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At the threshold of history, Pope Leo XIV appears on the balcony of the central loggia of St. Peter’s Basilica.
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Preface

A Hornet’s Nest: 
The Most Important Conclave in Sixty Years

While most Americans have gotten used to hearing that the next presidential election is “the most important in the history of the country,” the same can’t exactly be said of papal elections, which go back two millennia. But before 133 cardinals entered the Sistine Chapel on May 7, several had told me they believed that the conclave of 2025 might be the most important in at least sixty years.

Pope John XXIII’s death on June 3, 1963, from stomach cancer at age eighty-one, presented a time of testing for the Catholic Church. Just one year earlier, the pope had presided over the opening of the Second Vatican Council, a landmark event in the history of Catholicism. This council promised to open up the Church to the modern world. To give this ambitious project context: The war in Vietnam had been grinding on for nearly a decade; Martin Luther King Jr. was leading the crusade for civil rights in the United States; and the threat of nuclear destruction loomed large. The Church was wrestling with the existential question of what role it was to play in a rapidly changing world.

When the council was announced on January 25, 1959, the news sent shockwaves through Rome and beyond. Councils are rare in the life of the Church. At the time of what would come to be called Vatican II, there were only twenty previous councils, and each was marked by both great promise and great trepidation. Speaking to nearly 2,500 bishops from all over the world at the start of the council in 1962, Pope John said that it was time for the Church to “look to the present, to the new conditions and new forms of life introduced into the modern world which have opened new avenues to the Catholic apostolate.”1 While many past councils, often concerned with suppressing potential heresies that arose in Catholic life, had been inward looking, the Second Vatican Council was decidedly outwardly facing. 

During its first session, debates centered on renewing Catholic liturgy; how the laity might become more active participants in the liturgy; and whether Latin should remain the universal language or could the Mass be celebrated in the local vernacular. Discussions were also held on the Catholic Church’s stance toward other Christian churches, the relationship between the Church and secular society, and more.2 Beyond dealing with the particular issues, the council introduced a new style of operating within the Church. Bishops were speaking more frankly, drawing from their own experiences and backgrounds; theologians were integral participants in the debates; and representatives from other Christian churches were invited to be present in Rome.

As one observer wrote after the first session, “I hadn’t realized that anything like this existed. I thought the Roman Catholic Church was a very closed, complacent and sectarian body that had nothing to learn from anybody else. I know that this is no longer accurate, if it ever was . . . the whole atmosphere is so different that, as Cardinal Bea says, it is a ‘real miracle.’ ”3

All of that was at stake following the death of Pope John early in the summer of 1963. Would the cardinals elect a new pope who would push ahead with the council as well as with the reforms it had set in motion? Or would they reverse course, afraid of the possibility that decades or even centuries of tradition could be undone? The conclave of 1963 would challenge all of this, leading The New York Times to declare that “in modern times, there has never been a papal election so important as that which starts in Rome tomorrow.”4

On June 21, 1962, when Giovanni Battista Montini emerged from the conclave, taking the name Pope Paul VI, it sent a signal that the reforms set in motion by John XXIII would continue. The former cardinal of Milan had been an ally of John XXIII and, though different in disposition (John XXIII had a winsome, extroverted, sometimes even comical personality compared to the more sober, contemplative Paul VI), Montini had been deeply engaged in the first session of the council. Even so, despite his support of the larger project, he knew the council would lead to a reckoning for the global institution. In fact, the night the council was first announced, Cardinal Montini called a friend and is said to have said of Pope John, “This holy old boy doesn’t realize what a hornet’s nest he’s stirring up!”5

Fast forward to the end of the Francis papacy, when some of the pope’s own cardinals had begun to characterize it in similar terms, sometimes using even more pointed descriptions. Two examples will suffice: First, before his death in 2023, Cardinal George Pell had penned a secret memo labeling the Francis papacy a “catastrophe,” and was actively promoting candidates who would bring back an era of law and order to the Vatican’s governance.6 Second, there was the former head of the Vatican’s doctrinal office, German Cardinal Gerhard Müller, who went even further in his public criticisms, implying that Francis might have drifted into heresy for allowing priests to offer blessings to couples in same-sex unions.7

Yet for Francis, his entire papacy could be seen as trying—albeit fifty years later—to implement the reforms of the council initiated by Popes John XXIII and Paul VI, both of whom would be canonized during his papacy. The Second Vatican Council had unleashed tremendous change in the life of the Church. Among its landmark reforms were the greater participation of the Catholic laity in the life of the Church, the start of a new era in the Catholic Church’s relationship with other religions, and a deepened commitment to religious liberty and pluralism. The council explicitly called for a style of governance that was meant to be more collegial. Above all, the council committed the Church to be more engaged with the world around it. And yet the council’s embrace of these initiatives had been sluggish, met as they were with internal resistance and two popes who sustained a narrow understanding of the council’s aims. In his first major document as pope, Francis turned to the council and anchored his own papacy in its call for an “ecclesial conversion as openness to a constant self-renewal born of fidelity to Jesus Christ.”8

In the twelve years that followed, Francis pursued that vision by radically reorienting the Church’s priorities. He demonstrated his commitment to this reorientation in several ways: by redirecting the Church to focus less on sexual ethics, while at the same time showing equal commitment to the needs of migrants and refugees and those facing environmental disaster; by putting women into high-ranking positions of power in the Vatican for the first time ever; by dismantling the papal court that had long defined the institution; and by launching a global process meant to invite Catholics around the world to bring their joys and anxieties with the Church so that the Church might find a better way to listen to them. Outside the Church, these changes were overwhelmingly greeted with thunderous applause. Like Pope John XXIII, Francis was named “Person of the Year” (in 2013) by Time magazine, which hailed him as “the people’s pope” for his courage in changing the often archaic and antiquated institution.9

Inside the Church, a hornet’s nest had been disturbed. In 2025, just as had been the case sixty years earlier, the cardinals were effectively facing a referendum on whether to continue down an established path. It’s not often that “never has a papal election so important” happens twice in one lifetime. But on May 8, when Pope Leo XIV was elected to succeed Francis, it was clear that history seemed likely to repeat itself.

 

1	.	Pope John XXIII, “Solemn Opening of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council,” October 11, 1962, www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/it/speeches/1962/documents/hf_j-xxiii_spe_19621011_opening-council.html.

2	.	Joseph Ratzinger, “The Second Vatican Council: The First Session,” The Furrow, vol. 14, no. 5, May 1963. 

3	.	Ratzinger, “The Second Vatican Council.”

4	.	C. L. Sulzberger, “The New Pope—Two Types of ‘Liberal,’ ” The New York Times, June 19, 1963, https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1963/06/19/89537628.pdf.

5	.	Father Patrick Briscoe, “Through Study and Prayer, It’s Not Too Late to Get Vatican II Right,” Our Sunday Visitor, December 7, 2022, www.oursundayvisitor.com/through-study-and-prayer-its-not-too-late-to-get-vatican-ii-right/. 

6	.	Nicole Winfield, “ ‘Catastrophe’: Cardinal Pell’s Secret Memo Blasts Francis,” Associated Press, January 12, 2023, https://www.ncronline.org/vatican/vatican-news/catastrophe-cardinal-pells-secret-memo-blasts-francis.

7	.	Cardinal Gerhard Müller, “Does Fiducia Supplicans Affirm Heresy?” First Things, February 16, 2024, https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2024/02/does-fiducia-supplicans-affirm-heresy. 

8	.	Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, November 24, 2013, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium.html. 

9	.	Howard Chua-Eoan and Elizabeth Dias, “Pope Francis, The People’s Pope,” Time magazine, December 11, 2013, https://poy.time.com/2013/12/11/person-of-the-year-pope-francis-the-peoples-pope/. 







PART I

Pope Francis: 
Forward Looking and Free






Those who arrived early to attend the welcome ceremony for the August 2023 World Youth Day at Lisbon’s Parque Eduardo VII were forced to endure the Portuguese heat for almost twelve hours before the arrival of Pope Francis. The crowd of nearly half a million young people had gathered from all over the globe for the semiannual, weeklong Catholic youth festival, sometimes referred to as “Catholic Woodstock.” Nobody seemed to mind the sweltering conditions. The attendees spent much of the day playing card games, challenging each other with good-natured sing-offs and impromptu dance competitions, and sharing candies and snacks from their respective homelands. Local organizers boasted that it was the most diverse World Youth Day since the Catholic Church began the project in 1985. While the park normally serves as one of the city’s largest green spaces, there was hardly a blade of grass visible, as a colorful array of mats, tarps, and litter had overtaken the space. Music pumped through the loudspeakers. Shouts of Viva il papa! (“Long live the pope!”) welcomed Francis as his popemobile made its way through one of the city’s grand boulevards, eventually ending up at the foot of the massive stage. 

Though it was already early evening, the Portuguese sun was still burning bright. Along with most of the reporters present, I found the heat to be so stifling, I allowed myself to remove my tie, sweating through the suit jacket I deemed appropriate to leave on. But those young people, some of whom had saved and fund-raised for years, and traveled in buses for a week or flown from places as remote as the Solomon Islands, didn’t seem to mind the conditions. They were lively and engaged, feeding off the shared energy of the crowd. When Francis took the stage, all eyes were on the man in white.

For weeks, questions had swirled about how the eighty-six-year-old Francis would fare on the trip. One year earlier, the pope had begun regular use of a wheelchair. We were also keenly aware that this was his first foreign outing since an unanticipated hernia operation earlier that summer. The August heat combined with his limited physical mobility was going to test the pontiff’s stamina, and his plan to deliver eleven speeches over the course of the five-day trip seemed wildly ambitious. He would be the oldest pope to ever preside over a World Youth Day.1

Like most of the vaticanisti—those of us who make a living covering the inner workings of the world’s oldest and, arguably, most anachronistic institution—I had already written and filed my article on the event and was only following along to ensure that the pontiff stuck to the text. Early on in his papacy, Francis became notorious for speaking off-the-cuff, thereby generating endless surprise headlines, but his advanced age had mostly tamed him. My plan, at this point, was formulaic: ensure that the pope delivered his prepared remarks, alert my editors to publish the piece I had already written, and then dash off to enjoy the city’s famed bacalhau and vinho verde, which was the real reason that I was excited to be in Portugal. But as Francis began to speak, he could hardly quiet the effervescent flock. Shouts of Viva il Papa! and Esta es la juventud del Papa! (“We are the youth of the Pope!”) reverberated around the Parque Eduardo VII. The pope, likely aware that he was presiding over his final World Youth Day, laughed and took in the scene. There was a twinkle in his eye, and the pope who had spent the entire summer largely confined to the Vatican—something this pope who lived to be among the people notoriously detested—was newly energized by the crowd.

He scrapped the script and began to speak from his heart. “Friends, I want to be clear with you, for you are allergic to falsity and empty words: In the Church, there is room for everyone. Everyone. In the Church, no one is left out or left over. There is room for everyone. Just the way we are. Everyone.”2 The pope was speaking in Spanish, his native tongue, but the young people representing almost every nation on earth had been given headsets for simultaneous translation. “Jesus says this clearly,” he continued. “When he sends the apostles to invite people to the banquet which a man had prepared, he tells them: ‘Go out and bring in everyone,’ young and old, healthy and infirm, righteous and sinners. Everyone, everyone, everyone!”

“Todos, todos, todos,” he repeated, and then made a request. “All together now, everyone, repeat with me in your own language: Everyone, everyone, everyone.” The crowd, slightly delayed by the translation, began to heed the pope’s words, but Francis was wound up. “I can’t hear you! Again!” he said, playfully taunting them. They roared back with their responses. The delighted pontiff smiled. “Everyone. Everyone. Everyone. That is the Church, the Mother of all,” he said. “There is room for everyone.”

The next day the front page of the Vatican’s daily newspaper led with the headline “Todos, todos, todos!” cementing the moment as not just the mantra of World Youth Day but, in many ways, the mission statement of the Francis papacy.3 In one pithy phrase, that one word managed to capture what his entire pontificate had been about for its supporters as well as for its detractors.

There were also traces of his surprising response when asked about gay priests soon after his election in 2013. His answer reverberated around the world: “Who am I to judge?”4 For many, it signaled the beginning of a new era of a maverick pope willing to challenge both the institution and the way that institution approached sensitive pastoral issues, and it was obvious that this challenge was long overdue; for others, the pope’s attitude risked undermining the whole system, setting up a debate that would play out over the entire pontificate. 

For the reporters who travel with the pope—often at great expense to the news agencies that foot the bill—the most newsworthy moments of a papal trip often come 30,000 feet in the air during the in-flight press conferences that Francis typically held at the end of each journey. En route from Portugal to Rome, one of my German colleagues decided to challenge the pope. She recalled Francis’s opening speech to the young people when he told them that the Church is open for everyone. But “not everyone has the same rights and opportunities,” she said to Francis. “For example, women and homosexuals cannot receive all the sacraments. Holy Father, how do you explain this inconsistency between an ‘open Church’ and ‘a Church not equal for all?’ ”5 The pope thanked her for having the “courage” to ask the question and explained that while the Church has rules, such as its teachings against gay marriage or women’s ordination, the emphasis should be on accompanying every single person, wherever they are on life’s journey, so that they feel welcomed by the Church. Again, he doubled down on his message from earlier in the week.

“Each person encounters God in his or her own way, within the Church, and the Church is Mother and guide [for] each person along his or her own way,” Francis responded. “The Lord is clear: the sick and the healthy, old and young, ugly and beautiful, good and bad. . . . The Church is a Mother; she accepts everyone, and each person makes his or her own way forward within the Church, without making a fuss, and this is very important.”6

That same week in Lisbon I had lunch with an American cardinal who was accompanying pilgrims from his diocese to World Youth Day. Mega events like World Youth Day are target-rich environments for reporters, serving as a prime opportunity to catch up with sources and gain their perspective on the occasion at hand, but also, more broadly, to assess the general trends in the life of the Church. As we sat at an outdoor cafe on one of the city’s major thoroughfares, the conversation quickly turned to the pope’s electrifying moment during the opening ceremony. “The pope’s message is clear: Todos, todos, todos!—yes,” he said, wholeheartedly in agreement. “The open question is how. That’s what the next two Octobers will largely be about.”



Synodality and the Future of the Church 

In referencing October, the cardinal was looking ahead to a high-stakes meeting called by Pope Francis to discuss the future of the Catholic Church. Known as a synod, Francis made these gatherings central to his approach to Church reform. Pope Paul VI established the synod process at the end of the Second Vatican Council in 1965 as an effort to extend collegiality among the bishops, and as a forum to invite greater conversation about topics of importance in the life of the Church. Since that time, synods have been called every few years, but in their recent reiteration the Synod of Bishops was never really known to contribute in any critical way to the life of the Church. In fact, during the synods under Pope John Paul II, the pope was often seen sitting at the front of the room reading his breviary while bishops from around the world delivered their prepared remarks. There is an old joke told in Rome that what the pope was actually reading was the synod’s final report, hinting at the widely shared perception that the synod’s outcome was a foregone conclusion before it even began. Even the late Fr. Richard John Neuhaus, a neoconservative who was close to the late Polish pope, used his time at the 1997 Special Assembly for America of the Synod of Bishops to write an entire book during the course of the proceedings. He summed up his experience at that synod this way: “Not since that year in fourth grade under Miss Woodward have I experienced such tedium.”7

Francis’s first synod, in 2014, was a clear signal that under this new papacy, things would no longer be business as usual. In his opening remarks he told the room the guiding principle is that they must speak freely. “Let no one say: ‘I cannot say this, they will think this or this of me. . . .’ It is necessary to say with parrhesia all that one feels,” Francis told the people in the room. He then went on to tell the story of a cardinal writing to him, saying that at a recent meeting on family life, several other cardinals did not have the courage to speak honestly because they were afraid they might offend the pope. “This is not good; this is not synodality, because it is necessary to say all that, in the Lord, one feels the need to say, without polite deference, without hesitation,” Francis said. “And, at the same time, one must listen with humility and welcome, with an open heart, what your brothers say. Synodality is exercised with these two approaches.”8

The pope’s first two synods focused on how the Church might better respond to the challenges of modern family life, which resulted in the pope’s decision to allow divorced and remarried couples, under certain circumstances, to return to receiving Holy Communion. His third synod, in 2018, took up the question of young people and the future of the Church and, in 2019, the pope called a special synod for the nine-nation Amazon region. The Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazon region honed in on the massive environmental challenges facing a critical area that is often referred to as “the lungs of the planet,” as well as the fact that many Catholics in the area lack regular access to the sacraments due to their remote locations. Among the major proposals that surfaced were the possibility of ordaining married priests and restoring the female diaconate. In the end, the pope did not rule on those
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