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I never asked for this role. That may surprise you. People look at the white cassock, the ring, the bulletproof cars, and they think it was all part of some grand plan. It wasn’t. I was the son of an immigrant railway worker from Italy, raised in the busy streets of Buenos Aires. My childhood had more noise than silence, more street dust than church incense. When I first told my mother I wanted to be a priest, she thought I was joking. Maybe, in some ways, I was. But I kept walking toward it. Slowly. With fear in one pocket and stubborn faith in the other.

Being Pope is not about grandeur. It’s about weight. Not the ceremonial kind—the spiritual kind. The kind that wakes you at three in the morning and doesn’t let you go back to sleep. The kind that makes you ask yourself: “Did I do what God asked, or did I do what the world expected?”

They don’t prepare you for that.

I remember the day I stepped out onto that balcony in St. Peter’s Square, the night of March 13, 2013. I didn’t see a sea of pilgrims—I saw the unknown. I wasn’t thinking about history or legacy or theology. I was thinking: “These people don’t know me, but they are about to trust me with their souls.” That sort of responsibility doesn't settle gently. It crashes in.

For years, I’ve carried stories in silence. Pain, joy, betrayals, impossible decisions. I’ve been accused of being too soft, too political, too human. I’ve also been accused of not being human enough. You try being called both, in the same breath. Sometimes I smile at that contradiction. Other times, it wears me down like water on stone.
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WHEN I CHOSE THE NAME Francis, I wasn’t making a branding decision. I was choosing a path. One of poverty, humility, and a bit of holy trouble. Saint Francis stripped everything down. I’ve tried to do the same—with the Church, with myself, with the pomp that creeps into sacred spaces like a snake in the grass. And every time I made that choice, someone got angry.

That’s something people don’t understand: The Church is not one voice. It’s a crowd of voices. Some whisper, some shout, some chant in Latin. And navigating that noise—while staying true to the Gospel—is like walking a tightrope with a cross in your hand.

I did not come to clean up scandals—I came to walk with the wounded. But when you walk with the wounded, you step on landmines. The sexual abuse crisis did not begin with me, but I knew it had to end somewhere. I spoke harshly. 

I listened bitterly. I met survivors who looked me in the eye and asked me where God was. I had no rehearsed answers. I still don’t. I cried in private, more times than I’ll admit. And I’ve often wondered if people know how much a Pope bleeds on the inside.

I’ve lived in a room at the Vatican guesthouse instead of the grand papal apartments not because I enjoy spartan bedsheets, but because I needed to stay grounded. That room gave me silence. Silence gave me clarity. I wrote letters there I never sent. I made decisions there that cost me friendships in high places. I prayed there in Spanish, in tears, sometimes angry, sometimes hollow, but always honest.

Diplomacy? Yes, that too. You don’t lead a global Church without shaking hands that have blood on them. You sit with presidents who lie with clean smiles. You speak gently to tyrants because your silence might cost lives. 

It’s a delicate game, one I never enjoyed playing, but I played it because peace has no alternatives. And peace, contrary to romantic ideas, is not the absence of noise—it’s the art of breathing in it.

Sometimes, I’ve wondered how much of the Gospel survives the bureaucracy of religion. How much Christ remains in a Church that often forgets the poor while polishing its gold. That question has haunted me. That’s why I insisted we return to the margins—to the lepers of our age: the migrants, the divorced, and the LGBTQ community, the imprisoned. I never changed doctrine—I changed posture. I knelt more than I spoke. I welcomed without conditions. That cost me supporters, but it won me back a part of my soul I had lost along the way.
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MY HEALTH HAS BEEN a reminder of time. Knees that no longer serve me. Breathing that occasionally betrays me. These days, when I look out the window, I don’t see the crowds as much as I see individuals. The mother clutching a rosary. The father looking for direction. The tired nun. The doubting teenager. The broken addict. They all come to Rome with questions I can no longer pretend to answer with certainty. But I can walk beside them. That’s what I try to do. That’s all any father can do near the end.

There are things I regret. Letters I should have answered. Warnings I should have spoken more forcefully. Priests I should have removed earlier. Lives I could have touched better. But regrets don’t undo grace. I trust in mercy—not because I earned it, but because I need it like oxygen.
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THERE WERE ALSO THINGS I was proud of, though I rarely said so. Not because of ego, but because pride is a fragile thing. The Synod on the Amazon was not just about trees—it was about dignity. The decision to open the archives on Pope Pius XII was not just historical—it was about facing shadows. The encyclicals on climate, on economy, on fraternity—those were cries from my soul. But the real work wasn’t in the writing—it was in the listening that came before them.

The Church is a slow creature. She turns like a mountain. But sometimes, she shifts, and when she does, the world trembles a bit. I have felt those trembles. I’ve caused a few of them.

And now, I prepare. Not to resign from life, but to return it. Every day feels more like a last page, and I’m okay with that. I don’t fear death. I fear indifference. I fear the Church becoming irrelevant not because she’s old, but because she forgets to love. That’s what I’ve fought for—not power, not popularity—but love. Sometimes that love looked like fury. Sometimes it looked like silence. But it was always rooted in the Gospel, not in headlines.

I want people to remember that I was never trying to be perfect. I was trying to be faithful. There’s a difference. Perfection demands masks. Faithfulness demands exposure. I have tried to expose more than I concealed. And if that scandalized the polished, so be it.

I have always believed that the heart of the Church beats loudest when it bends low. That’s where I’ve spent most of my years as Pope—in the bending, in the breaking, in the blessing. It’s not glamorous, but neither was the cross.

And as I reach this final stretch, I no longer ask if history will be kind. History is written by people who never met me. But if a single person finds a little more hope, a little more courage, a little more light because I held this office with trembling hands—then that’s enough.

Because I am, to the end, a father. That was always the only title that mattered.
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The Man Behind the White Robe
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I grew up watching my father polish his boots before leaving for the train yards. He never spoke much in the mornings—just a nod, a sip of maté, and the sound of laces being tied. There was a rhythm to it, almost sacred. It taught me something: dignity isn’t loud. Dignity shows up quietly, does its work, and disappears before anyone claps. My mother, though, was the fire in the house. She kept everything and everyone moving. Five of us children under one roof, and she still made time to correct our grammar and demand we stand up straight. She never liked excuses. “You’re not special,” she used to say. “You’re loved, not exceptional.” That line stuck.

People assume I lived my early life with a halo above my head. If they only knew. I was a stubborn boy, overly curious, often caught with my hands where they shouldn’t be—opening drawers, reading letters that weren’t mine, asking questions that made adults uncomfortable. I needed to understand everything. I needed to know why. Why did priests walk with their hands folded? Why did some people starve while others wasted bread? Why did my grandfather cry at night when he thought we weren’t listening?

My first job wasn’t in a church. It was in a lab. Chemistry. I liked the order of it. The way elements reacted predictably. Nothing like humans. But even there, I felt restless. I wasn’t born to wear gloves and goggles. I was born to sit beside the broken and ask nothing in return. And I couldn’t do that behind a lab bench.

––––––––
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THE SEMINARY DIDN’T welcome me like a mother welcomes a son. It was rough. Cold buildings. Cold faces. I was no one important—just Jorge, with a simple coat and an accent some of the wealthier seminarians liked to mock. I kept my head down, mostly. But I read everything. Dostoevsky, Guardini, the Gospels, and even a few pages of Freud when I could get away with it. I wanted to know the soul—not just preach to it.

Illness almost took me before the cassock did. I lost part of my lung. Tuberculosis. That changed me. When you live close to death, everything ordinary becomes divine. Even the sound of someone laughing in the hallway becomes a miracle. I started paying more attention to things that others overlooked—the way someone’s hands trembled when they prayed, the lines on a widow’s face, the rhythm of breathing in a hospital room.
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I WAS NEVER THE FAVORITE. I wasn’t charismatic in the way people like for bishops. I didn’t network. I didn’t curry favor. I walked. I visited the poor. I spent more time in the villas than in the parlors. That confused people. Some thought I was hiding. I wasn’t. I was listening.

They say I was hard as a superior. Maybe I was. I didn’t
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