
[image: Frank Brennan SJ – Pope Francis – ATF Press]


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

Robert Mickens

‘Letter from Rome’, UCAN, 4 October 2025

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

Geraldine Doogue AO

Broadcaster and journalist Sydney

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

Phyllis Zagano, PhD

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

A well researched and expertly written book on the Pope who often said that he wanted to make a ‘mess’ in the church. Some in the church thought he went too far; others thought he didn’t go far enough. But Frank Brennan, SJ, a Jesuit like Pope Francis, clearly shows why being a ‘disruptor’ was, for Francis, a constitutive part of being not only a pope, but a Christian.

James Martin SJ

Author of The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything: A Spiritualty for Real Life.
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Dedicated to my late mother Patricia who lived to see her daughters afforded their rightful place in society, and to those nieces and grandnieces of mine who wonder what place there is for them in the Church today.
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Foreword

Geraldine Doogue AO

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

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

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

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

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

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

Geraldine Doogue

Sydney

October 2025


Introduction

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

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

He never pretended to have the same theological learning as his predecessors John Paul II and Benedict XVI. His key encyclicals expanded the horizons of Catholics to be responsible
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