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      Introduction

      
         
         A Sick Church, Space,
the Medicine of Mercy, and Conversion
         

         
      

      
      Toward the end of the first week of the papal conclave, Pope Francis, then Cardinal
         Jorge Mario Bergoglio, a dark horse candidate for the papacy, delivered a short speech
         in which he articulated the raison d’être of the Church, diagnosed its central pathology,
         and reorientated its direction:
      

      
      
         The main purpose of the Church is to surge forth to the peripheries, not just geographically
            but to the existential peripheries where people grapple with sin, pain, injustice,
            ignorance and indifference to religion. . . . The Church had got too wrapped up in
            itself. It was too navel-gazing. It has become too “self-referential” which had made
            it sick. It was suffering a kind of “theological narcissism.” When Jesus said: “Behold
            I stand at the door and knock” people assumed he was outside, wanting to come in.
            But sometimes Jesus knocks from within, wanting to be let out to the wider world.
            A self-referential Church wants to keep Jesus to itself, instead of letting him out
            to others.[1]   
         

         
      

      Francis’s recapitulation of the biblical verse from Revelation 3:20 displays his inventive
         faculty for tenderly “knocking” the Church from within. He provides for his audience
         a new hermeneutic for understanding this familiar Bible passage. Through the antithetical
         movement from “out to in” to “in to out,” Francis emphasizes a critical, spatial shift
         in the Church’s social commission. The cure for “theological narcissism,” this disorienting
         “Basilica fever,” is to open wide the church doors and reorient itself to the spaces
         and places that matter most—the peripheries and margins of society. Peripheries are
         not just spaces and places but also people, the poor, the sick, the immigrant, and
         the oppressed.[2]   The terministic screen—“the poor”—is synonymous with peripheries and must be understood
         more broadly in scope, referring to any human person suffering or in need of mercy.[3]   Thus, Francis views the chief geographic space of the Church’s mission to be the
         outskirts, “in the trenches,” serving on the frontlines, as “a field hospital after
         battle.”[4]   When the Church goes forth, it becomes a peripatetic mercy clinic: “It is not a
         solid structure with all the equipment where people go to receive treatment for both
         small and large infirmities. It is a mobile structure that offers first aid and immediate
         care. It’s a place for urgent care.”[5]  
      

      
      The reception of Bergoglio’s pre-conclave remarks was patently favorable and effective;
         the profoundly persuasive and percussive impact it had on his fellow cardinals was
         also clearly felt. The consensus among the conclave cardinals was that Francis “spoke
         from the heart.” Cardinal Murphy-O’Connor reported seeing the expression of acceptance
         on the faces around him. Cardinal Schonborn was overheard saying, “That is what we
         need.”[6]   Immediately afterward, Cardinal Jaime Ortega y Alamino asked Francis for a copy
         of his text, otherwise there would be no record of it. Ortega y Alamino also described
         the remarks as “magisterial, illuminating, committed, and true.”[7]   Papal biographer Austen Ivereigh likened it to a sacerdotal Gettysburg Address
         in its “simplicity and lyrical quality.”[8]   It seemed to strike a resounding “mystic chord” with auditors, reminding them of
         “what they were there for and, in a larger sense who they were.”[9]   Bergoglio’s speech did in fact echo Lincoln’s theme of rebirth and rededication.
         Bergoglio’s words engendered a new narrative, or renewed faith in one forgotten by
         the Catholic hierarchy. For rhetorical scholars who hold “effect” as the “holy grail”
         of persuasive success, Bergoglio’s kerygmatic remarks and reorienting vision, by most
         accounts, secured him the pontificate. 
      

      
      In his second major address to representatives of the press, Francis again announced
         the trademark theme of his pontificate, stressing “how I would like a Church which
         is poor and for the poor.”[10]   And later in his first apostolic letter, Evangelii Gaudium, he repeated the illness and spatial leitmotifs, stating, “I prefer a Church which
         is bruised, hurting and dirty because it has been out in the streets, rather than
         a Church which is unhealthy from being confined and clinging to its own security.”[11]   In 2013 America magazine published an interview with Pope Francis conducted by Antonio Sparado, S.
         J., editor of the Italian Jesuit journal La Civiltà Cattolica. Sparado asked Francis, “What kind of Church do you dream of?” Francis responded:
      

      
      
         I see the church as a field hospital after battle. It is useless to ask a seriously
            injured person if he has high cholesterol and about the level of his blood sugars!
            You have to heal his wounds. Then we can talk about everything else. Heal the wounds,
            heal the wounds. . . . And you have to start from the ground up.[12]  
         

         
      

      Similar to his pre-conclave address, Francis reinforces his view of the Church as
         ill or wounded. The ideal Church for Francis is one like that of a military triage
         unit operating on the principle of immediacy, healing first those wounds in most need
         of care. Francis proclaimed, “The Church must be minsters of mercy above all.”[13]   Where the wound care occurs is spatially significant; it is administered through
         the warmth of closeness and from the more decentralized base of “ground up.” Thus,
         to perform the healing functions of the Church one must be in proximity with where
         the pain is inflicted—the field of battle, the trenches, the peripheries. 
      

      
      Moreover, Francis’s dream Church is one free from chastising wounded people for failing
         to be in perfect health, a status disciplined by definitive metrics, protocols, and
         rules. Francis’s analogy of the foolishness of being preoccupied with a seriously
         injured person’s high cholesterol was elucidated with a follow-up statement: “The
         Church sometimes has locked itself up in small things, in small minded rules.”[14]   Dogmatic rules regarding remarried Catholics and communion would be one such example
         that Francis has sought to address in his Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Amoris Laetitia.[15]    By Francis’s evaluation, the Catholic Church’s responses to the exigencies of
         twenty-first-century society are moored in a defensive, hermetic internalization.
         Such reclusion and recoiling rigidity is illustrative of what Francis has elsewhere
         called a “tomb psychology,” or “sterile pessimism,” that results in “pastoral acedia.”[16]   
      

      
      Later that year, in his Address on the Vigil of Pentecost with the Ecclesial Movements,
         Francis warned his audience of the risks of isolation:
      

      
      
         Please do not withdraw into yourselves! When a Church becomes closed, she becomes
            an ailing Church, she falls ill! That is a danger. Nevertheless, we lock ourselves
            up in our parish, among friends, in our movement, with people who think as we do…but
            do you know what happens? When a Church is closed she falls sick, she falls sick.
            Think of a room that has been closed for a year. When you go into it there is a smell
            of damp, many things are wrong with it. A Church closed in on herself is the same,
            a sick Church. The Church must step outside herself. To go where? To the outskirts
            of existence, whatever they may be, but she must step out. Jesus tells us: “Go out
            into all the world! Go! Preach! Bear witness to the Gospel![17]   
         

         
      

      Similar sentiments pertaining to the space where mercy must manifest are articulated
         by rhetorician Robert Hariman, who wrote that compassion, as an inventive rhetorical
         resource, must be cultivated in the public sphere, “outside of an enclaved space such
         as a monastery.”[18]   Francis employs a vivid and visceral analogy of how sickness burgeons in closed
         spaces. His analogy is heightened by the sensorial appeal to the festering smell endemic
         to reclusion and isolation. Examples culled from the early discourse of Pope Francis
         serve as representative anecdotes of the central pathology plaguing the Church.[19]   And the striking irony that Francis elucidates with this illness narrative is the
         Church, in a defensive effort to protect itself from the contagions of sin, violence,
         pain, suffering, indifference to religion, moral relativism, and environmental destruction,
         has itself fallen ill. 
      

      
      Gerard Mannion, using a different archetypal metaphor, sums up the Church’s exigencies
         in what he describes as the “Church’s Dark Night”:
      

      
      
         The turmoil, division, what some have called “culture wars”; battle for the soul and
            legacy of Vatican II; the very different ways in which Catholics in different cultures,
            countries, and continents, refract the faith and its mission; the struggles between
            professional theologians and ecclesial offices and leaders; division among the theological
            community; conflict between religious orders, Rome, and episcopal conferences; oppression
            and marginalization within the church; the tragic and deeply painful abuse crisis
            that continues to be a scandal crying out for justice, and the Vatileaks scandal that
            demonstrated the extent of the fault lines that the church was suffering from—stretching
            even to the higher echelon of its organizational leadership.[20]   
         

         
      

      Despite these enduring tensions within the Catholic Church, the media’s critical acclaim
         of Pope Francis’s historic election and subsequent unconventional behavior have reached
         meteoric levels bordering on papolatry. William J. Brown argues, “Religious figures
         who achieve celebrity-hero status [exert] powerful influence across socio-economic,
         political, and cultural boundaries.”[21]   Francis’s discourse undeniably influences billions of people. Surprisingly, less
         explored has been Pope Francis’s rhetoric. What these opening samples of Francis’s
         discourse demonstrate is the acumen of an adroit rhetorician. One goal of this book
         is to view Pope Francis as a practitioner of rhetoric par excellence, and given the sickness motif, a spiritual healer or a mercy medicine man.[22]   
      

      
      Pope Francis’s discourse has in fact become the object of study for a small handful
         of communication and rhetorical scholars, many of whom view Francis as a bravura rhetor.
         Paul Lynch, examining the pope’s first apostolic letter, Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel), argues that Francis is a “hermeneutical puzzle” who “possesses a rhetorical imagination,”
         that while viewed by the media as undisciplined and imperfect, transcends familiar
         binaries of style and substance, liberal and conservative, theory and practice, rhetoric
         and philosophy.[23]   Pasquale Ferrara analyzes Pope Francis’s conceptual metaphor of periphery as a religious alternative to globalization.[24]   A 2017 special editorial issue of the International Journal of Media & Cultural Politics was dedicated to exploring the discourse of and about Pope Francis; a panoply of
         diverse rhetorical artifacts were analyzed from various communication approaches.[25]   Finally, Maximilian Dominic Ofori provides a robust evaluation of Pope Francis’s
         inaugural visit to the United States. Ofori attributes Francis’s success to his ability
         to employ an epideictic rhetoric of conciliation. Francis’s knowledge of American
         history, cultural realities, and his overall dialogic perspective resonated with his
         American audiences.[26]  
      

      
      Observers of Francis’s early rhetoric soon glean an abiding metaphorical pattern.
         Francis repeatedly marshals the interrelated metaphors of illness and space to vivify
         problems with the Church and afford remedies.[27]   Susan Sontag conceives of illness in metaphorical and spatial terms, famously characterizing
         illness as: 
      

      
      
         the night-side of life, a more onerous citizenship. Everyone who is born holds dual
            citizenship in the kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of the sick. Although we
            all prefer to use only the good passport, sooner or later each of us is obliged, at
            least for a spell, to identify ourselves as citizens of that other place.[28]   
         

         
      

      For Pope Francis, Christian mercy and our common humanity call us not to avoid “the
         kingdom of the sick,” “that other place,” but to surge forth toward it; for these
         are the peripheries where mercy’s conversions transpire. Yet, beyond simply avoiding
         or ignoring this space of sickness, the Church has quarantined itself. As if rigidly
         adhering to Mosaic law, it cast out lepers and those deemed unclean. The healing and
         merciful purpose of the Church has itself been cast off, favoring a more doctrinal
         and legalistic view of the faith. This perception of the Church has led papal biographer
         Austen Ivereigh to dub it “the pharisaic frame.”[29]   Walter Kasper’s book Mercy, a mainstay companion for Pope Francis’s vision, argues that mercy is a critical
         issue for the twenty-first century that has been ignored or neglected. Mercy for far
         too long as been viewed as
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