Rome along with the steady traffic of Vatican officials.


Next the pope began to celebrate Mass each morning in the chapel of the St. Martha's residence with a congregation composed of whoever happened to be staying there at the time. Here too he was breaking new ground, as his predecessors had celebrated daily Mass privately or with a few invited guests in a chapel in the apostolic palace. He preached every day—without the miter that symbolized his pontifical rank—and brief reports on those short homilies were provided daily by Vatican Radio.


Francis was predictably unpredictable. He placed his own phone calls, shocking those who received an unscheduled call from the Roman pontiff. Soon after his election he called the proprietor of the newsstand in Buenos Aires where he had picked up his newspaper each morning to cancel his subscription—and to chat a bit. He popped up unexpectedly in shops across Rome, first to buy new eyeglasses, then for a pair of orthopedic shoes.


Reporters loved this new pope who provided them with an endless supply of interesting stories, and he received overwhelmingly favorable media coverage. Speaking with a reporter in Rome who had been covering the Vatican for some years, I remarked on the sympathetic treatment that Francis received from the press. My journalist friend emphatically agreed, noting that reporters—including some who were not particularly enamored of the pope—were leaving some potentially damaging stories unreported because they thought no one wanted to hear bad news about this pontiff. “I can’t imagine what it would take” to turn the media against Francis, he said.


A case in point is the media’s lack of interest, after a short flurry of attention, in the charge that Father Bergoglio, while a Jesuit provincial, had supported Argentina’s military dictatorship in the 1970s. A left-wing Argentine journalist, Horatio Verbitsky, accused Bergoglio of complicity in the arrest of two radical Jesuit priests who were under his charge. Verbitsky offered little evidence for his claim apart from suspicions voiced by one of the priests in question. That priest was deceased by the time Bergoglio became pope, and the other expressed confidence that Bergoglio had not been involved. But reporters have been known to probe into such a story on the slim chance that they might uncover a sensational scandal. (To this day, some writers make a point of mentioning that Benedict XVI was a member of a Nazi youth group—not bothering to note that the young Ratzinger was compelled to join, and eventually walked away from the group without permission, risking arrest for desertion.) While there was scant evidence, moreover, that Bergoglio was responsible for the imprisonment of these two Jesuits, there was still ample room for questions about the future pope’s relationship with the military government. Those questions were not raised, and the media quickly dropped the story.


The media focused instead on the messages that the pope was delivering, often in striking, earthy language. He encouraged young people to “shake things up” and “make a mess.” He said that good bishops, like good shepherds, should have “the smell of their sheep.” He lamented that some Catholics had become “obsessed” with public issues such as abortion, when they should be spending their energies on the more important task of drawing people closer to Christ. He spoke—with a frequency that some people found alarming—about the devil. He likened the Church to a field hospital, caring for the wounded. In marked contrast to the careful, scholarly Benedict XVI, Francis spoke impulsively; he often seemed to be provoking his audiences deliberately.


With the pope constantly in the headlines, Catholics and non-Catholics alike found themselves talking more frequently about the Catholic Church. Italian priests reported longer lines of people coming to confession, including many who had been away from the sacrament for years. American clerics said they noticed the same trend. The excitement surrounding the pontiff seemed to encourage people to practice their faith in simple, direct ways. Journalists dubbed this the “Francis effect,” and the pope’s most enthusiastic supporters predicted a bull market for conversions to the Catholic Faith.


“Who Am I to Judge?”


But the “Francis effect” came at a cost. If the pope’s brash statements were sometimes inspiring, they were also sometimes confusing, and if he aimed to provoke, he occasionally offended. As time passed, the pope’s support for controversial causes and his penchant for ad-lib statements began to raise eyebrows, then to prompt concerns.


At first, Francis seemed to defy easy classification as a “liberal” or “conservative,” but as the months passed, a pattern emerged of support for causes usually associated with the political Left—environmentalism, disarmament, unrestricted immigration, income redistribution. His warning about being “obsessed” with abortion and contraception made many loyal Catholics uneasy; it hardly seemed necessary to complain about an “obsession” with issues that are rarely even mentioned in a typical parish. Still, even a stalwart pro-life Catholic could swallow hard and accept the pope’s admonition, reading it as a call for a new rhetorical strategy or for recognizing that evangelization is more important than political activism.


After all, on other hot-button political issues, Francis seemed to have taken a conservative position—at least initially. During his tenure as archbishop of Buenos Aires he had denounced a proposal for acceptance of same-sex marriage as the work of the devil. More recently, he had admitted that he was concerned about the possible influence of a “gay lobby” within the Vatican.


But if orthodox Catholics had concluded that Francis would stand firm against homosexual influence within the Church, their confidence was shattered by his remarks to reporters on a trip to Brazil in July 2013. Asked about homosexual priests, he replied, “If they accept the Lord and have good will, who am I to judge them?”


The context of that statement is important. Sandro Magister, an influential Vatican reporter for the Italian journal L’Espresso, had reported that Msgr. Battista Ricca, whom Francis had recently appointed prelate of the Vatican bank, had a history of scandalous homosexual affairs. Magister went on to charge that the Vatican’s “gay lobby” had whitewashed Msgr. Ricca’s record to smooth the way for his appointment. Francis insisted that he had looked into the charges and satisfied himself that “there was nothing there.”


Having answered the reporter’s question, the pope might have stopped there, but he continued, apparently wanting to say something about homosexuality. Although there had been many reports about a “gay lobby” at the Vatican, there was no clearly identifiable group—he had “never seen it on a Vatican ID card,” he joked. It is important, he said, to distinguish between priests who might have a homosexual orientation and those who might be active in a “lobby” within the Church. “The problem isn’t the orientation,” he concluded; “the problem is having a lobby.”
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