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Preface and acknowledgments

The election of Leo XIV, a son of Saint Augustine, is a momentous event in the life of the Church and of the world. This book is meant only to offer just a very little in the way of introduction to the man who has come into the papal office and to offer a view of the office into which Leo has come, perhaps under a new and different light. I have tried to write of the papacy itself, as much as I have endeavoured to write of Leo, and of the Catholic Church in the world of what is fast becoming the middle of the twenty-first century. I have drawn on my experience—nearly a quarter-century in Rome—and on what learning I could bring to bear on a subject that vastly outstrips any one writer. The book looks backward and forward, sometimes in turns and sometimes at once, but I hope to have captured the sense of focused calm about the business that—startling to me—accompanied its writing. I have written this book speedily, nevertheless, and very much in response to events that were sudden even if they were not unexpected.

To what my efforts have come is now yours to decide and to tell, but they would have come to nothing without the help of too many people even to mention. Friends, in particular, Josh Mansfield, Gregory Di Pippo, Robert Krishna OP, Nicolas Steeves SJ, Carl E. Olson, Robert P. George, Amy Welborn, Stephen Bullivant, John L. Allen Jr., Elise Ann Allen, Francis X. Rocca, Deirdre Brennan, Sam Kachuba, and many others I will not mention in order not to condition their public engagement with the book before you, all helped in various ways deserving of special mention. You will see that I have relied on the work of a great many journalists beside those mentioned in these acknowledgments, many of them friends of many years as well as colleagues in the profession. My thanks to them and to all who work or have worked the old beat.

My editor, Dominic Mattos, shepherded the project with astounding patience and quiet confidence, gently and expertly taking an inchoate vision of what could be, through a very compressed schedule of drafting and revision. Every one of his suggestions made the book better. I could not have done this without him. Sarah Jones did utterly astounding work as project editor, under excruciating time constraints. She turned a complex manuscript into a beautifully prepared book, with supreme intelligence and admirable aplomb. My thanks to her and to the whole production team at Bloomsbury.

Hugh Allan O. Praem. introduced me to Dominic, and for that I shall be forever grateful. Christopher Wells was a sounding board, and more, throughout this project, for which I am grateful. Stephen White and Philip Larrey gave generously of their time and expertise to help me better understand technical points in their fields, for which I am likewise grateful.

My son, Joseph, read an early draft of the manuscript and offered enormously helpful criticism, cheerfully and wittily lighting the path and deftly showing how to smooth what were some very rough patches. My wife, Ester, consulted with me at great length on several points of canon law, history, and language. My daughter, Rachel, cheerfully and gamely kept me in coffee, seltzer water, and snacks, picked up slack in the garden, and did a thousand other like services, without which the issue should have been very much in doubt.

Everything good in this book is theirs. Any mistakes or infelicities are entirely my own.

Christopher R. Altieri

Fairfield, CT, 30 July 2025





Chapter 1

A radical choice


“It’s going to be Zuppi,” I said to a fellow—a parish priest and a family friend of many years—no more than a few days before the cardinals went into conclave. “He’ll be elected on the second ballot of the afternoon on the third day,” I said, “and he’ll take the name, Innocent,” my tone carrying an air of confidence that flirted with suffisance. Matteo Cardinal Zuppi was the Archbishop of Bologna and the president of the Conferenza Episcopale Italiana—the Italian bishops’ national conference—meaning he had experience in pastoral government and complex administrative leadership. He was close to Rome and understood Roman ways, but was not a Roman curial lifer. He had experience as a special diplomatic envoy but had not made a career of diplomatic service. He was a theological moderate friendly to people and tolerant of groups across the spectrum of opinion in the Church. Zuppi, at last, was a known quantity to the scores of cardinal-electors with little depth-knowledge of Rome or each other. I am glad I did not have money on Zuppi’s name.

The cardinal protodeacon, Dominique Mamberti, came to the loggia above St. Peter’s Basilica on 8th May, 2025, and intoned words at once mystical and familiar: Annuntio vobis Gaudium magnum: Habemus papam! Eminentissimum ac reverendissimum dominum, dominum Robertum Franciscum, Sanctae Romanae Ecclesiae cardinalem Prevost, qui sibi nomen imposuit Leonem decimum quartum! I was live to air on LNL, a DC-based service that covers breaking news and events for local markets throughout the US, and I remember the moment when I realized what had happened: “Robert …Francis?” I thought, “that’s Prevost!” In my head, I pronounced his surname with the stress on the first syllable: PREE-vost. Mamberti, it seemed to me, pronounced a short—or an open—first syllable and stressed rather the second syllable, roughly: Pray-VOST. By the time that titbit registered, however, I was already scrambling to pull together a few biographical details in my head. If memory serves, the producer cut away from me for a brief spell while Cardinal Mamberti announced Leo and I said, “I know who he is,” though I’m not sure for whom I said it.

In fairness to me, the Vatican watchers who had Robert Francis Cardinal Prevost OSA as even a remote possibility were relatively few. The chief reason for which this transplanted Yankee thought Prevost too unlikely to consider, was that Prevost came from the US, too. According to the conventional wisdom, no fellow from the US really stood any chance. Giving the papacy to someone from the US would tie the “soft power” of the papal office to the “hard power” of US geopolitical and cultural clout. Nobody wanted that, I surmised, correctly but incompletely. The quarter century this scribbler spent in the Eternal City (most of that time covering the pope and the Vatican in one way or another) ought to have brought a series of considerations to the fore and into focus, beginning with the fact that Prevost was a transplant, as well.

The man we now call Pope Leo XIV had lived most of his life outside his native United States, and most of that time far from his native home he had spent in service as a missionary priest and later bishop in Peru, or in Rome as the head of his religious order. He had filled other senior leadership roles in the Order of Saint Augustine, before his two terms as prior general of the OSAs in Rome from 2001–13. He had completed advanced studies in canon law at Rome’s Pontifical University of St. Thomas Aquinas (the Dominican university commonly known as the Angelicum in honour of its patron and namesake, the Doctor Angelicus or “Angelic Doctor”) and served again in Rome from 2023 until his election, as prefect of the Roman curial department responsible—among other things—for vetting episcopal candidates. Conversations—mine and others’—with people who had spent time in the pre-conclave meetings and around the conclave that elected Prevost confirm that all those specific details of biography played a significant part in the cardinals’ discernment.

Leo XIV, in short, is a man of three worlds: born in the second city of the most powerful nation in history; tempered and seasoned in the impoverished global south; familiar with the Eternal City that is the seat of global Catholicism’s supreme power and home to the Church’s central governing apparatus. In the few minutes I had between the live announcement of Prevost’s election and a one-on-one with Ryan Piers of LNL, I was able to pull together something serviceable. I turned my initial thoughts into a short piece for Crux that ran on Sunday, May 11th, and put a little—but only a little—flesh on the bones I had assembled live-to-air.

Profile of a pope

While I was talking live-to-air and then while I was drafting the piece for Crux, I began to realize how well Prevost—now Leo XIV—fit the profile of the fellow for which I was sure the cardinals would be looking. He fit the bill much better than did even Zuppi—the fellow I thought the red hats would choose—and indeed better than anyone else in the college I could call to mind. The profile I had sketched for myself and for readers in the days before the conclave was of a man who would be a steady pair of hands:



	He would be an institutionalist by character and temperament. He would know how the machinery of Roman government was supposed to work, but he would not be a cog in the Roman machine.

	He would have a real sense of the Church’s place in the international community and a real appreciation of the Church’s role in the international order, but he would not be a career diplomat.

	He would understand from the inside out, the Church’s global footprint and cultural purpose in all its myriad local varieties and incarnations, but he would not be a “culture-warrior” or a partisan.

	He would have experience in pastoral government and demonstrated pastoral sensibility, but he would not tend to view the responsible administration of pastoral solicitude—what Catholics call “care of souls” in their peculiar technical parlance—as work necessarily opposed to law, custom, morality, or tradition in both the broad and the narrow senses in which Catholics use the term.





The reasons for which I expected the cardinals to be looking for someone fitting that profile were complex and multifarious but boiled down to three broadly converging considerations. I will have more to say about each of them during the course of this book, but here and now and in brief, they were: exhaustion at the end of a twelve-year whirlwind pontificate; global sociopolitical and economic disruption; Vatican insolvency and general dysfunction.

First, the pontificate of Francis had been exhausting. Pope Francis’ dozen-year reign was one of contradictions. Francis preached something he called “synodality” and apparently intended as a broadly consultative approach to government, but he governed autocratically and arguably concentrated more power in the person of the Roman pontiff than had any pope since the time of the Reformation. Francis would say one thing and do another—one thinks of his repeated “No” to ordaining women to the diaconate as currently constituted, often uttered either before or after naming a commission to study the question—and he occasionally said both things and did a third. Hagan lio!
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