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Prologue

On February 11, 2013, a seven-hundred-year-old tradition was shattered: Pope Benedict XVI, former protector of doctrine and loyal heir of the long-suffering John Paul the Great, made a startling announcement. After eight years in the papacy, he would, owing to his advanced age, resign, but would retain the title of “Pope Emeritus” for his lifetime.

Within weeks, the great doors of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican were sealed and the cardinals, drawn into conclave for the second time in less than a decade, were asked to choose a new spiritual leader for the Catholic Church’s 1.28 billion followers. When the doors opened again a few days later, the charismatic Argentinian Jorge Bergoglio, who would take the name Francis, had been elected. The world, for the first time since the year 1415, had two living popes.

The reasons for Benedict’s cataclysm became fodder for speculation. A pope, surely, must die on the job. Wasn’t this an integral part of the job description? Not just tradition; it was virtually dogma. As The Washington Post, citing a theological expert, explained: “Most modern popes have felt that resignation is unacceptable except in cases of an incurable or debilitating disease—that paternity, in the words of Paul VI, cannot be resigned.”

Pope Benedict’s resignation was not entirely unprecedented, nor was the dilemma of two living popes. In the long history of the church, three popes have now resigned, while 263 did not. Pope Gregory XII resigned in 1415 in the midst of a political struggle between Italy and France over who really controlled the Catholic Church. But we have to return to 1294, to Celestine V, to find a pope who decided, of his own volition—out of a “longing for the tranquility of his former life”—to step down.

The reaction at the time to Celestine’s bombshell was outrage. There is a passage from the third canto of the Inferno, in Dante’s Divine Comedy, where Virgil is guiding Dante through the Gates of Hell. Before they reach the Inferno they pass into an antechamber filled with a cacophony of agonizing cries of those miserable souls who lived a life “without disgrace and without praise”; in effect, people worse than sinners, who had failed to act, failed to believe, or failed to deliver on promises made. Dante stares at the doomed faces of the terminally bland until, at one point, he sees a man and writes: “I saw and recognized the shade of him who made, through cowardice, the great refusal.”1 That man was, of course, Pope Celestine V, whose defection so horrified the great Italian poet that he immortalized him in his magnum opus.

So, knowing the outrage a papal resignation would cause, why did Benedict, the most traditional pope of the modern era, do the most untraditional thing imaginable? Poor health alone is not seen as a valid explanation; in fact, it has usually been an asset to a pope, in that it reenacts—for all to see—Christ’s suffering on the cross. An additional mystery has to be sorted: How could this ultraconservative protector of the faith, guardian of doctrine, even contemplate resigning when, as he very well knew, he would be surrendering the Chair of St. Peter to the radical Jorge Bergoglio, a man so different from him in character and views?

This book tells the tale of two popes, both possessed of tremendous and inalienable authority: an odd couple whose destinies converged and who influenced each other profoundly.

Let us consider Benedict first, the former Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, an intellectual German, suspicious of humor, a luxury-savoring introvert and somewhat dandyish dresser—he revived the papal tradition of wearing red velvet slippers, and commissioned and sported a perfume maker to create a signature fragrance for his sole use—who feels the church’s refusal to yield and change is its greatest strength and is, indeed, the secret of its timeless durability. While sincere about his sacred duties, he’s a man completely lacking the common touch. A reclusive theologian wholly without in-the-field experience. Not known to be a fan of any sport. Has never, to our knowledge, spoken a romantic word to another soul.

Francis, on the other hand—or, as we will first encounter him, Cardinal Bergoglio—is a charismatic, fun-loving Argentinian, on the surface a humble man, an extrovert, a simple dresser (he wore the same pair of black shoes for twenty years, still wears a Swatch), and an on-again, off-again advocate of liberation theology, a Catholic movement that seeks to aid the poor and oppressed through direct involvement in political and civic affairs. He’s a man with the common touch. A man of the people. Once even had a girlfriend. Worked as a bouncer at a tango club. An ardent fan of football.

“Sin” is a theme in both men’s lives, more specifically the grace and extra wisdom that come if a sinner can acknowledge their failings and put their sins behind them. How much wiser, how much more valuable as a future teacher and healer and guide, is the person who has a full, firsthand understanding of a particular human weakness or failing or problem, and who has then risen from this place of dark insight to see the true dimensions of this problem. Alternatively, how much less valuable, and even more dangerous, the one who has failed in this regard.

Jorge Bergoglio openly labels himself a sinner, continually points out that this is not some euphemism, some mere turn of phrase. He has sinned. He goes even further, controversially stating that it is not enough to enact the ritual of confession of sins to a priest. One must take practical steps to atone for those sins in one’s daily life, make real and deep changes. No one gets a clean scorecard with just a quick visit to a priest in his confessional. One must act. As he has said, “Sin is more than a stain that can be removed by a trip to the dry cleaner. It is a wound that needs to be treated, healed.”

This logic suggests a true reformist agenda, one that, if permitted, would reach naturally into many other areas of belief and doctrinal teaching. Why, for instance, should a celibate priest feel confident to lecture on sexual matters? Surely the church ought, with similar frankness, to admit that it is not best qualified to impose its views in this arena. How should such celibate, sex-denying men judge their sexually active parishioners, whose experience of life will be much more complete and varied than theirs? As Frank Sinatra once quipped, “Your Holiness, you no play-a da game, you no make-a da rules.” Or how, for instance, can a celibate novice on the day of his ordination, when asked to renounce sex for the rest of his life, be wise enough to know what he is saying no to? He cannot know. If this naïf has never explored his own sexual drives, what is he to do should these drives one day make themselves felt? Like so many before him, he will be forced into a double life, with sometimes disastrous consequences, and sometimes many innocent victims. And what makes the church fit to say that only celibate men are fitting vessels for teaching from the pulpit God’s ministry? Also, if the story of Adam and Eve is, as Francis has said, merely a parable, not at all to be taken as literal fact, thus pouring considerable water on the whole seven-day creation myth, what else of the sacred scriptures ought to be considered make-believe? Is even the story of Christ rising from the dead and ascending bodily into Heaven also now only a parable? If the spirit of Francis’s frankness is logically extended into all areas of faith and dogma, where will the recalibrations end?

The story that follows unfolds largely in a Vatican in crisis, swamped with scandals but denied simple remedies, aware of the need to change but fearful of what losses change will bring, with one pope who—because of his past—feels himself lacking in the moral authority, skills, and strength to deal with these scandals, and a second, new pope, who—because of his past—predicates his spiritual leadership of over two billion followers with the admission that he is a sinner.

It is a crucial way station in the journey of an institution that has lasted two thousand years.

An interesting dilemma attends this situation of having two living popes, and it has to do with the concept of papal infallibility.

Let us address it briefly.

For two millennia the church has striven to avoid having two living popes and has almost entirely succeeded. Some pontiffs were even poisoned so that the situation never came up. And the reason? Why does a pope not just serve a term and then step down to be replaced by a younger man? Infallibility. The grace of infallibility. The gift of correctness, God’s gift to he who sits in St. Peter’s chair, the grace of being right, indisputably right—in the present and, most important, in the future, for time immemorial, on all matters of doctrine. When the pope speaks ex cathedra, that is from the Chair of St. Peter, speaking as pope and not as a private individual, his words form part of the Magisterium, that is, the official teaching of the Catholic Church, which has the power and authority of Christ behind it. How could Ratzinger and Bergoglio coexist and both be infallible, both be right … when they seem to disagree on so much? In fact, it would seem that as long as they both continue to coexist, they must serve as proof eternal that popes are fallible, as anytime they disagree, one pope will always be wrong. And a pope who is wrong, and is proven to be so by the mere existence of his twin, his countervailing voice, is no pope at all. For every papal pronouncement, there walks and breathes the rebuttal, the living counterargument—invalidating it. How can they both be God-filled and blessed by the gift of ultimate wisdom … and yet disagree?

Given, then, that two papal points of view are, at the time of this writing, both available, Catholics (and even some leaders in the church) are able to choose which pope and which papal position best suits them, Benedictine or Franciscan, making very real the practical dilemma of having two men in white. The staunchly conservative American cardinal Raymond Burke, a vocal critic of Francis, told a Catholic newspaper in 2016, “My pope is Benedict.”2 A conservative former papal ambassador to the United States, Archbishop Carlo Maria Viganó, has even called for Francis to resign. In what some see as an act of revenge for Francis’s replacement of him as papal nuncio (a presumed punishment for Viganó’s setting up of a secret meeting with U.S. conservatives opposed to gay marriage), Viganó alleges that he once told Francis about the allegedly sexually abusive American cardinal Theodore McCarrick, and that Francis failed to take appropriate action until much later. Whether there is any truth to Viganó’s unsupported claim or not, it is unprecedented in modern times for a pope to be so mutinously attacked by his own clergy.

But Benedict himself, in a rare letter released by the Vatican in September 2018, rebuked those who, like Burke, still pledge fealty to him, presenting instead a united front with Francis and sharply criticizing those who argue a discontinuity of theology, calling such anti-Franciscan anger a “foolish prejudice.”3 To return the compliment, Francis has publicly embraced his predecessor, whom he has likened to “having a wise grandfather at home.”4 Are the Burkes and Viganós within the church satisfied, chastened into silence? Not at all. Quite the contrary.

Benedict’s pledge to smooth matters, by observing a profound silence—remain silenzio incarnato—was obliterated, however, on April 11, 2019, when he broke a six year self-embargo to speak out on the principal crisis facing the church, the sex-abuse scandal. What consternation such a statement must cause Francis, and those in the Church desperate for a single papal perspective. In a 6,000 word essay—no mere remark—carried by the Catholic News Agency, he blamed the epidemic of sex abuse by the clergy, not on the Church, or its “satan”-influenced priests, or its antiquated and inadequate practices, as Francis had just done two months before, at the major summit he convened to address the scandal—but (largely) on the permissive moral collapse sparked by the sexual revolution of the 1960s and by—his pet theme—the evils of moral relativism. Such a different and generic and blame-diluting explanation—with a retired pope imposing his views directly on top of those of the sitting Pope—graphically illustrates the nightmare scenario Benedict’s resignation poses. No wonder Catholics feel justly confused about whose papal position to listen to, and obey. Neither pope now has the authority the title of “Pope” previously carried.

In a world where the disinherited and disaffected strike out at power to often self-destructive effect, the Catholic Church is in very unusual and dangerous waters.

Joseph Ratzinger is a man of tremendous principle. This book will look into his past to decode the sources of his deep conviction that change is more a sign of weakness than of strength.

His election as pope in 2005 surely represented a safe option, under the circumstances as they were. He was safe. After John Paul II’s theatrics, his outreach, his travel, travel, travel (was there an airport runway in the world left unkissed by his lips?), the mother church needed to rest, to do some housekeeping. Benedict, an eminent theologian, would reassert, protect, and strengthen ancient doctrine. In short, he would make sure overdue reforms remained overdue. This was his strength and value. Even as a child, he kept his bedroom notably tidy. On all the evidence, this son of a policeman believed that only in authority—in rules, in obedience under the law, in the indissoluble—will the faithful find true peace. Doubt, uncertainty, vacillation, and correction breed disaffection, despair, cynicism, and finally contempt. People’s souls, he would ask us to agree, ache for certainty. He has spoken repeatedly about what he sees as the greatest threat to this certainty: the spirit of relativism. He has despaired at so many winds of doctrine, so many ideological currents, so many new ways of thinking in recent decades. In such a world, how are we to know who speaks the truth? What is the truth? The world quakes with rival voices—Marxists, liberals, conservatives, atheists, agnostics, mystics—and in every breast the universal cry “I speak the truth! Only I!”

No, says Ratzinger, there is but one truth. Saith the Lord, “I am the truth.” The center of Ratzinger’s teaching is that there must be a common reference point, an axis mundi, if we are to avert chaos and cataclysm and conflict. One truth, from which we can all navigate—this is the doctrinal position that might liken itself to a compass that points in all directions but needs to take as its starting point True North. Only then can it help travelers plot a journey and direct them on the right path. The same goes for human morality, he seems to be telling us. What is its True North? God. Without God, humanity has no agreed reference point, no axis mundi. Every opinion is as valid as every other. The truth becomes relative. Kill God and what you actually kill is any hope of absolute truth. Your truth is yours, mine is mine, locking each person into a prison of his or her own interpretation of good and evil.

That is the great crisis of Western life, as Ratzinger perceived it: the curse of relativism. The damage done by it? He saw clearly how, in the English-speaking world at least, fewer and fewer were taking their fire from the flame lit by a two-thousand-year-old Christian faith. Take America. If ex-Catholics are considered a religious group of their own, they are now the fourth-largest religion in the United States. In Britain, more than half of people under forty now say they have no religion. Why have so many quietly, steadily shuffled out of the churches?

There were other, more pressing crises waiting for him when he became pope—so many of them. Crimes were being committed by men of the cloth, by his colleagues, by his staff, fellow workers in the vineyard of the Lord. Crimes involving buttons, often children’s buttons, zippers, hands, genitalia, mouths; violations, betrayals, secrets, intimidations, lies, threats, trauma, despair, ruined lives; and such evils in a climate of sanctimony, to the scent of ancient incense. Each scandal, in its own way, would rock Benedict and erode his belief that he was the man who could solve it. Finally, he shocked the world. He did the unthinkable. He stepped down. And in doing so, ironically, this great traditionalist robbed the church of a crucial certainty upon which its remaining faithful had always relied: that a pope is pope for life.

At the other end of the spectrum, in so many respects, is Jorge Bergoglio, the reformer. No sooner had he become pope number 266 and taken the name Francis than the astonishing ad lib comments began. His was quickly the name on everyone’s lips, as was the universal refrain “The pope just said what?” A breath of fresh air, with a rock star’s charisma, there was a touch of John Lennon about him also (both men have been on the cover of Rolling Stone magazine), with a propensity for jaw-dropping statements to make even his most ardent fans gasp. To match Lennon’s remark that the Beatles were “more popular than Jesus now,” which threw fundamentalists in the American heartland into a spree of record-burning, there was Bergoglio’s astonishing announcement that even heathens can get to Heaven. Heathens? Really? These wooden-god worshippers, these Sunday slumberers, were they just as likely to be Heaven-bound? Then what was the point—many of the world’s Catholics rightly wondered—of all those thousandfold hours given over to knee-numbing prayer, all those sermons and upbraidings from the pulpit, all those visits to confession with ensuing penance, all those muted recitations of the Rosary, counting off with thumb and forefinger each bead on the string, all those Lenten fasts and all that sublimation of natural urges, all that God-demanded love, and finally all that guilt, so much guilt … for what? What … if not to have some advantage in securing the ultimate celestial reward? But the new pope confirmed it: it cannot be the heathen’s fault if he or she is born into a heathen culture. It is therefore quite unfair that only the God-reared, by accident of birth, should get the best and only rooms in the Heavenly hotel. With such remarks the new pope seemed intent on single-handedly reviving the spirit of the 1960s.

But he wasn’t done surprising people. To homosexuals he offered the church’s apology, ex cathedra. It is not the church’s role to judge homosexuals, he proclaimed. He even reportedly told one gay man, Juan Carlos Cruz (a victim of sexual abuse), that “God made you like this and loves you like this and I don’t care. The pope loves you like this.” (Contrast this with Benedict, who called homosexuality “an intrinsic evil.”) Pope Francis has not ruled out married priests, either, saying “it is human to want one’s cake and eat it, too … naturally one wants the good things from the consecrated life and from the lay life also.” He is happy to admit the hypocrisy of the church’s current position, given that there are married priests already in remote corners of the Catholic empire, in the Greek and Russian branches. And he is happy to acknowledge that St. Peter himself had children. Clement IV and Adrian II were married before they took holy orders. Pius II had at least two illegitimate children. John XII is said to have died in the act. And let’s just say all those who took the name Pope Innocent did not exactly live up to the name.

The literal truth of the Bible? Adam and Eve are “a fable.” Then what of the Virgin birth, planetary floods, men who literally lived to be eight hundred years old, or the parting of waters with miracle crossings on dry land—all of that? Francis seems to have concluded that—particularly in the West—people no longer require priests to say things that everybody knows are not true and can’t possibly be true. And more than that, he has hinted, perhaps the church is even weakened by these claims of literal truth.

The culture of the Catholic Church? Speaking with the authority of the Magisterium, he has dubbed it “narcissistic,” too inward looking, concerned with its own survival and enrichment rather than the needs of the poor. He has used terms like “spiritual Alzheimer’s” to describe a church that has forgotten Christ’s example of mercy and called out “the lust for power of ladder-climbing clerics.” He has stated, “Like every body, like every human body, the church is exposed to illnesses, malfunctioning, infirmity. It must be treated. With strong medicine.”

Sexual abuse? Leading a church that Bishopaccountability.org, a nonprofit advocacy group that tracks church abuse cases, says has paid out three billion dollars in settlements to victims worldwide he convened a major Vatican summit of Church leaders in Rome in February 2019 and personally, from the altar of the Sala Regia, to a sea of green-cloaked and purple-hatted bishops and officials, called abusive clergy “tools of satan”, comparing child sex abuse to “human sacrifice”, warning guilty priests of the “wrath of God” and calling on church and society to eradicate this evil forever. Francis now speaks to the press of “zero tolerance” of both abuse and, vitally, of church cover-ups, charging his bishops on pain of being found complicit, to report incidents to the police. He is now actively promoting new codes of conduct in church practices in line with World Health Organization guidelines. These new rules of transparency, exposure, and criminal consequences have already begun to produce an extraordinary drop in the number of reported cases of abuse, suggesting that acts of sexual criminality by priests were reducible, almost to zero, with the responsible imposition of swift penalties (such as jail terms) and the removal of the church’s cloak of protection from sex-fiend priests. How shockingly simple the solution here may yet prove to be, as long as the police are given unrestricted access to church files, and the church matches or betters the anguished efforts of victims for justice to be done. After all, the Catholic leadership has every incentive for doing so: its survival is at stake.

Capitalism? Pope Francis has deemed it a sin, a system of trickle-down suffering. He has been accused of biting the hand that fed.

The environment? He has taken aim at the world’s governments for their sinful protection of those who are wounding Mother Earth, destroying our collective home. In a long and carefully researched encyclical, he dismantled the positions of climate-change deniers and self-interested, profit-driven industries.

In short, he has shown himself prepared to make powerful enemies. Already there are grumblings among those in the church who yearn for the simpler certainties offered by Pope Benedict. At times, change seems to be all that Francis represents, and it has always been harder to mount arguments for change than for stasis. Still, his arguments, when simplified and distilled, seem—to me at least—to be that the church should insist less, include more. It must bring into joyous alignment the beautiful lessons taught in churches and the beautiful lessons taught in schools.

Bergoglio’s choice of the name Francis, after St. Francis of Assisi, can now be seen for what it was: a statement of revolutionary intent. How far will he go? How far will he be allowed to go?

The name derives from Francesco Bernardone. This young man was walking in the wood. He found a chapel—a ruined chapel. One wall had fallen down. He stepped inside. The crucifix was still on the wall where the altar had been. Afterward, Francesco always said it “captivated his senses.” It even spoke to him: “Francesco, rebuild my church.” Francesco was a practical man; he took this instruction literally, said okay, went up to the quarry on top of Mount Subasio, cut stones, carted them down the mountain, and started to repair the little broken wall. He mistook God’s meaning, who wanted something much bigger for him. The lesson? Even the most glorious journey can begin … with a mistake.

Let me end this prologue on a personal note.

I am a Catholic. At least, I was raised one, and I am told, and can attest to the fact, that once thus stamped, always stamped.

I was reared on the tale of Jesus Christ, this young Jewish radical hailing from Nazareth two millennia ago, claiming to be the “Son of Man” or, even more audaciously, the “Messiah” and “King of the Jews,” sent by his father on a divine mission to rid humanity of the original sin blighting it since Eden, before being caught and crucified, but then rising from the dead two days later, thereafter ascending bodily into Heaven, there to remain until the unspecified day when he would return to announce the end of the entire human experiment. This was my religion. A tall tale, admittedly, but with the insolent logic of truth. Tacitus called Christianity “that most mischievous superstition,” and the writer Jorge Luis Borges “a branch of fantastic literature.” Still, this was the faith I was born into.

I grew up as the second-to-youngest member of a large household, one so Catholic that two of my sisters would marry—very happily—ex-priests. We knew priests at our dinner table, the odd bishop, and even, once, a cardinal. Our home, in addition to the ritual churchgoing, would once a month be visited by a large statue of the Virgin Mary, in solemn procession throughout the parish, obliging my brothers and sisters and me to observe, under the thumb of my mother, the (to my mind, tedious) recitations of the Rosary, paeans to the Virgin, asking for help, for help, for divine help. Life was certainly tough enough in our working-class town. Money was as scarce as good jobs, so we figured that we could do worse than be on good terms with the Mother of God. Don’t argue, just get on your knees, and everything would work out okay with God on your side: this was the drill. We obeyed, falling dutifully, burying our faces in the couch as we mumbled the ancient incantations over and over again: “Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death …”

Amen.

If you’d care to know my parents’ policy on birth control, I am one of eight children (more coitus than interruptus). Educated first by nuns, I progressed to ordained brothers; was well served by two good Catholic schools. For all my childhood I served the mass, as an altar boy, making my last appearance in red cowl and white surplice at the embarrassingly advanced age of sixteen, early stubble on my chin, the robes then two sizes too small for me, as I carried to the priest cruets of water and wine and then the white and innocent wafers that this Heaven-connected man, this neighborhood magician, would transform into the actual body of Christ. The daily miracle, right before our eyes. The body of Christ, abracadabra. Believe it or not.

We were Catholics, or, more specifically, “Irish Catholics” (albeit transplanted to New Zealand via migrant ships four generations before me), the flame of our Irishness kept alight in a remote land by an extended family who did business, and did “the business,” only within the closed circle of this one faith and culture. It shaped us. And my life today, a writer’s life, owes its roots to the animating beauty of the liturgy, heard first through young ears, an art located in the ornate language that inclined all to think in multiple dimensions and across time and space, never contemplating life without first mulling death. The factual was hitched irreparably to the fictional, and distinguishing between the two was actively discouraged. So what, we were taught, if you could not prove something was true: How did it make you feel? Your emotions led you. People wept openly in our small church. Hands were clasped so tightly in prayer, you could see the whites of knuckles. Belief was as necessary for these people as a paycheck. You had to believe, to make it through the day. The church in our town, hexagonal and spireless, was at the geographical and psychological center of our lives. If I ever doubted this, my mother would set me straight. If I questioned some aspect of creed, some far-fetched claim made from pulpit or book, I would receive her stock rebuke: “Anthony, a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.” That this woman, who left school at fourteen, should so easily quote the poet Alexander Pope (or slightly misquote him, for the operative word is learning, not knowledge), I offer as proof that, in the absence of schooling, the church served as our university, the priest substituting for professor.

This book, and the feature film of the same name that accompanies it (Netflix, 2019, starring Sir Anthony Hopkins and Jonathan Pryce, directed by Fernando Meirelles), specifically came about with the sudden death of a cousin of mine. Pauline’s death caused my eldest sister, a devout Catholic, to text me, suggesting I light a candle, if I was near a church. I was. I was in Rome. So, with Eva, my partner, I went to St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican and found the famous square thronged with thousands, all there to see the new pope say an open-air mass. The huge face of Francis, projected on a superscreen, conveyed his superstar appeal. And while standing there, listening to his gentle Italian words, I asked Eva if she knew where the other pope was, Pope Benedict, the one who had resigned, who had slipped off the international radar. Eva knew. Her father, in Munich, had once worked under Benedict (then Archbishop Ratzinger of Munich) while serving as vice chancellor of that city’s Catholic University. Eva informed me that this second pontiff, who retained the title of pope and arguably many of his powers, was quietly living in a monastery just a few hundred yards behind the stage on which Pope Francis now stood, sequestered within the Vatican walls, silent, obedient, old. Two popes, then, within a solid stone’s throw of each other! I asked Eva if she knew when the last time was that the world had two living popes. We googled it. The resulting answer, when it resolved on the screen of her smartphone, inspired both book and film.
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Conclave

Let me go to the house of the Father.”

These words were whispered in Polish at 3:30 P.M. on April 2, 2005. A little over six hours later, the Catholic Church was set on an unprecedented new course.

Pope John Paul II was dead. Since 1991, the Vatican had kept his illness secret, admitting only in a 2003 statement on the eve of his eighty-third birthday what had already become clear to the world’s then 1.1 billion Catholics. The pontiff’s slow and painful deterioration from Parkinson’s disease had long been agonizing to watch.

Rome had been ablaze with speculation and rumor since February 1, when the pope was rushed to his private wing in Gemelli University Hospital for the treatment of symptoms of “acute inflammation of the larynx and laryngo-spasm,” caused by a recent bout of flu.1 The press duly assembled for the deathwatch.

Over the following two months, however, John Paul II had displayed more of the same resilience that had characterized his many years of illness. This was, after all, a pope who during his twenty-six-year reign had survived not one but two assassination attempts; he had recovered from four gunshot wounds in 1981 and a bayonet attack a year later. Now, despite multiple readmissions to the hospital and a tracheotomy, he continued to appear at various Vatican windows and balconies to bless the crowds in St. Peter’s Square. His voice was barely audible. He missed the Palm Sunday Mass for the first time during his tenure as pope, but, dedicated to the last, he was presented in a wheelchair on Easter Sunday, March 27, and attempted to make his traditional address. He was described as “[looking] to be in immense distress, opening and shutting his mouth, grimacing with frustration or pain, and several times raising one or both hands to his head.” It was all too much for the estimated eighty thousand devoted Catholics watching below, and tears flowed freely.2 The pope managed a brief sign of the cross before being wheeled behind the curtains of his apartment.

Over the following six days the Vatican frequently updated the world on his worsening condition, and those who had been hopeful that he might make a full recovery began to accept that his death was only a matter of time. On the morning of April 1 a public statement advised, “The Holy Father’s health condition is very grave.”3 At 7:17 the previous evening, he had “received the Last Rites.” John Paul’s most trusted friend and personal secretary, Archbishop Stanislaw Dziwisz, administered the sacraments to John Paul II to prepare him for his final journey, by giving him absolution from his sins and anointing him with the holy oils on his forehead and on the backs of his hands, as is done only with priests. (Those not ordained are anointed on the palms of their hands.) Vatican expert and biographer of Pope Benedict XVI, John L. Allen Jr. witnessed this press briefing and described how “the most telling indication of the true gravity of the situation came at the end of the briefing, when [Vatican spokesman Joaquín Navarro-Valls] choked back tears as he walked away from the platform where he spoke to reporters.”4

Surrounded by those who had loved and cherished him for so many years, John Paul II regained consciousness several times during his final twenty-four hours, and was described by his personal physician, Dr. Renato Buzzonetti, as looking “serene and lucid.”5 In accordance with Polish tradition, “a small, lit candle illuminated the gloom of the room where the pope was expiring.”6 When he became aware of the crowds calling his name from the vigil below, he uttered words that Vatican officials deciphered as “I have looked for you.7 Now you have come to me and I thank you.”

Dr. Buzzonetti ran an electrocardiogram for twenty minutes to verify Pope John Paul’s death. Once this was done, the centuries-old Vatican rituals began, elements of which date back to as early as 1059, when Pope Nicholas II radically reformed the process of papal elections, in an effort to prevent further installation of puppet popes under the control of opposing imperial and noble powers, through a decree stating that cardinals alone were responsible for choosing successors to the Chair of St. Peter.

Cardinal Eduardo Martínez Somalo had been appointed camerlengo by the late pope to administer the church during the period known as the interregnum (“between the reigns,” which lasts from the moment of death until a new pope is found), and he now stepped forward to call John Paul three times by his Polish baptismal name, Karol. When no answer was received, he struck a small silver hammer on John Paul’s forehead as a sure indication of his death. He was then required to destroy with a hammer the Ring of the Fisherman, or Annelo Pescatorio (the papal ring cast for each pope since the thirteenth century) to symbolize the end of his reign.

And so the death of John Paul was announced to the world. The public outpouring of grief was breathtaking, with many soon referring to him by the prestigious (albeit unofficial) appendage of “the Great,” previously afforded only to pope-saints Leo I (ruled A.D. 440–461), Gregory I (590–604), and Nicholas I (858–867). His body was dressed in bloodred vestments and taken to the Apostolic Palace, where members of the papal administrative offices and agencies of the Catholic Church, known as the Roman Curia, could pay their respects, before being transferred to St. Peter’s Basilica the following day for the beginning of the nine official days of mourning known as the novemdiales, a custom dating back to the novemdiale sacrum, an ancient Roman rite of purification held on the ninth and final day of a period of festivity.8 An estimated four million pilgrims and three million residents of Rome filed past to give thanks and pray for this most beloved of men, astonishing figures when compared with the previous record of 750,000 people who visited the body of Pope Paul VI in August 1978. John Paul had left instructions that, should he not be alive to read it himself, his final address be read out by the substitute of the Secretariat of State, Archbishop Leonardo Sandri. During mass at the Feast of Divine Mercy held at St. Peter’s Square on Sunday, April 3, Sandri read John Paul’s final message of peace, forgiveness, and love, which told the people, “As a gift to humanity, which sometimes seems bewildered and overwhelmed by the power of evil, selfishness, and fear, the Risen Lord offers his love that pardons, reconciles, and reopens hearts to love.9 It is a love that converts hearts and gives peace.”

Tough act to follow.

And there was no time to waste. Interregnum tradition demanded that the funeral take place between the fourth and sixth day following a pope’s death. Therefore, it was scheduled for Friday, April 8. Likewise, the conclave to elect his successor must occur no earlier than fifteen or later than twenty days after his death, so was announced to begin on April 18.

The Vatican began planning the funeral with military precision. The responsibility of presiding over events fell to Joseph Ratzinger, as dean of the College of Cardinals—who, despite having no authority over his brother cardinals, “is considered as first among equals” and who, incidentally, had also been John Paul’s right-hand man for twenty-four years.10 Nicknamed the Pilgrim Pope on account of his globetrotting travels to 129 countries, John Paul II had traveled more miles than all the previous popes in the church’s two-thousand-year history combined, ensuring that heads of state, royalty, and dignitaries from across the globe would be in attendance alongside the crowds of Catholic faithful. A more diverse group of people had gathered at few other moments throughout history, and many opposing nations were united through their mutual respect for the late pontiff. Prince Charles postponed his wedding to Camilla Parker-Bowles to be able to attend alongside the British prime minister, Tony Blair, and the archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams. U.S. president George W. Bush was seen leaning over to shake the hand of staunch Iraq War critic President Jacques Chirac of France, as United Nations secretary-general Kofi Anan watched on alongside former presidents Bill Clinton and George H. W. Bush. The Israeli president, Moshe Katsav, chatted and shook hands with Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad and the president of Iran, Mohammed Khatami, although Khatami later strenuously denied the exchange. It would be the largest funeral of a pope in the history of the Catholic Church, and an estimated two billion people worldwide tuned in to watch the live broadcast on television, with one million of those watching on large outdoor screens specially erected around the city of Rome.

The ceremony began with a private requiem mass inside St. Peter’s Basilica attended by members of the College of Cardinals and the nine Patriarchs of Oriental Catholic Churches, which, though celebrating different liturgies and having their own structures of government, are in full communion with the pope. His body was laid inside a coffin made from cypress wood, a centuries-old tradition that symbolizes his humanity among men, and would later be further enclosed in two caskets of lead and elm, signifying his death and dignity respectively. Inside the coffin a sealed document officially concluding his entire life’s work as pope was placed alongside “three bags, each containing one gold, silver, or copper coin for each year in Pope John Paul II’s reign,” before a white silk veil was placed over his face and hands.11 That ceremony concluded, the now-closed coffin was carried by twelve papal gentlemen—formerly known as secret chamberlains, these are laymen of noble Roman families who have served the popes for centuries as attendants of the papal household—and accompanied by the slow procession chanting hymns, who made their way into St. Peter’s Square to begin the public funeral.

Many would come to believe that Cardinal Ratzinger’s conduct during this three-hour-long spectacle secured him the papacy. In his homily, amid continual interjections of applause from the crowds, he spoke at length in “human, not metaphysical, terms” of John Paul’s life from his childhood in Poland through to the end of his days in Rome.12 In his recollection of one of the pope’s last public appearances, the usually unemotional and ultraformal German’s voice cracked as he choked back tears. It was a magnificent and surprising performance to all who witnessed it.

As the funeral drew to a close and the motorcades and helicopters of the dignitaries began to depart, the crowds were left chanting, “Santo subito!” (Sainthood now!) When exhaustion finally descended across the city, people too weary to attempt the journey home lay sleeping on the streets. Talk inside the Vatican and among the world’s media turned to who would succeed the pope now buried in the “bare earth” in the crypt below St. Peter’s Basilica, in accordance with his wishes.13

ISSUES FACING THE CARDINAL ELECTORS

With just ten days to go before the 115 cardinals who had assembled in Rome for the funeral would be drawn into conclave to choose the next pope, discreet conversations to promote favored candidates—open campaigning is strictly forbidden—could begin in earnest. This was a delicate balancing act, and the process needed to be handled carefully to avoid the dreaded Pignedoli Principle. This respected theory, conceived by George Weigel of the Ethics and Public Policy Center in Washington, D.C., is named after Cardinal Sergio Pignedoli, hotly tipped by the press to win the 1978 conclave that elected Pope John Paul II. The principle states that “a man’s chances of becoming pope decrease in proportion to the number of times he is described as papabile [the unofficial term used to refer to cardinals who are viewed as potential future popes] in the press.”14 Technically, all cardinals entering the conclave were eligible candidates for consideration; however, this veneer of simplicity shielded myriad theological and political outlooks that mean electing a successor to the Chair of St. Peter would be far from simple, just as it had been throughout the 729 years since the first conclave, in 1276.

Following an impasse that resulted in an interregnum of almost three years, Pope Gregory X was elected in 1271 and set about developing a format to ease the process whereby cardinals were required to remain in conclave until a decision was reached and even have their food rations reduced to just bread, water, and wine after five days or more of deadlock. Unfortunately, despite efforts to implement these changes when Gregory died, on January 10, 1276, political power plays and infighting would see four popes in as many years after his death and three further interregnums lasting more than two years, in 1292–94, 1314–16, and 1415–17. Centuries would go by until conclaves ceased to last longer than a week, with the election of Pope Pius VIII in 1831. All meetings bar one were held in Rome—which perhaps influenced the Italians’ complete dominance in the role from 1523 until the election of Polish John Paul II in 1978—and had a strictly European result before Pope Francis’s succession in 2013.

The warmth and affection for John Paul displayed by the millions of mourners at his funeral could almost mislead one to believe that the Catholic Church was in better shape than it had ever been. The harsh reality was that this was a church increasingly at odds with modern society, one that seemed unable to find a way to keep pace with, let alone guide, the lives of its followers around the globe. John Paul’s tenure had been like no other in touching the faithful, but dwindling numbers of church attendees in country after country proved that this was not enough to sustain the church’s position. Michael J. Lacey, coauthor of Crisis of Authority in Catholic Modernity, described the Catholic Church as suffering from “an underlying crisis of authority … the laity seems to be learning to deal with it to their own satisfaction by not expecting too much from Rome or from their local ordinaries ….”15 What was the church to do to combat these problems?

Problems had been further intensified by the sexual abuse crisis that rocked the church in 2002 and continues to shake it to this day. The Vatican fervently defended John Paul’s record of handling abuse cases reported to the church, claiming, in 2014, that he did not understand the severity of the “cancer” because the “purity” of his mind and thoughts made this whole situation “unbelievable” to him.16 But the crisis loomed large in the minds of the assembling cardinals, and as respected Catholic author and journalist David Gibson describes, “the anger over the scandal went much deeper than the sexual abuse itself … and centered principally on the abuse of authority that had allowed such crimes to go unchecked for years, even decades. In that sense, the sexual abuse scandals were symptomatic of a larger crisis afflicting the Church, one that centered on how authority—and the power that authority conferred—was wielded in the Church of John Paul II.”17

Alongside these key issues, cardinals brought their own regional troubles to the table, among them “secularism in Western Europe, the rise of global Islam, the growing gap between rich and poor in the north and the south, and the proper balance in church government between the center and the periphery.”18

Thanks to the positive media attention that had surrounded the funeral, one could easily assume that the swell of public feeling presented the ideal opportunity for the church to shake things up and tackle its institutional failings. Internally, however, opinions were quite the opposite. It was felt that the problems facing the church in the future were so great that radical changes at this juncture could not resolve the dividing issues faced by cardinals from Western and developing nations, while at the same time continuing John Paul’s legacy as an inspirational and engaging man of the people. It was too tall an order, and the majority of cardinals decided they needed a safe pair of hands and a smooth transition to deal with issues that could crush the church irreparably. The only remaining question was, Whose hands?

THE CANDIDATES

As the pressure began to mount, the Vatican took the unprecedented move of imposing a media blackout from April 8 until the opening of the conclave. Putting aside the irony of such a move, given that the process itself was secret, this was seen by many to be a frustrating interference by
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THE CONSERVATIVES


Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger of Germany (age 78)









Cardinal Francis Arinze of Nigeria (72)


Cardinal Camillo Ruini, Vicar of Rome (73)


THE REFORMERS


Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini of Italy (78)



Cardinal Claudio Hummes of São Paulo (71)


THE MODERATES


Cardinal Dionigi Tettamanzi of Milan (71)



Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio of Buenos Aires (68)
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	Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger
	Germany
	47 votes


	Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio
	Argentina
	10 votes


	Cardinal Carlo Maria Martini
	Italy
	9 votes


	Cardinal Camillo Ruini
	Italy
	6 votes


	Cardinal Angelo Sodano
	Italy
	4 votes


	Oscar Rodríguez Maradiaga
	Honduras
	3 votes


	Dionigi Tettamanzi
	Italy
	2 votes


	Other candidates
	
	34 votes
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	Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger
	Germany
	65 votes
	+ 18



	Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio
	Argentina
	35 votes
	+ 25



	Cardinal Angelo Sodano
	Italy
	4 votes
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	Italy
	2 votes
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	Other candidates
	
	9 votes
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	Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger
	Germany
	72 votes
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	Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio
	Argentina
	40 votes
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	Other candidates
	
	3 votes
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