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PREFACE

Politics, it is often said, is the art of compromise. Because elections involve the clash of different interests, victory usually belongs to the candidate who can offer something to everyone, negotiating between competing visions and desires. The winning candidate is generally the one who seems most likely to appeal to all constituencies, or, at a minimum, to be the least disappointing to the majority. Political rhetoric is crafted with this in mind, offering a mixture of platitudes and banalities whose main aim seems to be to offend the fewest listeners possible.

Sometimes, however, the electorate is not in the mood to compromise. Sometimes, with an important historical crossroads looming in front of them, voters opt for a bold choice rather than a “least common denominator.”

Such was the humor of the College of Cardinals of the Roman Catholic Church in April 2005, when it gathered to elect a successor to Pope John Paul II. Faced with a slew of potential compromise candidates, the cardinals opted instead for a clear, resounding choice, entrusting the Keys of the Kingdom, which Catholics believe were promised by Christ to St. Peter, to seventy-eight-year-old Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, a man whose resolute views on the challenges facing the Church and the broader culture could not be more unambiguous.

Pope Benedict XVI is a man of epic ambition who hopes to do nothing less than challenge four centuries of intellectual development in the West toward subjectivity and relativism, producing what European intellectuals who share his view call a climate of “weak thought.” Like St. Benedict sixteen centuries before, from whom the new pope took his name, Benedict XVI aims to inspire alternative models of Christian existence for a culture that, he believes, is too often in denial about the real meaning and purpose of human existence. Benedict is convinced, in a way that has to be nuanced in order to be understood, that there is a historical parallel between the collapse of the Roman Empire and the slide into the Dark Ages, and the era in which we live. Benedict XVI is too sophisticated to launch a crude jihad against secularism, but his pontificate will, nevertheless, be a tough, demanding one, and those who elected him certainly knew that. He will challenge the world to recover confidence in the power of the human intellect to find truth, and the moral and spiritual capacity of men and women to order their lives in the light of that truth. He will do so joyfully, in a spirit of service rather than power, but he will be uncompromising and crystal clear.

There are few jobs on earth more complex, and more consequential, than serving as the Supreme Pontiff of the 1.1 billion-strong Roman Catholic Church. The election of a pope is not just a colorful ritual cloaked in centuries-old mystery and romance, but the naming of an important global leader whose policies touch the lives not just of Catholics, but people of all faiths and of none. Try as one might, a pope cannot be ignored. Religion stirs the deepest passions of the human soul, so that a pope has the capacity to shape not just people’s voting patterns or ideological self-interest, but their dreams and the best versions of themselves. The pope is a moral compass, a voice of conscience, and a cartographer of the soul, and because of all this, the pope is inevitably a major political force. A handful of other religious figures play a similar role, but none so prominently or so influentially as the head of the Roman Catholic Church. To put the point bluntly, a pope matters.

For Catholics, the pope is believed to be the Vicar of Christ on earth, the successor of St. Peter as the chief shepherd of the Christian community. Before all else, therefore, he is supposed to be a man of exemplary holiness, someone who can radiate a sense of God’s love and the power of redemption, someone who can inspire and challenge and console, someone who can do all this while also governing and correcting members of the flock when they stray. It is, in many ways, an impossible and thankless job, imposing a bewildering cluster of demands—the mastering of any one of which would be a life’s work.

All this went into the reflections of the members of the College of Cardinals, 115 of them under eighty years of age and healthy enough to participate, who arrived in Rome in April 2005 to face the daunting task of electing a new pope. Moreover, they were not just electing any new pontiff, but the successor to John Paul II, a titan who cut across his times in a way few popes of any era ever have. To invoke a tired cliché, John Paul II would be a very hard act to follow, and the cardinals knew they had to consider this choice carefully. Most cardinals who were already in their late sixties and seventies were also aware that they would likely have only one opportunity in their lifetime to cast a ballot for a pope, and so the responsibility wore even more heavily.

Catholics believe that the selection of the pope unfolds under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, so that it is not, in the first place, a political exercise but a process of spiritual discernment rooted in prayer. This idea was summed up on the eve of the conclave by the smiling, cheerful Cardinal Ennio Antonelli of Florence, considered by some to be a candidate himself, who said that God already knew who the new pope was, so it was simply up to the cardinals to figure out what God had already decided. Many longtime Vatican-watchers regarded the comment as pious sermonizing, but listening to cardinals after the fact, many seemed to have really experienced the process this way. At least some cardinals perceived a clash between their prayer and their politics; in their heart of hearts, many saw Joseph Ratzinger as the right man for the job, but worried that in some sectors of opinion, especially in western Europe and the United States, he might bring too much “baggage” because of twenty-four difficult, controversial years as the Church’s top doctrinal watchdog. In the end, most voted their conscience rather than their fear, trying to be faithful to their vow, uttered aloud below Michelangelo’s intimidating fresco of the Last Judgment during each round of balloting: “I call as my witness Christ the Lord, who will be my judge, that my vote is given the one who before God I think should be elected.”

In doing so, many of the cardinals no doubt heard the words of John Paul’s last poem, “Roman Tryptych”, echoing in their memories. Meditating on the conclave that would elect his successor, the late Pope had written: “It is necessary that during the conclave, Michelangelo teach them… Michelangelo’s vision must teach them.” The idea was that the cardinals should be thinking not about political or careerist consequences when they cast their ballots, but the moment of judgment in the next life when they will have to account for their choice before God.

Whether God—or history—will eventually judge their choice to have been the correct one remains to be seen. At this stage the pontificate of Benedict XVI is very much an open book, the chapters of which are waiting to be written. Given the character of the man, however, the one thing we can say with certainty about the 265th papacy of the Roman Catholic Church is that it will not be dull. Dramatic, fascinating days lie ahead.

In electing Joseph Ratzinger, the cardinals managed to shatter several bits of conventional wisdom about conclaves: that he who goes in a pope, comes out a cardinal (now false in three of the last six papal elections); that someone too closely identified with the policies of the previous pope is usually not chosen; that the 76 percent of cardinals who come from dioceses around the world would not vote for a member of the Roman Curia; that the cardinals would not want to elect someone from Europe, where the faith is flagging; that seventy-eight years of age is too old to begin so awesome a ministry; that Ratzinger had been in power too long, made too many enemies as well as friends, to put together a two-thirds majority. All these handicapping tips turned out, at least this time around, to be hogwash. In addition, the widely held belief that the Italians would gang up to ensure that the papacy came back home also proved unfounded. In fact, several non-Italian cardinals said that their Italian colleagues by and large approached the election “objectively,” concentrating on the person rather than the passport he happened to hold. For the most part, conventional political logic gave way to a genuine sense that Ratzinger was the most qualified and best prepared candidate, regardless of age, nationality, or career path.

On the other hand, it is also traditional Catholic theology that grace builds on nature, it doesn’t cancel it out, so that the belief that God is involved in the selection of a pope does not make it any less a political process. As one cardinal put it to me afterward, “I was never whapped on the head by the Holy Spirit. I had to make the best choice I could based on the information available.” Thus the election of Joseph Ratzinger was also a political drama whose outcome was uncertain until the curtain came up, and one that could have gone another way if a few variables had fallen into place differently. As obvious as the selection of a given pope may seem after the fact, it never feels that way going in. History, as they say, can only be understood backwards, but must be lived forwards.

In a sense, Pope John Paul had been dying for years by the time his death actually came, and one might expect that therefore the conclave of 2005 was a well-prepared, well-rehearsed event. In fact, however, most cardinals said the opposite was the case. Because John Paul had survived so many crises over the course of almost twenty-seven years, many had given up thinking about the succession, since the politics and personalities could shift many times before the moment actually arrived. (Indeed, had John Paul lived just three more months, he was expected to create a slew of new cardinals, once again recasting the drama.) Even in the final weeks of the Pope’s life, when the end seemed painfully near, most cardinals were thinking in terms of issues and profiles of leadership, not actual candidates. When they gathered in Rome in early April, therefore, it was still very much anyone’s game.

Perhaps the best expression of this idea belongs to none other than the new pope himself, Benedict XVI, who, as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, was asked on Bavarian television in 1997 if the Holy Spirit is responsible for who gets elected pope. This was his response:


I would not say so, in the sense that the Holy Spirit picks out the Pope…. I would say that the Spirit does not exactly take control of the affair, but rather like a good educator, as it were, leaves us much space, much freedom, without entirely abandoning us. Thus the Spirit’s role should be understood in a much more elastic sense, not that he dictates the candidate for whom one must vote. Probably the only assurance he offers is that the thing cannot be totally ruined.


Then the clincher:


There are too many contrary instances of popes the Holy Spirit would obviously not have picked.


In attempting to piece together the story of the conclave, I have been primarily guided by after-the-fact conversations with eight cardinals, representing five nationalities (spanning three continents). Because the cardinals had taken vows of secrecy, these conversations were of necessity “on background,” meaning they are not quoted here by name. None of the cardinals, in my view, came even close to violating his oath of secrecy in our conversations. No one revealed round-by-round voting totals, for example. They were, however, willing to offer me a window into the preconclave politics—the meetings over dinner at national colleges, the late-hour chats, the free-flowing conversations at the Roman residences of friends within the College of Cardinals. They were also willing in a general sense to talk about the drama within the conclave itself, and how in relatively short order a disparate group of 115 men, each with his own strong vision for the future of the Church, was able to come to consensus on a single candidate to lead them. To these cardinals, who understand that legitimate public curiosity will either be fed with accurate information or with gossip and innuendo, go my eternal thanks.

My rule in this process was that I trusted nothing that came from a secondary source. Until I had a point confirmed by at least two cardinals, I treated it as unreliable. There are all sorts of widely circulated rumors surrounding events inside the conclave that do not appear in this book, and with the passage of time it may even emerge that some are true. I want the reader to know, however, that whatever is in this book has undergone the most thorough process of verification possible.

Joseph Ratzinger’s election as Pope Benedict XVI, the 265th pope in the official Vatican listing (though that counts Pope Benedict IX three times, who had three separate pontificates in the eleventh century), is of importance not just for Church historians and idly curious onlookers. The reasons he was elected, and the policies he is likely to pursue, will have decisive global consequences. Moreover, it would be foolish to interpret the election of this seventy-eight-year-old German as a vote for a do-nothing, “transitional” pontificate. To put the matter bluntly, there isn’t a transitional bone in Joseph Ratzinger’s body. Nor is this merely a vote for continuity with John Paul II, as if the College of Cardinals has simply reelected the previous pope. Though Benedict XVI will certainly continue the main lines of John Paul’s papacy, since he was intimately involved in constructing the intellectual agenda of that pontificate, he will also bring his own style and sense of priorities to the job. He is an original thinker, and one can expect his papacy to be an original one.

At the outset, one should not shy away from adding the necessary adjunct to the above: Benedict’s papacy is also likely to be contentious, especially for those Catholics of a more liberal bent, as well as secular centers of opinion that would prefer a pope whose opinions hew more closely to the editorial pages of the New York Times than to the Catechism of the Catholic Church. While Pope Benedict XVI will prove to be a more gracious figure than his previous public image suggests, there is no ducking the point that his will be a strong teaching papacy, and people may not always like what they hear—on issues ranging from human sexuality to religious pluralism to the exercise of ecclesiastical authority. There will be much to debate, much about which faithful Catholics, as well as men and women of all creeds, will disagree. The cardinals knew this as well, which makes the logic for their selection of Benedict XVI especially worthy of study.

This book tells the story of Pope John Paul II’s last days, the behind-the-scenes dynamics within the College of Cardinals that led to the choice of Joseph Ratzinger as Pope Benedict XVI, and where the new pope is likely to lead the Catholic Church. Fortunately, this is not an exercise in speculation, because Ratzinger has perhaps the most extensive public track record of any member of the College of Cardinals, and is that rare Vatican official who has been a celebrity in his own time. He led the crackdown on liberation theology in Latin America in the 1980s, the strong defense of traditional positions on issues of sexual morality such as homosexuality, the insistence that respect for other religions not obscure the uniqueness of the salvation won by Christ, and the demand that Catholic theologians uphold magisterial teaching, thereby restricting the notion of “loyal opposition” or “dissent” as a legitimate theological option. It is hardly guesswork to expect that these views will continue to have force in his pontificate.

This record however, is not, the whole story about Joseph Ratzinger. Those who know him privately have long commented on the disjunction between his public reputation and his private persona. In intimate settings, Ratzinger has always come across as generous, humble, and gentle, never seeking to impress others with his razor-sharp mind, but always prepared for whatever discussion is at hand. He’s known for a sly sense of humor, an impish smile, and the capacity to put people at ease.

In a book-length interview in 2002 titled God and the World, Ratzinger says that “God has a great sense of humor.”

“Sometimes he gives you something like a nudge and says, ‘Don’t take yourself so seriously!’ ” Ratzinger said. “Humor is in fact an essential element in the mirth of creation. We can see how, in many matters in our lives, God wants to prod us into taking things a bit more lightly; to see the funny side of it; to get down off our pedestal and not to forget our sense of fun.”

This is not the Joseph Ratzinger that some people think they know.

The new pope is also regarded as a good listener. More than one bishop after an ad limina trip to Rome, the visit to the Pope and Vatican offices that all bishops are required to make every five years, has come away contrasting their experience in the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith with other offices in the Roman Curia. Elsewhere, they say, it is not uncommon for the head of the office to walk into a room, read a prepared speech to the bishops, and then exit, as if they were a group of college undergraduates. With Ratzinger, on the other hand, bishops report that he asks about their concerns and seems to genuinely listen to what they have to say. These are promising traits for a pope who inherits a College of Bishops often frustrated precisely by the sensation of not being heard in Rome.

Moreover, to focus entirely on the public controversies during Ratzinger’s Vatican years risks obscuring the deeper concerns of the man that underlie those specific debates, as well as the more quiet activity of his office that never draws public attention. Fundamentally, Ratzinger has long been concerned that the Christian message, that God entered history in the person of Jesus Christ in order to mark out a path to salvation, one that does not vary with time or fashion, becomes jeopardized in a cultural environment that has largely abandoned the concept of objective truth. Collapse of confidence in truth, he believes, leads to disastrous consequences. He witnessed that in Nazi Germany, when mistaken ideas about human nature led to the disasters of the Second World War, including the horrors of the Holocaust. His concern for maintaining the truths of the faith is therefore not simply an authoritarian desire to police the limits of acceptable thought; it has much deeper roots.

The point is that one cannot automatically collapse Ratzinger’s tenure at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith into his new role as the Universal Pastor of the Catholic Church. The Pope, whatever one makes of his career as the Vatican’s enforcer, realizes that in the first place people are not convinced of the Christian message on the basis of doctrinal debates. They want to see that Christianity is a joyful thing, a source of life and hope, that it lights fires of love and self-sacrifice. In the 1985 interview with Vittorio Messori that became The Ratzinger Report, he acknowledged precisely this: “The only really effective apologia for Christianity comes down to two arguments,” he said, “namely, the saints the Church has produced and the art which has grown in her womb.”

In the early days after his election, Pope Benedict attempted to strike just these notes. In his programmatic talk on Wednesday morning, April 20, following Mass with the cardinals in the Sistine Chapel, he talked about dialogue, ecumenism, interreligious outreach, the need for the Church to witness to authentic social development, and his desire to transmit joy and hope to the world. The Pope called for collaboration between the bishops and the Pope, a reference to collegiality in the Church. He committed himself to the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), an important signal for those who believe he has tried to “roll back the clock” on the reforms associated with the council. Benedict XVI also said he would reach out in a special way to the young, much in the style of his predecessor, John Paul II. (The Vatican later confirmed that the new pope will travel to Cologne in August for World Youth Day.) On Monday, April 25, in an audience with representatives of other religions, the Pope said: “At the beginning of my pontificate I address to you, believers in religious traditions who represent all those who seek the truth with a sincere heart, a strong invitation to become together artisans of peace in a reciprocal commitment of comprehension, respect and love.”

All this suggests the pontificate of Benedict XVI may have surprises in store.

Because the new pope has been a highly public figure generating diverse reactions, the early response to his election was perhaps a bit overheated in some quarters. In progressive or liberal Catholic circles, the emotional reaction sometimes verged on despair. One well-known liberal commentator called the result a “disaster,” and others had even worse things to say, well before the new pope had even opened his mouth. One leading leftist paper in Italy captured this sense of where the Pope would go, publishing a front-page editorial cartoon that was a parody of a famous moment from the pontificate of Pope John XXIII. “Good Pope John” once stood at his Vatican window on a moonlit night and, speaking to a crowd in St. Peter’s Square, said, “Go home and kiss your children, and tell them that this kiss comes from the Pope.” The cartoon showed Pope Benedict at the window saying, instead, “Go home and spank your children, and tell them that this spanking comes from the Pope.” Another Italian paper dubbed the new pope il pastore Tedesco, “the German shepherd,” a play on his nationality as well as his reputation for being a ferocious guard dog of doctrinal orthodoxy.

On the Catholic right, there were still uglier voices to be heard. Within hours of Benedict’s election, for example, I received e-mails predicting that the newspaper for which I work, the National Catholic Reporter, would be eviscerated under his pontificate. Others began circulating enemies’ lists, with the names of well-known Catholic liberals who would be purged on Benedict’s watch. As we will see later in chapter five, one such prominent liberal did indeed fall shortly thereafter, though as a result of a process that had been under way long before Ratzinger became pope. Of course, it is entirely legitimate to discuss the positions one can take and still meaningfully refer to oneself as “Catholic,” and it seems this pontificate will occasion such conversations. But to make your first reaction to the joyful news that the Church has a pope one of vengeance can suggest a worrying lack of Christian spirit.

In this regard, I am cheered by responses such as that of Stephen Hand, who edits a small on-line service called “Traditional Catholic Reflections and Reports.” Hand would conventionally be described as a Catholic conservative, and a few years ago he wrote a blistering review, not entirely undeserved, of my 1999 biography entitled Cardinal Ratzinger: The Vatican’s Enforcer of the Faith. In the aftermath of Benedict’s election, Hand wrote to invite me to write an essay for his site, expressing his desire to make a new start: “Let’s begin anew,” he volunteered. “All any of us want is fair reporting, even if tensions in perspective exist. God knows we need to strive for true communion. The future can be very different.”

Unfortunately, the need to finish the manuscript of this book prevented me from writing the piece Hand requested. Yet I want to take this opportunity to applaud the spirit in which he extended the invitation, which it seems to me synthesizes the best of the Catholic instinct—alive to the possibility of conversion, redemption, and new beginnings. One hopes that the spirit spreads as this new pontificate begins to take shape.

I would be negligent if I did not take this chance to offer thanks to several people without whose support this book would not exist. First of all, my deep thanks go to the board of directors at the National Catholic Reporter, whose decision to invest resources in Vatican coverage five years ago made everything possible. Without the support and vision of the board, I would not have experienced any of what followed. A similar note of gratitude goes to the staff of the National Catholic Reporter, especially those who made up our conclave coverage team: Sr. Rita Larivee, the publisher; Tom Roberts, the editor; Sr. Joan Chittister, providing analysis and commentary; and Stacy Meichtry, whose reporting was spectacular. If some major paper or news agency does not quickly offer Meichtry a job, there is something seriously flawed about the judgment of the American press. Dennis Coday also provided important editorial and technical support.

I would also like to thank everyone at CNN, the network that extended me the privilege of being part of their coverage team for the death of John Paul II, his funeral, the conclave and election of Benedict XVI, and the new pope’s inaugural Mass. I was given the opportunity to work with some of the finest journalists, producers, and technical staff in television news, and the memories of that experience will last a lifetime. A special note of thanks to Gail Chalef, who set my schedule for a month and offered constant encouragement, and to Joy DiBenedetto, whose faith in me resulted in my contract. A word is in order here, too, about Delia Gallagher, my partner as a CNN Vatican analyst during this period. The experience would have been much more difficult, to say nothing of much less fun, without her good humor, support, and generosity. Jim Bitterman and Alessio Vinci, with whom I have been privileged to cover the Pope for years, were once again terrific colleagues. My thoughts also turn to Hada Messia, CNN’s Rome producer, who endured unimaginable stress to make the network’s coverage successful. She and I shared this experience from the beginning, more than five years ago. Her constant support, her friendship, and her trust will live in my memory.

Finally, I want to thank my wife, Shannon, though no words here can ever be equal to her sacrifice and support. Without her logistical backup, willingness to go anywhere and do anything to be of help, and her unflagging confidence in my capacities, this book would be unthinkable. Shannon is also by now one of the world’s most sophisticated amateur Vaticanistas, so news agencies looking to beef up their Vatican coverage might take note! She also provided extremely useful feedback on the manuscript of this book.

I am convinced that the Roman Catholic Church, and especially the Vatican, is the best beat in journalism. It combines ritual, mystery, and romance with the deepest concerns of human life and religious faith and the real-world political impact of a major global institution. There is no region of human concern that is alien to the Holy See, from land-mines and the Iraq war to genetic engineering to religious pluralism. I am deeply grateful to all who make it possible for me to watch the world through this particular window, and I hope something of my passion and fascination finds an echo in these pages.
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“AT THE WINDOW OF THE FATHER’S HOUSE”

Chapter One:
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THE FINAL DAYS OF JOHN PAUL II

When Karol Wojtyla was elected to the Throne of Peter on October 16, 1978, the world was dazzled by his sheer physical force. He was, to invoke a tired expression, a “man’s man”—rugged, handsome, brimming with energy and self-confidence. Fr. Andrew Greeley, the American novelist and sociologist, rightly observed that he looked like a linebacker in American football. Archbishop Michael Miller, today a senior Vatican official, who at the time of Wojtyla’s election was a junior cleric in the Secretariat of State, said in a January 2005 reminiscence that from the moment John Paul II stepped out onto the central balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica, “He simply dominated that space. He looked like he had been pope forever.”

In the press coverage from those early years, the Pope was dubbed “God’s athlete.” He skied, climbed mountains, swam, and had an undying passion for the outdoors. The story of his nomination to be a bishop in Poland, when he had to interrupt a camping trip in order to accept and then went immediately back to kayaking after he had signed the paperwork, became the stuff of legend. At the table, the Pope had the hearty appetite of a man who once worked in the Solvay salt quarry outside Krakow; he could wolf down a plate of Polish sausage and potatoes, and a glass of beer, with obvious gusto. Even when he was wearing his pontifical vestments and saying Mass, he projected a raw physical energy. When he traveled, he kept up a brutal schedule that left his aides, as well as the journalists who traveled with him, exhausted. It seemed that he chafed against the very limits of time and space, so brimming was he with determination and drive. In 1979, for example, he took a nine-day trip to the United States and Ireland, and over the course of that time he delivered a staggering seventy-six speeches, which works out to roughly eight and a half speeches per day. Oral tradition in the press corps that followed the Pope has it that at one point, exhausted reporters tossed a message up to the front section of the papal plane asking for a day off, which produced a smile from John Paul II, as if to say, “I dare you to keep up.”

This was a pope who understood the virtue of keeping in shape. Upon his election, he ordered a swimming pool installed at Castel Gandolfo, the pope’s summer residence outside Rome. When some in the Roman Curia, the papal bureaucracy, objected to the expense, he replied, “It’s cheaper than holding another conclave.” Coming fast on the death of his predecessor, Pope John Paul I, after just thirty-three days, his point was well taken.

John Paul II’s astounding drive did not, of course, come just from his physical strength. He also had a deep, unwavering confidence in divine providence, that God would not send him any burden that was not accompanied by the strength to bear it, and that everything that happened to him was according to cosmic design. It was his firm belief, for example, that on May 13, 1981, the Virgin Mary altered the flight path of would-be assassin Mohammed Ali Agca’s bullet in order to save his life and prolong his papacy. May 13 is the Feast Day of Our Lady of Fatima, and on the first anniversary of the assassination attempt, John Paul II traveled to Fatima in Portugal in order to lay the bullet that doctors had removed from his body before the statue of the Virgin, thanking her for coming to his aide. The motto of his pontificate was Totus tuus, “totally yours,” meaning that he had offered it to the Virgin Mary, and now he believed she had returned the favor.

It was in part that belief in providence that allowed John Paul II to bear the sufferings and ailments of his final years, not just with grim determination, but with serenity and good humor. Always the “great communicator,” John Paul learned to use his growing physical limits—the Parkinson’s disease, hip ailments, breathing problems, and arthritis—as another set of tools in his evangelizing toolbox, capitalizing on his infirmity as a “teaching moment” about the value and dignity of human life from the beginning to the end.

In one sense, John Paul’s long winter, roughly dating from the mid-1990s to his death on April 2, 2005, illustrates the inhuman nature of the job he held. To be a pope is, in effect, a life sentence, and by the great Jubilee Year of 2000, the toll it had taken on John Paul II was unmistakable. His once-beaming, lively face had become frozen into a sort of Parkinsonian mask. His stooped frame and trembling hands spoke more eloquently than words ever could about the bone-crushing nature of the papacy. Yet the Pope’s deep faith meant that it never even crossed his mind to abandon his post. Later, some would read his final will and testament, released days after his death, to indicate doubt on this question; John Paul wrote in 2000, “I hope [the Lord] will help me to recognize up to what point I must continue this service to which I was called on October 16, 1978.” It seems clear, however, that John Paul was referring in this passage to the prospect of death, not resignation. He added in the very next line, “I ask him to call me back when He Himself wishes.” As John Paul said on numerous occasions, “Christ did not come down off the Cross.” John Paul was convinced that God had given him a mission, and God would decide when it was complete.

On what turned out to be one of his final apostolic voyages, to Christianity’s premier healing shrine in Lourdes, France, in the summer of 2004, John Paul II declared himself a “sick man among the sick.” By that stage, his transformation from corporate CEO to an icon of human suffering was complete. As I walked through the crowd of 200,000 people gathered for John Paul’s Sunday morning Mass on August 15, I saw tens of thousands of people using canes and walkers and in wheelchairs. When the ailing, elderly John Paul II appeared, many in the crowd recognized one of their own, and the emotional response was electric.

“My mother had Parkinson’s disease for thirty years, and I was with her,” said Irish pilgrim Lyla Shakespeare. “When I looked at the Pope today, all I could see was my mother.” But, she added, “I also saw Christ.”

Cardinal Jean-Marie Lustiger of France put the theological reading of John Paul’s physical decline this way: “The Pope, in his weakness, is living more than ever the role assigned to him of being the Vicar of Christ on earth, participating in the suffering of our Redeemer. Many times we have the idea that the head of the Church is like a super-manager of a great international company, a man of action who makes decisions and is judged on the basis of his effectiveness. But for believers the most effective action, the mystery of salvation, happens when Christ is on the cross and can’t do or decide anything other than to accept the will of the Father.”

Granted, not everyone saw it this way. Over the last years of John Paul’s life, there were persistent calls on him to resign on the grounds that he was harming the Church by depriving it of the opportunity for more energetic leadership. Some saw his determination to continue not as heroic but as stubborn, even egotistical, as if Roman Catholicism could not go on without him. Others felt the images of the suffering Pope weren’t so much inspiring as embarrassing, even pathetic. All this is a matter of legitimate discussion, and when the immediate outpouring of sorrow and respect that follows the death of any great figure subsides, no doubt that conversation will continue.

However one resolves those questions, it seems indisputable that in death, as in life, John Paul made us think. For all the ink that was spilled over nearly twenty-seven years about John Paul the politician or John Paul the globetrotter, in the long run it may be this final period of his papacy, John Paul the invalid, that leaves the deepest impression. He made us watch him slump and wince and become confused, and thereby forced us to confront the reality of decline and death—our own and that of our loved ones. One simply could not watch the Pope in his last days and not think about the final things, about the meaning and purpose of human life.

That, by itself, is a legacy.

THE FINAL DAYS

Looked at in reverse, it seems self-evident that from the hospitalization of February 1 forward we were on a papal “death watch,” that the end of John Paul’s long reign was in sight. Yet until the very end, the very night the Pope died, many Vatican officials, journalists, and ordinary Romans remained skeptical that it would actually happen. We had survived so many health scares before that it seemed part of the script that John Paul would defy predictions of his demise once more and pull through. Just days before his death, senior aides were telling reporters that the Pope still intended to travel to Cologne, Germany, in August for World Youth Day, and they were serious. One reason that St. Peter’s Square did not swell with well-wishers until the very end was that Romans had seen it all before, and at some level had grown accustomed to thinking of John Paul II as virtually immortal.

Obviously, however, the end had to come for Karol Wojtyla as it does for all human beings, and that was the drama of February and March 2005 in Rome.

Tuesday, February 1 

At approximately 10:50 p.m. Rome time, John Paul II was rushed from the papal apartments to the nearby Gemelli Polyclinic Hospital, where the tenth floor is permanently set aside for his use. Several hours later the Vatican reported that he had been suffering from respiratory problems complicated by spasms of the larynx, and that he had been placed under the care of the department of emergency medicine as a “precautionary move.” Long into the night, speculation swirled in the city and throughout the world, that the Pope might be in mortal danger. While the Vatican minimized the seriousness of the episode, press reports would later claim that John Paul had actually been minutes away from death due to severe respiratory difficulties.

(One comic aside: Word of the hospitalization broke around 11:00 p.m. in Rome, at which time a substantial chunk of the city’s journalistic community was at the Foreign Press Club at a gala dinner. I’m told that the buzzing of cell phones set on “vibrate” going off simultaneously produced an audible hum in the room, though I wasn’t there to witness it. Instead, my cell phone jarred me from the early stages of a good night’s sleep, which was obviously not to be.)

John Paul was no stranger to the Gemelli. He once jokingly referred to the hospital as the “third Vatican,” after the Vatican itself and his summer residence at Castel Gandolfo, in the Alban hills outside Rome. This episode marked the ninth time the Pope had been hospitalized at the Gemelli over the course of his papacy, including the 1981 assassination attempt, though it was the first time it had happened in response to a crisis in the middle of the night. The Pope’s inner circle had apparently hoped to hospitalize him without fanfare, and then make an announcement in the morning. How they expected to keep the news of an impromptu papal hospitalization under wraps for twelve hours is unclear, but in any event word leaked moments after the papal entourage pulled through the hospital gates, and from that point forward, it was off to the races for the world press.

The Pope’s health crisis was not a complete bolt from the blue, since on the previous Sunday, January 30, during his regular Angelus address, his voice had seemed strikingly hoarse and weak. Yet his body language that day did not seem alarming; John Paul was flanked by a couple of small Italian children who helped him release two “peace doves,” one of which flew back into the room, with John Paul laughing and playfully trying to bat it away. It was to be the last time the world saw John Paul II with the broad smile that was such a trademark of his public image.

Later that Sunday night, Vatican spokesperson Joaquin Navarro-Valls announced that due to a case of the flu, the Pope’s appointments would be canceled for the next day. On Monday evening, word broke that the Pope’s schedule for Tuesday and Wednesday had been scrubbed as well. Official confirmation of the cancellations came Tuesday morning. By midday Tuesday, however, the sense was that he was improving and would probably return to work on Thursday. That same day, I spoke by telephone with Navarro-Valls, who is also a medical doctor, who joked that “a flu given proper treatment lasts seven days, whereas the flu without care runs seven days.” In other words, he expected the Pope was on his way to a normal recovery.

Obviously something dramatic transpired after dinner Tuesday night. Navarro-Valls later described it as “acute laryngeal tracheitis,” meaning the Pope had throat problems that led to difficult breathing. Given his age and Parkinson’s disease, the Pope has long struggled for breath, and thus his personal physician, Renato Buzzonetti, who was summoned to monitor the Pope’s condition, decided not to gamble with the possibility of respiratory arrest. The Pope was placed in an ambulance and driven speedily through a Vatican side entrance to the Gemelli, about two and a half miles from St. Peter’s Square.

Vatican spokespersons the next day attempted to calm fears by insisting that there was “nothing alarming.” Wednesday morning, February 2, Navarro-Valls went to the Gemelli to see the Pope, and then told journalists that John Paul was in good spirits. The Pope’s vital signs were normal, Navarro-Valls said, he slept during the night, and was under the care of the hospital’s department of emergency medicine. In remarks to journalists, Navarro-Valls added that the Pope had a “slight fever,” but had never lost consciousness, had not undergone a CAT scan (as had been initially reported in some Italian newspapers), and was preparing to say Mass with his private secretary, Archbishop Stanislaw Dziwisz. Later in the morning, Navarro-Valls told Vatican Radio that the Pope was expected to remain at Gemelli just for “a few days.”

Reassuring bulletins were issued Thursday and Friday as well. In a briefing in the Vatican Press Office on Friday, Navarro-Valls told reporters that the Pope’s condition had improved, and that there would be no further bulletins until Monday. Pushed by Alessio Vinci of CNN as to why the Vatican would, in effect, go silent about the Pope’s condition for forty-eight hours, Navarro-Valls responded, “I can think of American situations where there’s been less information than we’ve given. I can’t feed your television station twenty-four hours a day.” Navarro-Valls also said that the Pope would follow a ceremony scheduled for Saturday with Roman seminarians from a television monitor in his room, and that he wanted to lead his regular Sunday Angelus address, but the exact way in which it might happen was still to be determined. Navarro-Valls added that the Vatican had received a flood of phone calls and faxes wishing the Pope a speedy recovery, including a call from the Chief Rabbi of Rome, who wanted to tell the Pope that “we are praying for him.”

Some Vatican officials attempted to project a testy “there they go again” air with respect to media sensationalism about the Pope’s health. When Navarro-Valls was asked whether the Pope had ever lost consciousness, for example, his literal response in Italian was per carità!, which translates roughly as “for God’s sake.” No doubt there was over-interpretation involved. Yet journalists could be forgiven for jumping the gun, since it is not every day that the Pope is taken to the emergency room. Moreover, in the absence of swift and reliable information, speculation and worst-case scenarios are bound to take over. As things turned out, it was less a case of reporters making too much of
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