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Introduction


BLACK SMOKE, WHITE SMOKE, AND SHADES OF GRAY






There may be nothing as supremely disorienting, or as profoundly emblematic of what it means to be a Catholic today, than the experience of standing in St. Peters Square waiting for the identity of a new pope to be revealed.


The sensation goes beyond the merely historic, which in these high-speed days can mean most anything that hasnt happened more than twice in the past week. Of course, History was an interested onlooker, along with the rest of us filling the huge oval piazza in the late afternoon of April 19, 2005. Just seventeen days earlier, Pope John Paul II had died after years of infirmity and a grim last-ditch struggle against a massive blood infection. The outcome was inevitable, and a long time coming. And yet the world was stunned by the passing of the aged hero. John Paul the Great, as he was being acclaimed even before his death, reigned as pope for more than twenty-six years, the third-longest pontificate in the two-thousand-year history of the papacy (Saint Peter himself comes in at number one), and it had been so long since the College of Cardinals had gathered to elect a successor that the whole exercise seemed like the first time it had ever happened. In fact, it was a first for most of the tens of millions of people watching the events transpire on television, for most of the thousands of journalistslike myselfon hand to cover the event, and, more to the point, for 113 of the 115 cardinals assembled in the strictest secrecy in the conclave inside the Sistine Chapel. So there was the plain strangeness of it all to contend with.


Beyond the unfamiliar, however, was the disconnect, bordering on the bizarro, of staring intently at a rustic stovepipe poking above the terra-cotta tile roof that covered the worlds most glorious frescoes and trying to figure out if smoke was really emanating from the chimney and, if so, whether it was black smoke or white, and then periodically checking those impressions against the glowing electronic version of the image on huge television monitors a few yards in front of our faces. Was there smoke or wasnt there? Was it white or was it black? This back-and-forth, squinting first at the stovepipesurprisingly small given its task of announcing the election of a new Roman pontiff to the worldand then at the Vaticans Jumbotron, seemed to embody the whipsaw of the ancient and the modern, the eternal and the evanescent, firm belief and pervasive doubt, that can provoke vertigo in the mind of a Catholic in the front end of the third millennium.


Central to the Catholic dilemma was the fact that the man who was to emerge on the balcony of the massive basilica in front of us would have an unparalleled authority over the religious lives of more than one billion Catholics across the globe, not to mention an audience with just about any world leader at just about any time he pleased. In an era in which authority and institutions are automatically suspect, a Supreme Pontiff with no real check on his power, chosen by a cadre of elderly celibate men behind closed doors, presents an imposing challenge to the conscience of Catholics. The puff of white smoke we were looking for would signal a selection affecting the lives of Catholics everywhere, and the course of the church itself, for years, even generations to come, and it would arrive at one of the most critical junctures in the churchs history. Dogged by scandal and controversy in North America, debilitated by religious indifference in Europe, booming in Africa, buckling to Protestant competition in Latin America, an overwhelmed minority in Asia, Catholicism was at a crossroads, and everyone in the piazza, everyone in the world, sensed it.


Yet even as the modern world was moving faster than ever, the Catholic Church was taking its own medieval time about choosing a leader to deal with that changing realitysomeone who could somehow reconnect the past and the future in the eternal present, as Saint Augustine described our condition.


What would the cardinals decide?


Anything was possible, and no one had a clue. Rarely had there been so many different issues pressing in on the church and the cardinals at one time, and rarely had there been so little consensus on at least a handful of front-runners. Commentators had speculated for months, spinning so many scenarios that Top 10 lists expanded into Top 20 and even Top 40 lists of papabile, as potential candidates are known, literally pope-able. News services took their best guesses and prepared dozens of extensive profiles of prospective popes. All but one would go in the trash as soon as the winner walked out. Then again, maybe none of the preselected would win, and wed all be starting from scratch. With no overt politicking and no reliable polling possible, and with the proceedings of the conclave cloaked by solemn oaths and an unprecedented electronic shroud of jamming devices, there was precious little intel to go on. The reality is that whether a single cardinal whispered musings to a reporter before the conclave began, or whether twenty did, or even forty, they all entered the locked room as free men, able to vote as they liked for the first, and perhaps only, time in their lives, for the man among them who would lead the Holy Roman Church.


To translate the moment into American political terms, imagine an entire marathon presidential campaign distilled into a single announcement, a split second when hundreds of millions of people with an enormous stake in the outcome suddenly find out the identity of their new leader. No primaries and no stump speeches, no boring conventions and scripted debates winnowing the field to a manageable pair of candidates, and no daily surveys, all of which serve to habituate the mind to one of two possibilities. With a conclave there was no real idea at all of what was happening, or why, or above all, who. The result is like an arranged marriage: Here is the person youll have to live with. Now fall in love.


With a papal election, there isnt even the fallback position of better luck next year. Popes do not serve for fixed terms, they do not have term limits, and they do not retire. Moreover, the steady advances in medical technology, especially in geriatrics, mean that the notion of a transitional papacy, once a favorite consolation for Catholics disappointed when the cardinals decided to choose an elderly caretaker pope, seems forever obsolete. Today even a seventy-five-year-old cardinaland there were plenty of them in the collegecould reign for fifteen or twenty years, though perhaps not terribly effectively. The length and breadth of John Pauls papacy conditioned us to many ideas, one of them being that the papacy was a lifetime jobour lifetime as much as the pontiffs.


In fact, the young adults around me in the square had never known a pope other than John Paul, and in a sense I hadnt either. I had converted to Catholicism some fifteen years earlier, at the ripe age of thirty, right around the corner from where I now stood, in the Chiesa di SantAnna, the small Baroque parish church of Vatican City. (St. Peters is not a parish church, except to the wider world perhaps, which is why a separate church was needed to serve the spiritual needs of the 2,500 or so employees and citizens of the 108-acre protectorate.) I had left the employ of the pope standing there in the piazza. I still meant John Paul II when I said the pope, as if the title were his alone and needed no elaborationa few days before my conversion, believing that the requirements of free will would be better met if I was not taking a paycheck from the man who ran the religion to which I was about to entrust the care of my soul.


I had worked at Vatican Radio for most of the five years I lived in Rome, traveling occasionally with John Paul to exotic locales and, more regularly, covering the daily roll call of papal events at the Vatican, which alternated between the quirkya visit to the pope from Frank Sinatra Jr., for exampleand the oddly routine, such as his audience with the Third World Rabbit Congress, an organization whose purpose seemed to change depending on which word in the title I stressed during the broadcast. Through it all, the idea of John Paul as the pope imprinted itself on my generically Christian brain, as it did in the minds of much of the rest of the world, even those who did not swim the Tiber. How much John Paul himself had to do with my conversion remains a puzzle to me. But whatever the truth, the fact is that in Catholic terms, I was a bit like a newborn animal in a behavioral study, who attaches itself to the first thing it fixes on, believing whatever it sees to be its progenitor because it knows nothing else.


For me, as for so many of the more than 100,000 people who had streamed into St. Peters Square, John Paul was still the pope.


Now, all of that was about to change, and in the most dramatic fashion possible.


And yet, at a moment designed to produce clarity and renewal, confusion reigned. Was the smoke white or was it black? This had happened in earlier conclaves, and the Vatican had taken great pains to avoid such problems by giving the cardinals special coloring cartridges to toss in the stove with the ballots. One cartridge would produce black smoke, the other white. Or not, it seemed. As a wise backup plan, the Vatican announced that the bells of St. Peters would ring out when a pope was elected. The problem was that the bells ring every quarter hour, and on the hourjust at the moment when the smoke was supposed to risethey ring for an extended time.


Uncertainty had been a problem from the start of the conclave twenty-four hours earlier. The evening before, on Monday, the cardinals processed into the Sistine Chapel, with every solemn footfall broadcast in the piazza on a live video feed until the papal master of ceremonies, Archbishop Piero Marini, announced Extra omnes!Everybody outand sealed the princes of the church from the outside world. Under the conclave rules, the cardinals, after a bit of administrative housekeeping and extensive recitations of secrecy oaths, had the option of taking a first vote or waiting until the next morning to start the balloting.


At least one European cardinal confidently assured aides that no vote would be taken the first evening, and that the cardinals would settle in for the night and take up the business first thing the next day. Other sources suggested there might be a shake-out ballot that first night, while some Vatican officials indicated that either way, the cardinals would let the world know so that we all wouldnt stand around on the cobblestones in the cooling evening. Which is just what we wound up doing. And around 8:00 PM, after an hours wait, just as frustrated onlookers started to drift away, there it came, the first puffs of smoke and a huge roar from the crowd, which surged en masse toward the Vatican wall to see if indeed we had a new pope.


The smoke looked black at first but then turned a suspicious gray. I started calling people at home, said Stephen Wisniew, an army captain based at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. It was amazing to be thereI was saying on the phone, Hey, were not sure yet.1 Then the smoke turned black again, and the crowd let out a collective groan. But with the negative vote, I found that the reality of what was happening suddenly hit me in the gut, the awareness that if not that evening, then soon, we would have a new pope, and everything in the church could be dramatically different, or, perhaps worse, nothing at all would change.


It was a sobering moment and, perhaps, in the way that first impressions tell an underlying truth, a sign of my own trepidation at what could result, and a distinct lack of faith in the cardinals and the conclave systemand in the Holy Spirit, the grande elettore. The one name that had been emerging from the pack of contenders in the days leading up to the conclave was that of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, the late pontiffs longtime theological enforcer and arguably the man with the worst press in the entire College of Cardinals. (Excepting the former Boston archbishop, Cardinal Bernard Law, who resigned in disgrace in 2002 over his role in the sexual abuse cover-ups. But Law got a cushy ceremonial post in Rome, and because he was still a cardinal under eighty years old, he retained the right to vote in the conclave, which his successor, an archbishop back in Boston, did not enjoy.) As head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the former Holy Office of the Inquisition, Ratzinger held the second-most powerful job in the Vatican and was responsible for maintaining discipline and excluding dissent. By nature and job description, he was the bad cop to John Pauls good cop. He had silenced theologians, censured books, and offended women, homosexuals, and other Christian churches with his unvarnished descriptions of what he saw as their inherent shortcomings. As a reward for all his hard work, Ratzinger was labeled everything from Gods Rottweiler to Cardinal No to Der Panzerkardinal and, of course, the Grand Inquisitor. Yet it was a testament to how polarized the church had become under John Paul and Ratzinger that his supporters saw the epithets as merit badges. The Web site of the Ratzinger Fan Club boasted of their man: Putting the smackdown on heresy since 1981.


Apart from his track record, Ratzinger was also seventy-eight years old and had not been the most vigorous of men even in his halest days. Moreover, his retiring, bookish mien would be such a come-down from the mediagenic John Paul that there was no way he would be elected pope. Also, he was German, of all things, and his list of nicknames showed that even in an age of ostensible political correctness, Germans remained the one nationality no one really feared offending. A German pope coming in as Bishop of Rome after the long tenure of a Pole who was the first non-Italian in more than 450 years seemed beyond unlikely. Moreover, there hadnt been a German pontiff in a thousand years, which was no surprise given the terrible history of disputes and misalliances between the Germans and the Italians over the centuries. A German pope standing on the balcony of the basilica whose gaudy construction lost Germany to the papacy back in 1517? Not likely. Moreover, no cardinal had ever gone from the Holy Office to the Throne of Saint PeterGrand Inquisitors were no more popular among the cardinals than they were with anyone else. Ratzinger would take a bloc of votes on the first ballot, a kind of gold watch for his lengthy service to the Holy See. Then the real conclave would start, and Joseph Ratzinger would be sent toddling back to a scholarly retirement in his native Bavaria. That was what he wanted anyway, as he had told everyone, including the late pope, who always persuaded Ratzinger to stay on.


Ratzinger would certainly have an important voice in the conclave, but there was no way he would be elected or accept the job. His friends had said as much in the days leading up to this moment.


That scenario seemed to be confirmed by the unsuccessful ballot the first evening. Whatever momentum Ratzinger might have started out with that Monday night would be spent by the morning. About noon Tuesday, the smoke came out black again, indicating two unsuccessful ballots that morning, but the bells started tolling and cheers went up, only to fade into a collective sigh within a couple of minutes as people realized what was happening, or not happening. So the game was still on.


And yet, there was that niggling suspicion that something unexpected could be in store. Despite the many proclamations that the election of a pope is purely the work of the Holy Spirit, as if it moves cardinals like a pointer on a Ouija board, the reality is far more complex, both theologically and historically. If the cardinals are simply channeling the Holy Spirit in some kind of closed-door sance, then how does one account for the run of scandalous, murderous, and villainous popes who have alternated with genuine saints on the Throne of St. Peter?


The best explanation of the process is that given by one of the few surviving veterans of a conclave, a cardinal who was asked in a 1997 television interview if the Holy Spirit chooses the pope. I would not say so, in the sense that the Holy Spirit picks out the pope, he said. I would say that the Spirit does not exactly take control of the affair, but rather like a good educator, as it were, leaves us much space, much freedom, without entirely abandoning us. Thus the Spirits role should be understood in a much more elastic sense, not that he dictates the candidate for whom one must vote. Probably the only assurance he offers is that the thing cannot be totally ruined.2


The cardinal was Joseph Ratzinger.





By late Tuesday afternoon, whatever the Holy Spirit, and the cardinals, decided at this conclave finally appeared close to revelation. It was 5:49 PM when smoke began issuing from the stovepipe, wisps at first, then growing clearer both to the naked eye and on the huge TV screens. This had to be a confirmation, since smoke at this hour would have meant that the first ballot of the afternoon had been successful. The second ballot would not have wound up until 7:00 PM.


So much would depend on the choice, so much would be clarified by the result.


 bianco!  bianco!


Its white! Its white! some yelled.


Then consternation set in when the wisps turned blackish.


What are they doing? a Roman behind me complained. A boisterous crowd of Brazilians in front of us started chanting Habemus papam, the Latin phrase used to announce We have a pope. Then their yelling tailed off as the uncertainty continued. The background of the overcast gray sky didnt help, and the vaunted technology wasnt doing so well. Cell networks were jammed, and the huge TV screens just made the images fuzzy. The Roman fellow behind me started joking that the smoke was both white and black.  Juventino! he laughed, meaning the new pope was a fan of the Turin-based soccer team Juventus, whose colors are black and white. The smoke tailed off after a few minutes, causing further uncertainty.


Then the bells rang and everyone roared.


But we realized the bells were tolling the six oclock hour and everyone sighed.


Then, at 6:04 PM, the bells of the basilica started ringing back and forth, insistent, certain. There was no doubt. The crowd roared as one, Habemus Papam!


This was it. But who was it?


The moment was here, but it would take some forty-five minutes, judging by past conclaves, to vest the pope in his new white cassock and get him out of the chapel and up to the balcony. Thunder rolled ominously behind the church, and it looked as though it would rain. Fuori, fuori! shouted a group of teenage girls nearby, growing impatient along with everyone else. Come out! Come out! Another woman kept singing Alleluia, and various national groups chanted Viva il Papa! fully expecting that the scenario favoring their compatriot would be realized. All was still possible, and hopes and prayers flew in every direction until 6:40 PM, when a marching band tromped out in their Gilbert and Sullivan military uniforms ready to play for the new pope. Cardinals in red birettas and lace-edged rochets over scarlet capes started filling the balconies on either side of the central loggia where the new pope would stand. Two minutes later, the huge glass doors leading onto the balcony opened and out stepped Cardinal Jorge Medina Estevez, an elderly Chilean prelate whose seniority gave him the honor of announcing the new pope to the world.


Medina was clearly relishing the moment of suspense. He began by saying, Dear brothers and sisters in five languagesItalian, Spanish, French, German, and finally English, underscoring the universality of the crowd and the church but giving no clue as to the nationality of the new pope. Then he began the ancient Latin formula, ever so slowly:


Annuntio vobis gaudium magnum, he said, I announce to you a great joy. Applause and a long pause


Habemus papam!


More applause, then silence, awaiting the name of the cardinal who was now pope. Medina waited, saying nothing for a full thirty seconds. For the church, that was an eternity. He was milking ittaking pompous delight, as one commentator put it.3 And it worked. The crowd was on its toes, straining forward. Finally Medina spoke: Eminentissimum ac Reverendissimum DominumpauseDominum Iosephum.


Joseph? Could it be? Six cardinals in the Sistine Chapel had variations on the name Joseph, but there could be only one who was elected. Sure enough, Medina finished the announcement and the choice was confirmed: Sanctae Romanae Ecclesiae Cardinalem Ratzinger


Ratzinger? Ratzinger?


Thats what Medina said: The Most Eminent and Reverend Lordship, Lord Joseph Cardinal of the Holy Roman Church Ratzinger.


Cheers went up, but the hosannas were clearly tempered by surprise, even shock. A woman next to me looked stricken. Another plunged her face into her hands in tears. Its Ratzinger, Silvie Genthial, a French pilgrim, barked into her cell phone before hanging up. We were all hoping for a different popea Latin American perhapsbut not an ultraconservative like this, she told the Associated Press. The cell phone of an aide to Cardinal Cormac Murphy-OConnor, who was considered something of a progressive, buzzed with a text message. It was from Sir Stephen Wall, formerly public affairs adviser to the cardinal, and it simply said, Shit.


An elderly Italian woman, wiping away tears, expressed her doubts while talking to someone on her cell phone, but her daughter reassured her, patting her on the back and saying, Youll like him, youll see.4


Of course, many already did. Huzzahs and cheers went up from the crowd that surged closest to the balcony for the best view. A group of seminarians were beside themselves with joy, and a contingent from Christendom College, a strongly conservative Catholic school in Virginia, shouted and waved a Vatican flag that they had fixed above the American Stars and Stripes. In the studio above the square, Raymond Arroyo, anchor for the retro-conservative Evangelical Word Television Network, the Alabama-based Catholic cable giant started by the redoubtable Mother Angelica, fought back tears of joy. We are all misty-eyed and a bit beside ourselves up here in the studio, he said.


(Back in Germany, Benedicts brother, Father Georg Ratzinger, was not quite as upbeat. Im not very happy, Georg told the AP. Hes okay, and his health is good. I just wish for him that his health holds out and that his office isnt a worry and a nuisance to him.)


Cardinal Medina finished his announcement, telling the crowd that Ratzinger would now be known as Pope Benedict XVI, and a moment later Ratzingeror rather, Benedictemerged and clasped his hands together over his head in exultation. This was a stunning moment for so many reasons, not the least of which was that Joseph Ratzinger was probably the least demonstrative of churchmen, a shy man with an almost diminutive physical presence who rarely moved his arms beyond what was required for invoking a blessing. A bigger shock to me, however, and to many others, was the simple, stark realization that John Paul II was no longer the pope. Yes, I realized, the papacy really was about an office rather than a man, and Joseph Ratzinger was not doing a bad impersonation of John Paul. He was the pope. Most of all, I couldnt help thinkingdreadingthat given his well-publicized past, this could not be good news for those of us, the silent majority of Catholics, who were hoping, praying, for the vibrancy and openness that would herald a new chapter in the history of the church. Would our worst fears be realized?


Dear brothers and sisters, Benedict began, speaking Italian fluently, as he does several languages, though all with the same German inflection. His audience hung on his words to see what they would tell us about the man who was suddenly the Supreme Pastor of the worlds largest Christian body.


After the great Pope John Paul IIapplause erupted at the dead popes namethe cardinals have elected me, a simple and humble laborer in the vineyard of the Lord.


The fact that the Lord knows how to work and to act even with inadequate instruments comforts me, and above all I entrust myself to your prayers.


Let us move forward in the joy of the Risen Lord, confident of his unfailing help. The Lord will help us, and Mary, his Most Holy Mother, will be on our side. Thank you, he concluded before giving the traditional Urbi et orbi blessing, to the city of Rome and to the world.


The new popes first message was spare and delivered almost flat. He was still suffering the effects of a head cold that had run through the conclave, but clearly the church had entered a different era. Gone was the magnetism of John Paul. Benedict did not offer greetings in any other languages, as John Paul always did, nor did he offer any warm fuzzies for the folks in the square and those watching on television. When Karol Wojtyla was elected John Paul II, he was a complete unknown, even to many of the cardinals. He came from behind the Iron Curtain, with no public record to speak of in the West, in the days before Google catalogued every utterance for everyone to read at a mouse click. At the announcement of Wojtylas name, people in the square were stunned into silence, thinking at first that the cardinals had elected un Africano, as many whispered. Others thought an Asian by the sound of his name, pronounced voy-TEE-wah. John Paul immediately sought to put the crowd at ease by speaking their mother tongue. I dont know whether I can explain myself well in yourour Italian language, he said, breaking the ice and winning over the crowd in a single phrase. If I make a mistake, you will correct me.


Pope Benedict, on the other hand, hardly needed to define himself. Joseph Ratzinger was the most prolific author in the entire College of Cardinals. Since Vatican II in the 1960s, he had been the churchs most prominent theologian, producing dozens of articles, treaties, and books, and he was also the subject of several biographies and book-length interviews. Since 1981 he had held the most visible post in the church, apart from the pope, and the most controversial by far. Everyone knew what Cardinal Ratzinger thought about most anything, and everyone had their opinion. Ratzinger was the most polarizing figure in modern Catholicism, and there was no middle ground when it came to opinions on him.


Hell correct the lackadaisical attitudes that have been able to creep into the lives of Catholics, an exultant Father M. Price Oswalt, an Oklahoma City priest, told the New York Times. Hes going to have a German mentality of leadership: either get on the train or get off the track. He will not put up with rebellious children. Likewise, Maria Piscini, an Italian grandmother, toasted the new pope with a paper cup filled with dark red wine. A clear and true voice of faith, she told the Associated Press. Others had a different view. A woman named Eileen from Boston said, As soon as I heard the name, I had a letdown, a sinking feeling that this man is not going to be good for the church. She was afraid to give her last name because she did not want to cause problems for her pastor back home, or jeopardize her daughters imminent church wedding.5


The headlines were just as stark. The Iron Cardinal, blared the Italian daily La Repubblica. Ratzinger is the Counter-Reformation personified, wrote the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. The Berliner Zeitung called him autocratic, authoritarian and as shrewd as a serpent. Die Tageszeitung described him as a reactionary churchman who will try to seal the bulkheads of the Holy Roman Church from the modern world. In Britain, the Daily Mirror said, He was known as Gods Rottweiler.Now he is Pope Benedict XVI, and the Daily Mail echoed with Cardinals pick the Rottweiler.


A text message went out on Italian cell networks that was a parody of a famous off-the-cuff talk the beloved John XXIII gave to a Roman crowd in 1963, in which John broke protocol by speaking to the people extemporaneously and not in formal Latin. Good Pope John famously told them to go home and hug your children and tell them that this hug is from the pope. The Benedict version was quite different, complete with idiosyncratic spelling to underscore his German accent: When you go back home, slap your children and tell them this slap is from the pope (Kuando tornerete alle vostre kase tate un ceffone ai fostri pampini e tite questo  il ceffone del papa).


An Irish priest who had been standing next to me, arms crossed as he watched the spectacle, finally turned to leave. Well, he said, I hope the Holy Spirit knows what heor sheis doing.





The odd thing is that the very uncertainty that the white smoke, and the election of a man like Joseph Ratzinger, was supposed to dispel only grew in the hours and days after Benedicts election. In an unprecedented public relations move, many cardinals emerged to talk to the press that very evening, in an effort to redefine the cardinal who easily had the most baggage of any of them going into the conclaveand coming out of it.


Hes a very loving, lovely person, very unassuming, and shortly you will see this, explained New Yorks Cardinal Edward M. Egan, one of many cardinals eager to head off criticism of the new pope, at a news conference the day after the conclave. You need to be slow in making judgments. Sometimes its good to watch for a while and see if what youve heard is true. Cardinal Aloysius Ambrozic of Toronto said that because of the nature of Pope Benedicts position as the churchs head theological enforcer, people did not see other facets of his personality. Theres a real difference between the image and the reality. The media doesnt really know the man, he said. Cardinal Roger M. Mahony of Los Angeles agreed. Much of the baggage that goes with anyone who is given a responsibility is hard to overcome, he said. But his job was preserving the doctrine of the church against dilution or errors. That was his job; that is what Pope John Paul II asked him to do, but that is not his job now. I think you will see emerge his far more spiritual and pastoral sides, Mahony said. I have seen him in those roles, and I think people will be very, very surprised in a good sense.6


Could it be that a cardinal who was the paladin of orthodoxy to conservatives and the Darth Vader of the Vaticans Death Star to liberals was actually something different? Would the kinder, gentler Joseph Ratzinger that the cardinals knew personally project his private self onto his new public stage? On that chilly spring evening in the piazza, Pope Benedicts image on the giant video screen was so pixelated as to be indistinctdeconstructed by modern technology, as it were, beyond recognition. Were we simply too close to it all to make considered judgments about the man? Would the demands of the papacy bring a new Joseph Ratzinger into focus?


The church had fed off the galvanic presence of John Paul as its chief pastor for so long that many questioned whether a retiring, almost monastic man like Benedict could maintain the necessary momentum. John Paul II may not have changed the Catholic Church the way he wanted, but he certainly transformed the papacy. Would Benedict grow into that leading role? Or was he destined to die the death of a character actor, an interesting fellow because of his regular display of one or two salient virtuesor vicesbut one who inevitably bows out in service to a larger plot whose central actor remains John Paul II? Would he be a bridge to the past or to the future?


Moreover, no matter who walked out on that balcony at St. Peters that evening, the circumstances of the contemporary church and the world today would present Catholics with more questions than answers.


The polarization of the church is such that Catholicism is ripping itself apart from within. Can Benedict provide the neutral territory necessary for combatants to find rapprochement and greater individual sanctity? Does he want to? Judging from Benedicts lengthy record of sharply criticizing the modern world, it seemed plausible that he would be happier with a smaller-but-purer church, one shriven of its contentious elementsmainly on the lefta Fortress Catholicism that would wall itself in and guard the depositum fidei until the arrival of a more congenial era for the conservatives, or the Second Coming, either of which could be the preferred exit, depending on what strain of traditionalism one subscribes to.


Similarly, can he find a way for Catholics to perform the tricky mental bilocation that people of faith need to live in the modern world? Again, does he even want to? If faith and modernity are to coexist in Christianitys third millennium, or even collaborate, the laboratory for Benedicts experiment would seem to be the United States, which is by far the most religiously observant and spiritually pumped society in the industrial world. Yet nowhere is the crisis of Catholicism more acute than in America, where scandals and bankruptcies and internal disputes and anger at Rome have left many Catholics more willing than ever to join the countrys teeming religious marketplace as spiritual freelancers. What about Europe? Religious observance in the ancestral home of the Roman faith is close to collapse. Will Benedicts push to challenge that decline be the tipping point that leads to inexorable decline or will his forcefulness be the gut-check that Europeans are looking for?



In the developing world, the Southern Hemisphere, where more than two-thirds of the worlds Catholics live and where many believe the future of the church resides, the questions are just as pressing. Could a pope so single-mindedly focused on promotingor just preservingthe Catholic faith in the modern world afford to let Third World Catholicism languish? While Catholicism in Africa is booming, the young church there needs tending. In Asia, the tiny church needs a freer hand to adapt to a culture so foreign to Western Christianity. And how long will the worsening situation of the church in Latin America be allowed to continue? Nearly half the worlds Catholics live there, but desperate priest shortages, ecclesiastical infighting, inroads by conservative Protestants, and endemic poverty and human rights concerns make inaction untenable. Problems that existed, and even worsened, during the reign of John Paul II remain unresolved but cannot go unaddressed by the new pope.


Religious allegiances are far more tenuous today than ever before, and the days when the church could elect a placeholder pope while waiting for the Holy Spirit to clarify its intentions are over. If Benedict tries to stand pat, the next pope could find himself walking out on that balcony and discovering the piazza below deserted.


It is one of the many paradoxes of Benedicts surprise election that the choice of the best-known cardinal in the college could prompt so much uncertainty. By picking Joseph Ratzinger, the College of Cardinals took a huge gamble at a perilous time for the Catholic Church, and their overriding message in the days after his election was one of reassurance, that Benedict would surprise the church and world.


But how exactly?


With the reign of Benedict now well under way, several things have become clear, some surprising, some not, most of them unsettling for those looking for a vigorous, hope-filled church to emerge from the inertia of scandal and papal infirmity.


One surprise is that Benedicts presence in the public square is far different from that of his predecessor and from what many fans of Joseph Ratzinger may have expected. With his low-key style and low-wattage personality, not to mention his understandably slow pace at almost eighty, Benedict is deliberately downsizing the profile of the papacy in keeping with his laudable desire to emphasize Christ over the person of the pope. Yet that is a signal departure in emphasis and one that may have unintended consequences for the Vaticans influence in a zeitgeist driven by the cult of personality, in the field of religion as well as entertainment and politics. Also, in stressing the call to personal holiness over all else, Benedict risks pulling the church back from its mission of working for social justice in the world, once a hallmark of Catholicism. By this strategy, Benedict may wind up reducing not only the visibility of the papacy but also the presence of the Catholic Church in the world at a time when such a witness is not only needed but demanded as external evidence of the churchs inner renewal.


Nor is Benedict particularly concerned about, or open to, the structural reforms of the institutional church that so many Catholics, especially in the United States, are demanding in the wake of the horrific revelations of clergy sexual abuse. While Benedict has beenas Ratzinger wasa patient listener, he will always form his own conclusions. And those conclusions seem to preclude changes in church teachings or internal reforms. For example, transparency and collaboration in nondoctrinal areas like finances and governance have received no boost from the pope, who has opted for purging the priesthood rather than holding accountable the bishops whose actions turned the crimes of some clerics into a churchwide scandal. At the same time, the years of pent-up demands for greater dialogue and openness on sensitive issues like clerical celibacy and the role of women and communion for divorced and remarried Catholics also seemed destined to be thwarted, and to produce greater frustration that could eventually spill out in a wave of resignation.


Internal reform for Pope Benedict tends to focus on matters of liturgy, for example, which is undeniably vital, as the Eucharist remains the source and summit of Catholic life. But his is a self-described reform of the reform, a return to past rites and Latin prayers rather than innovations or improving the experience of the mass for worshippers. In the context of the other challenges facing the church, Romes fetish for the minutiae of rubrics, for dictating new, supposedly more liturgically correct, translations of beloved communal recitations, seems to Catholics like a kind of nano-theology that shrinks to irrelevance compared with the larger pastoral crises swirling about.


In short, what should not be surprising from his freshman year as pope is that Benedict XVI is not so different at all from what Cardinal Ratzinger was. Joseph Ratzinger was always convinced not only of the rightness of his own ideas but also of his unvarying constancy in those beliefs.


Ratzingers new papal alter ego does not need to be the public enforcer that he was as a cardinal, but he is also not about to embrace compromises that he would not have considered before, or permit the church to change its teachings or traditions, or allow the free debate that Catholics want. Benedicts role in the forced departure of the editor of a leading Catholic journal in the United States, his new policy restricting the ordination of seminarians with a homosexual orientation, and the Vatican inspection of more than two hundred U.S. seminaries and houses of priestly formation to root out hints of dissent were reminders of the popes cramped definition of catholicity. On communion for divorced and remarried Catholics, or optional celibacy for priests, he also endorsed the status quo. At the same time, he seemed determined to promote liturgical reforms that reformed the reforms of Vatican II, such as making the familiar vernacular sound more like a direct translation from Latin.


Even on his stated priority of promoting Christian unity, Benedict has been less accommodating than John Paul was. Benedict always encourages dialoguemore so with other Christians than within the Catholic Church, in factbut he consistently reminds his partners that Catholics can only practice ecumenism from a position of strengththat is, by asserting the Catholic Churchs own unique identity as expression of the fullness of Christian truth. His greatest concern in interreligious dialogue seems to be soliciting allies who will join in an ecumenism of the barricades, putting aside differences of belief in order to form a united front in the public square on moral issues of common concern. That goes for his outreach to secularists as well, whom he asks to behave as if God exists, thereby providing strange bedfellows with a common platform for public action without compromising the beliefs of either side.


What all this points to is the smaller-but-purer church that Joseph Ratzinger has predicted for years, but which is not necessarily about numbers or sanctity. Rather, that vision of the church amounts to privileging one segment of the faithfulnamely the self-declared orthodoxover another, thus encouraging some to remain active in a church that gives their views an imprimatur, while alienating others, who will see their beliefs and practices marginalized or even prohibited. Many of the former will be no holier for their pious practices or their self-satisfaction in being part of the in-crowd in Rome. And many of the latter may leave, or drift about the shadowlands of the faith, or simply practice on their own terms. Catholicism may grow in some places and shrink in others, but it will everywhere be afflicted by a partisanship that is the inevitable result of a campaign of purification and an inversion of the traditionally expansive view of what it means to be Catholic.


Where the practice of the faith declines quantitatively, conservatives will hail the development as a leap forward in quality and a vindication of the providence of Benedicts election and, not coincidentally, of their own views about who is a good Catholic. In reality, however, that scenario would be more akin to a self-fulfilling prophecy, an enforced winnowing resulting not from the defection of faithless believers who did not march to the Vaticans tune, but from the actions of church authorities who succumbed to the temptation to use their power to tailor a church to their own tastes. Where the practice of the faith increases quantitatively, conservatives will also hail it as a triumph for their side, even though in other contexts they disparage numbers as a reliable indicator of spiritual health.


We are witnessing a struggle for the soul of Catholicism. That battle has been going on for decades, but the election of Benedict brought the conflict to a head. Where will it all lead? In the end, Benedicts election is a X-ray of the state of Catholicismevery conclave is a statement about where the church is at that moment on its pilgrim path through historybut it is also very much the story of a person, Pope Benedict XVI, whether he wants to be the center of attention or not. As a consequence, understanding Benedict himself is crucial, because his character, as much as his enormous body of theological writings, will set the tone in the church for the coming years and will be key to forecasting how he will act in whatever time remains to his papacy.


As with anything in the Catholic Church, however, we cannot understand the present circumstances or divine the future possibilities without first delving into the past. And for the past generation, that history was all about Pope John Paul II. That is where the papacy of Benedict was born, and that is the legacy that will shape its future.














Chapter One


THE SHADOW OF THE PONTIFF





High above St. Peters Square, inside the warren of apartments that make up the imposing complex of the Apostolic Palace, the old pope sat slumped in a wheelchair as aides tried to pretend they werent completely preoccupied with his every move. Over the previous weeks, as the silver jubilee of this historic pontificate approached, Parkinsons disease, which had afflicted John Paul II for years, was also advancing, just as inexorably. The question seemed to be which would arrive first, the anniversary or the angel of death.


As often happens in such cases, the affliction that was steadily paralyzing synapses in the pontiffs brain passed through phases, with good days and bad. Sometimes the pope looked to be on the edge of death, to the point that newsrooms hit the panic button and started mobilizing for the funeral. At other times, and for long stretches, he would rally and become animated to such a degree that one thought he might go on forever. Vatican insiders said that the swings were due to changes in his medications. Some suggested that John Paul disliked taking them because they dulled his famously agile mind and made him too sleepy to engage the crowds that energized him. So for major events, such as the jubilee of his election, he would cut back on the pills. Others said the popes doctors had to periodically flush the powerful drugs out of his system so they would not harm his organs.


In those unmedicated times, the popes death seemed imminent. As his health worsened, the circle around him grew tighter, and even officials who had once enjoyed regular access to the pope were cut off. Information became speculation. At one point, the talk around the Vatican was that John Paul was being given some kind of mixture that included a cocaine-like stimulant to keep him going. The rumor had some basis in history. A nineteenth-century pope, Leo XIII, whose papacy John Paul would eventually surpass, enjoyed a sparkling red wine laced with opium, called Vin Mariani, which kept him going until the ripe age of ninety-three. Leo liked it so much he endorsed the tonic in ads; it was also favored by Queen Victoria and President McKinley.


In any case, medical care was never the Vaticans forte. The quack remedies of Pius XIIs personal physician may have hastened his death in 1958, and the mysterious sudden death of John Paul I in 1978 after just thirty-three days as pope instilled no great confidence in the Holy Sees health care system.


Whatever the rumors, however, it was clear that as the twenty-fifth anniversary of his election approached, on October 16, 2003, John Paul II was struggling just to get through each day alive. The pontiff who considered an acting career as a young man could barely make himself understood, his voice a guttering flame, his face a frozen mask. John Paul struggled for breath and winced with pain, as even the slightest movement aggravated the arthritis that afflicted his hips and knees without respite.


Like worried offspring, the prelates hovering about the Holy Father struggled for words of comfort and produced only the usual non sequiturs that come to even the most well-intentioned at such times.


Then suddenly, the old man himself spoke, stirring from beneath the cope of senescence and blurting out, Non omnis moriar.


The phrase sounded like some stray fragment from the old Latin Mass, a Tridentine reverie plucked from the memory of a long-ago Polish seminarian casting back to the beginning of his religious life as he faced the twilight of his earthly days. Instead, the popes words were those of Horace, the pagan poet from a Rome of two millennia before John Paul, from the odes that Karol Wojtyla, a bright young student from Krakow, had memorized ages earlier on his way to earning his schools Latin prize.




Non omnis moriar (I shall not wholly die).1




In the mouth of the dying pope, the ancient words may have been a declaration of the Christian faith in the Resurrection that triumphed over the pagan world. Or perhaps they were simply an effort to ease the concern of those around him. Then again, Horaces poem, read in its entirety, also alludes to a more temporal reality of which the pope, himself a poet of no small renown, was undoubtedly aware:





I have achieved a monument more lasting
 than bronze and loftier than the pyramids of kings,
 which neither gnawing rain nor blustering wind
 may destroy, nor innumerable series of years,
 nor the passage of ages. I shall not wholly die,
 a large part of me will escape Libitina, the goddess of Death:
 while Pontiff and Vestal shall climb the Capitol Hill,
 I shall be renewed and flourish in further praise.2



Indeed, whatever John Paul intended by his muttered recitation, nothing could state more clearly the imposing legacy of his quarter-century on the Throne of St. Peter, nor the daunting task facing the man who would become his successor. Only 3 other popes in historyout of 264reigned longer than John Paul, one of them St. Peter himself. For years, Catholics had acclaimed him as John Paul the Great, granting him an honorific that history has conferred on just three other pontiffs, all of whom lived in the fifth and sixth centuries and gained renown by preserving Rome from barbarian invaders. One of his many biographers, Jonathan Kwitny, called John Paul the Man of the Century. As the pope passed his silver jubilee, many would have extended the time frame to the past millennium.


With John Paul II, it seemed that the Fates, out of folly or perhaps from boredom with the routine of elderly Italian men shuffling through the Petrine office, had decided to shake up the Catholic Church at the end of the second millennium and pump some life into the wheezing Great Man theory of history. In Cardinal Karol Wojtyla of Krakow they found their protagonist, a romantic Pole with a captivating life story plus an intellect and spirit that worked in tandem rather than at odds, and they placed him in a geopolitical scenario that was, given the threat of nuclear annihilation, as dramatic as anything since the Dark Ages. Rather than casting up a general or statesman to drive the plot, however, the Fates chose the papacy to stage their play and thrust Wojtyla out front to play the lead. His was such a dynamic personality, driven by a deep conviction in the workings of Providence both in history and in the smallest events of his own life, that he needed no further encouragement to see his choice as a divine mandate.


Elected in October 1978, after the slow decline of Paul VI and the ill-starred, monthlong papacy of the fragile and overtaxed John Paul I, the fifty-eight-year-old Wojtyla resurrected the name of his immediate predecessor and immediately electrified the Catholic Church and the world. Within a year, he had traveled to the United States and Latin America, to Muslim Turkey, and most important, behind the Iron Curtain, to his Polish homeland, directly challenging the Communist authorities by drawing millions to public masses and joining them in thunderous chants of We want God! The reverberations from those cries, plus John Pauls support of the Solidarity trade union movement and his insistence on returning to his homeland again and again, would help lead a decade later to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War.


But if those trips launched his greatest triumph, they were only the start of his papal peregrinations. By the time his traveling days ended, John Paul would log more than 773,000 milesthe equivalent of thirty-one trips around the worldon 104 apostolic voyages outside Italy to 129 different countries. He made 145 trips inside Italian territory (including sixteen vacation trips to the Italian Alps), in which he visited 259 different towns. He spent some 6 percent of his entire pontificate on the roadthe figure was nearly 10 percent before the infirmity of his later years curtailed his travel. In contrast, Paul VI, the pontiff originally known as the Pilgrim Pope because he was the first pope in modern times to venture outside Rome, spent a total of thirty days abroad. John Paul II was on a whole different plane. He saw himself as the pastor to the world, said Father Peter-Hans Kolvenbach, head of the Jesuit order.3


He kissed the ground each time he arrived in a new country, as if to claim it as his own parish, and thats how the flock saw it, too. A poll of American Catholics conducted in 2004 revealed that just four in ten said they knew the name of their own bishop; they were not checked to see if they actually did know, so the real figure could have been much lower.4 Yet everyoneCatholic and non-Catholicknew who the pope was, and by name. Pope John Paul II overshadowed the bishops of every country, including the United States. If one wanted to find out where the Church stood on a given issue, one hardly had to consult the bishops conference, since the Pope himself made the evening news more often than national prelates. This was a pontiff with a public vision, ubiquitous in his travels, indefatigable in meeting with his fellow bishops, tireless in issuing his own pastoral letters and statements, and enthusiastic about the conciliarism of world synods and extraordinary regional assemblies, Archbishop Timothy Dolan, who had worked for years in Rome before John Paul named him to the archdiocese of Milwaukee, said in an October 25, 2004, lecture.5


That enthusiasm, combined with the length of years given to him, resulted in a body of work that by itself would have ensured John Pauls relevance well into the third millennium.


Over the course of his tenure, John Paul promulgated fourteen encyclicals, fifteen apostolic exhortations, eleven apostolic constitutions, forty-five apostolic letters, and twenty-eight motu proprios, letters written on his own initiative to the whole church. It was calculated that he pronounced, wrote, and transmitted more than ninety thousand pages of text, which are compiled in fifty-five volumes by the Vatican Library. While a prolific writer himself, the demands of John Pauls public appearances required an entire new office to keep up with his speeches and homilies, headed by an archbishop with the title of Apostolic Nuncio with Special Tasks. By way of comparison, Pope Pius XII gave on average seventy speeches a year, totaling less than five hundred pages of text; John Paul IIs average annual output was 746 talks, totaling more than 3,600 pages.6


Beyond their quantity, John Pauls pronouncements were also givenin a deliberate strategy overseen by his theological right hand, Cardinal Joseph Ratzingera weight of authority that no other pontiff had enjoyed. In document after document, on issues from bans on women priests to birth control and the validity of Anglican ordinations, Ratzinger declared that John Pauls teachings were to be definitively held by the faithful to be matters of infallible church doctrine, an unprecedented invocation of powerful language on behalf of a single pope, which critics denounced as a creeping infallibilism that was out of step with centuries of church tradition on the development of doctrine.


Whatever the controversy, the effect was to reinforce John Paul as the final word on anything and everything Catholic. As he said on a visit to Assisi little more than two weeks after his election, the church speaks with my voice. The crowds cheered, and continued to do so for decades.


But John Paul also cemented his legacy by being the first pope to shatter so many precedents. He reigned for twenty-six years and, somehow, in an office whose raison dtre is the conservation of tradition, never seemed to copy any of his predecessors or even to repeat himself.


He was the first Slavic pope ever and the first non-Italian pontiff in 455 years. He was the first pope to visit a synagogue and the first to visit a mosque. He was the first to visit Canterbury since the excommunication of the divorce-happy king, Henry VIII, and the first to visit Eastern Orthodox countries where Catholics, not to mention Roman pontiffs, had long been persona non grata. He apologized for the Inquisitions condemnation of Galileonot to affirm the obvious fact of the astronomers heliocentric theory, but to foster a loyal recognition of wrongs by church authorities. With unprecedented regularity he issued mea culpas to different audiencesto indigenous peoples in Santo Domingo in 1984, to Muslims in 1985, to Africans in 1986, and, most memorably, to the Jewish people at Romes synagogue in 1986 and at several other points. In Madrid he referred to the errors and excesses of the Inquisition, and in Vienna in 1983 he apologized for the wars of religion that had scarred Christendom. He also pushed the Catholic Church further than ever in undoing the mutual anathemas leveled between Christian denominations.


He was just the second pope in history to preside over the turning of the millennial clock, a grand occasion that he also used as an opportunity for formal penance. Only the courageous admission of the faults and omissions of which Christians are judged to be guilty can lead the church forward, John Paul said in announcing the coming jubilee. In his book, When a Pope Asks Forgiveness, Vatican correspondent Luigi Accattoli toted up no fewer than ninety-four occasions at which John Paul apologized for some past action of the church and for their legacy in the present. John Paul oversaw the first revision of the Catholic Catechismthe comprehensive handbook to all church teachingssince 1566, the height of the Counter-Reformation. He promulgated the first update of the entire Code of Canon Lawthe churchs exhaustive legal corpussince 1917, and only the second such compilation in church history. He added mysteries to the traditional Marian prayer of the Rosary, altering the formula for the first time in centuries.


John Pauls devotion to popular piety was reflected in his zeal for making new saints. In his pontificate he canonized more saints483 all toldthan the combined total of all the previous popes since the system was regularized in 1588 after the Council of Trent. He beatified 1,342 people, more than the previous total of 1,000 beatifications in the preceding four centuries. He even streamlined the process for sainthood and reduced the number of miracles needed to be elevated to the Altar of Saints. When Mother Teresa of Calcutta, whom many considered a living saint (a contradiction in terms, actually), was asked how one becomes a saint, she liked to quip, Die nowthe popes canonizing everybody.7 Indeed, after her death in 1997, John Paul waived the mandatory five-year waiting period before a cause of sainthood could begin and gave her process a jump start.


During his pontificate, John Paul held 1,165 general public audiences on Wednesdays, drawing a total of 17.7 million people. He received some thousand state and government leaders in private audiences at the Vatican, and during his pontificate 83 countries established diplomatic relations with the Holy See, raising the total to 174.


John Paul named more than three-quarters of the worlds bishops, whose numbers increased during his tenure from 3,400 to 4,600. He also called fifteen synods of bishops (special monthlong meetings at the Vatican) and created a record-setting 231 new cardinals, of whom 117 were under eighty and thus eligible to vote at the time of his death.


No other pope in modern times had such a profound impact in shaping the leadership of the church or in harnessing the media and popular culture to advance his message.


The first pope to publish books commercially, John Paul wrote five memoirs, the last of which was published weeks before his final illness. His poetry, from before and after his election (while pope he continued to write verse under a pseudonym, which few knew until late in his papacy), sold better than almost any other modern poet. His poems were even recorded by musicians, in one case set to a disco beat by a Polish singer, Stanislaw Soyka, and in another sung by the American jazz singer Sarah Vaughan. He allowed his voice and prayers to be marketed on CDs, and his plays, written as a young priest, were produced on stage and screen. He was the subject of several long biographies and untold coffee-table books, calendars and thought-for-the-day devotionals, as well as countless tchotchkes. He even achieved the elusive immortality of a Pope-on-a-Rope soap.


On the first anniversary of his pontificate, the Time magazine coverthe same magazine that in the previous decade had wondered, Is God Dead?used three quite different words that described how dramatically the scene had changed: John PaulSuperstar. After the pope visited Great Britain in 1982, the Times of London said that if there were such a title as First Citizen of the World, John Paul would win it. Later that year, Marvel Comics added him to the pantheon of superheroes, along with Spider-Man and the Hulk, by adapting the story of his life into a sixty-four-page biography with full-color images, called The Life of Pope John Paul II.


The pop cultural apotheosis was not just fitting but perhaps inevitable. John Paul arrived on the world scene in the late 1970s along with the blockbuster movie and the cult of celebrity, for both of which his personality and his biography seemed tailor-made.


Born in Poland in 1920 in the ruins of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the old world shattered by World War I, Karol Wojtyla would soon be swept up in the atrocities and industrialized barbarity of Nazism. A sister died before he was born, and his beloved mother died before he was nine, an agonizing loss that would mark him for life. One of his early poems, Over This, Your White Grave, was dedicated to her:






Over this, your white grave


the flowers of life in white


so many years without you


how many have passed out of sight?


Over this your white grave


covered for years, there is a stir


in the air, something uplifting


and, like death, beyond comprehension.


Over this your white grave


oh, mother, can such loving cease?


for all his filial adoration a prayer:


Give her eternal peace.8




His older brother Edmund, a doctor, died three years later from scarlet fever he caught while attending to patients. At twelve Karol was alone with his father, a retired military officer and devout Catholic whose health was rapidly declining. Karol was twenty when his father died, and friends say he knelt for twelve hours in prayer at his fathers bedside. The youthful Wojtyla enjoyed sports and hiking, and he had a gift for acting and playwriting that naturally drew him into the theater. But he was also a contemplative young man who spent many hours in church, an apprentice saint, as friends came to call him. No one was surprised when Wojtyla left his forced labor post at a rock quarry and entered an underground seminary, a decision that could have cost him his life if the Nazis ever found out. On November 1, 1946, the Feast of All Saints, Karol Wojtyla was ordained a priest.


Yet there was no respite for him or his homeland. As soon as the Nazi trials ended, the shadow of communism fell over Poland and over the Catholic Church, which was the lone bulwark against total cultural and political annihilation. A brilliant priest with an engaging pastoral presence, Karol Wojtyla was quickly marked for promotion. When he was thirty-eight he was made a bishop, the youngest in Polands history, and nine years later Paul VI made him a cardinal, one of the youngest in the entire Catholic Church. He was a brilliant philosopher, a profound moral theologian, and a modern-day politician whose talents with the masses quickly impressedand concernedthe Communist authorities. When he was elected pope on October 16, 1978, the world was stunned; the Soviets were worried.


On the eve of John Pauls return to his homeland a few months laterNine days that changed the world, as Weigel put itthe Polish Communist Party sent out secret instructions warning about what was to come: The Pope is our enemy. Due to his uncommon skills and great sense of humor he is dangerous, because he charms everyone, especially journalists. Besides, he goes for cheap gestures in his relations with the crowd, for instance, puts on a highlanders hat, shakes all hands, kisses children, etc. It is modeled on American presidential campaigns.9


The Communists got that part right.


John Paul was to the papacy what John F. Kennedy was to the presidencyso new, so attractive, so cool for someone in what was supposed to be an uncool job that he made Catholics proud to be Catholic even if they didnt agree with him. So great was their affection that most Catholics didnt bother to let such disagreements, when they thought about them, trouble their relationship with the church and the Holy Father. Nothing could shatter the aura created by the events of John Pauls life and the universality of his charisma. John Paul epitomized that bridge between what cultural critic Neal Gabler, writing in another context about John F. Kennedy Jr., described as the confluence between the classical hero and the modern celebrity. The hero, Gabler wrote, has to negotiate between the ordinary and the godly, the temporal and the otherworldly, keeping a foot in each camp so that he can show us how to adapt ourselves to a world that is half spiritual, half materiala world of wonder but also of pain. Half god, half man, the celebrity, like the hero, is always poised between our identification with him, which makes him one of us, and our idolatry of him, which makes him better than we. If he lists too far in either direction, he loses his Olympian perch: too far toward the godly and we must reel him back in; too far toward the ordinary and we lose interest.10


In the midst of a ravenous celebrity culture, John Paul managed to maintain that balance, and he did so while surviving the martyrdom that claimed the Kennedys, pre et fils. Tragedy largely insulated the Kennedys (at least for some years) from the inevitable dents that a long life in the public square is bound to bring. John Paul somehow survived both an assassination attempt and a long and often controversial career with his prestige enhanced rather than diminished.


Indeed, the 1981 attempt on John Pauls life only reinforced his image as a unique pope who enjoyed the mantle of divine protection. He was shot on May 13, the feast day marking the appearance of the Virgin Mary to three shepherd children in 1917 in the Portuguese village of Fatima. The site of the appearances has become one of the great Marian shrines in the world, drawing millions each year in search of healing and answers to prayer. It was thus no surprise that John Paul, with his intense devotion to the Holy Mother (his papal motto was a vow to the Virgin Mary: Totus Tuus [I am all yours]), would later see in his narrow escape from the grievous woundshe lost six pints of blood and required hours of surgery that was touch-and-go at several pointsthe intervention of the Virgin. A year later, finally recovered from his injuries, John Paul traveled to Fatima to place the fragments of the bullet into the gilt crown set on the head of the statue representing the Virgin who appeared to the three children, just one of whom, Sister Lucia, was still alive, a nun in a nearby monastery. John Paul told the faithful that the hand of Mehmet Ali Agca, his assailant, guided the gun, but it was another, a motherly hand, that guided the bullet millimeters away from vital blood vessels, and halted him at the threshold of death.


More far-reaching than this intervention, however, was the revelation eighteen years later, in the millennial year of 2000, of the so-called Third Secret of Fatima. Decades earlier, Sister Lucia had vouchsafed to the Vatican three secrets, or prophetic visions, that the Virgin Mary had granted the three children. Two were published during World War II and were interpreted as relating to the terrible conflicts of the twentieth century. One was an apocalyptic vision of hell, which seemed to foretell the Second World War. The second was a warning to consecrate Russia to the Virgin so that it would stop spreading errors throughout the world, causing wars and persecutions of the Church. That was widely seen as a reference to the Soviet Union, whose collapse in 1994 was hailed by Fatima supporters as a fulfillment of the second secret.


But the third secret remained a mystery until John Paul decided to publish it in 2000. The text was stunning, relating not to an apocalyptic prophecy about the end of the world but to the apparent death of a popea Bishop dressed in White who passed through a big city half in ruins, and half trembling with halting step, afflicted with pain and sorrow, he prayed for the souls of the corpses he met on his way; having reached the top of the mountain, on his knees at the foot of the big Cross, he was killed by a group of soldiers who fired bullets and arrows at him. A month after the revelation, Cardinal Ratzinger published a commentary directly linking the most explosive prophecy of the past century to Pope John Paul himself. Ratzinger wrote, When, after the attempted assassination on 13 May 1981, the Holy Father had the text of the third part of the secret brought to him, was it not inevitable that he should see in it his own fate?11


Much of the world agreed, or at least saw in the assassination attempt the irrefutable sense of a cosmic drama in which John Paul was a major player.


In short, for an entire generation, the story of Catholicism was essentially the drama of a single mana pope from a faraway country, as he told the crowd in St. Peters Square the evening of his election, who came to define not only the papacy but, to many, the church itself. It was as if he refounded the papacy, as if he were the first pope, and everything that followed would flow from what he did.




Yet even as John Paul transformed the papacy, it was also just as clear, if little noted, that he had not changed the church, at least not in the way he would have wanted. In fact, by personalizing the papacy so thoroughly, John Paul may actually have diverted attention from many internal structural and political problems that grew worse, or grew up, during his reign. So intense was the focus on the person of John Paul that his consistently strong popularity came to be seen as the barometer for the health of the church itself. The reality on the ground, however, was often very different, despite the liberation of Eastern Europe and the popularity of John Paul. As Cardinal Ratzinger wrote in 2000, Anyone who expected that the hour had come again for the Christian message was disappointed. Christianity failed at that historical moment to make itself heard as an epoch-making alternative.12 The springtime
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