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Straight and sincere, they seem what they are:







with level heads, firm hand, and solid nerve







they speak little, but know what they say







and though they walk slowly, they travel far.







—NINO COSTA, “Rassa nostrana”
The future enters into us







so as to transform itself in us







long before it happens.







—RAINER MARIA RILKE, “Letter Eight”
If I speak in human and angelic tongues







but do not have love,







I am a resounding gong







or a clashing cymbal.







—First Letter to the Corinthians 13:1



INTRODUCTION
All Is Born to Blossom











THE BOOK OF my life is the story of a journey of hope, a journey that I can’t imagine separated from that of my family, of my people, of all God’s people. In every page, in every passage, it is also the book of those who have traveled with me, of those who came before, of those who will follow.
An autobiography is not our private story, but rather the baggage we carry with us. And memory is not just what we recall, but what surrounds us. It speaks not only about what has been but about what will be. Memory, in the words of a Mexican poet, is a present that never ceases to pass.
It seems like yesterday, and yet it’s tomorrow.
People often say “wait and hope”—so much so that the word esperar in Spanish means both “to hope” and “to wait”—but hope is above all the virtue of movement and the engine of change: It’s the tension that brings together memory and utopia to truly build the dreams that await us. And if a dream fades, we need to go back and dream it again, in new forms, drawing with hope from the embers of memory.
We Christians must know that hope doesn’t deceive and doesn’t disappoint: All is born to blossom in an eternal springtime.
In the end, we will say only: I don’t recall anything in which You are not there.



PROLOGUE











THEY TOLD HOW they heard a terrible judder, like an earthquake. The whole voyage had been accompanied by loud and eerie vibrations, and “the ship was listing so much that in the morning we couldn’t put our caffè latte down because it would have spilled over.” But that judder was something else: It was more like an explosion, like a bomb. Passengers left the lounges and their cabins, went on deck to find out what was going on. It was late afternoon, and the ship was sailing toward the Brazilian coast, heading for Porto Seguro. It wasn’t a bomb: more like muffled thunder. The ship steamed onward, but its motion had become erratic, like a runaway horse. Now it veered dramatically and slowed down. One man, after hours spent clinging to a piece of wood in the ocean, would later testify that he had clearly seen the propeller and lefthand shaft slide off. Completely. The propeller, they said, had torn a deep gash in the hull: Water gushed in, flooding the engine room, and would soon also fill the hold, since the watertight doors, it seemed, hadn’t worked as they should.
Someone, they said, had tried to repair the leak with metal panels. In vain.
They told how the orchestra was ordered to go on playing. Nonstop.
The ship carried on listing more and more, darkness approached, the sea swelled.
After the first assurances to passengers, the captain gave orders to stop the engines, to sound the warning siren, and for the wireless operators to send the first SOS.
The signal for help was answered by several ships, two steamships and even a couple of transatlantic liners that happened to be in the area. They rushed there immediately but were all forced to stop some way off because a large column of white smoke made them fear a disastrous explosion in the furnaces.
From the deck, the captain with his megaphone was trying ever more desperately to impose calm and was coordinating the rescue operations, giving precedence to women and children. But when night fell—the pitch-black night of a new moon—and the ship’s power supply failed, the situation went completely out of control.
The rescue launches were lowered but the ship was now listing terribly: Many launches dropped straight down, hitting the hull, while others were decrepit, unseaworthy: They let in water so that passengers were forced to bail them out using their hats. Others, under siege, capsized or sank from the excessive load. Many craftsmen or farm workers from the valleys and the plains had never seen the sea before and couldn’t swim. Prayers mingled with cries.
There was panic. Many passengers fell or threw themselves into the sea, drowning. Some, it was said, were overcome by despair. Others, as the local newspapers reported, were eaten alive by sharks.
In the pandemonium there were countless brawls, but also acts of bravery and self-sacrifice. After helping dozens of people, one young man who had been given a life jacket waited for his turn to dive into the water. It was then that he saw an old man who couldn’t swim and had found no place in any boat: He was begging for help. The boy made him wear his life jacket, threw himself into the sea with him, and tried to reach the nearest launch. He swam madly when voices rose ever more insistently from the waves: Sharks! Sharks! He was attacked. A companion managed to pull him onto a launch, but the injuries were devastating. He died soon after.
When the survivors told his story, Argentina was moved by it. In the town where he was born in the province of Entre Ríos, a school was named after him. His father had emigrated from Piedmont, his mother was Argentinian. He was just twenty-one: His name Anacleto Bernardi.
Well before midnight the ship was completely engulfed by the water; its bow rose vertically and with a last deafening, almost animal-like groan, it plunged down to a depth of over forty-five hundred feet. Various accounts confirm that the captain remained on board until the end, ordering those remaining musicians to play the
“Marcia Reale.” His body was never found. Certainly, just before the steamship went down, many gunshots were heard, fired, it was said, by officers who, having done as much as they could for the passengers, had decided to avoid the torment of drowning.
Several launches managed to reach the nearby ships and, together with those from other ships that had come to help, were able to save many hundreds of people.
The rescue of those few survivors who tried as best as they could to stay afloat continued late into the night. When, before dawn, other Brazilian steamships reached the scene of the disaster, they found no one else alive.
That ship, over four hundred and fifty feet long, had been the pride of the merchant navy at the turn of the twentieth century, the most prestigious ocean liner in the Italian fleet, and had transported such celebrities as Arturo Toscanini, Luigi Pirandello, and Carlos Gardel, a legend in the history of Argentine tango. But those times had passed some while before. There had been a world war in the meantime, and wear and tear, neglect, and lack of maintenance had done the rest. Now, instead, the ship was known as la balaìna, the ballerina, due to the way it pitched and rolled. When it left on its final voyage, despite the misgivings of its own captain, it had more than twelve hundred passengers on board, mainly migrants from Piedmont, Liguria, and the Veneto. But also from the Marche, Basilicata, Calabria.
According to the figures provided by the Italian authorities at the time, just over three hundred people died in the disaster. Most of them, it was said, were members of the crew; but the South American newspapers reported a much larger figure, more than double, including stowaways, several dozen Syrian emigrants, and farm laborers traveling to South America from the Italian countryside for the winter season.
Played down or covered up by the fascist authorities, that shipwreck was the Italian Titanic.

—
I
don’t know how many times I’ve heard the story of that ship that carried the name of the daughter of King Victor Emmanuel III, who herself was destined to meet a tragic death several years later at Buchenwald concentration camp, toward the end of another terrible war. The SS Principessa Mafalda.
That story was told in my family.
It was told in my barrio, my neighborhood.
It was sung about in the popular songs of migrants, on both sides of the ocean: “From Italy Mafalda set sail with a thousand and more aboard…Fathers and mothers clung to their children who vanished among the waves.”

—
MY grandparents and their only son, Mario, the young man who would become my father, had bought their ticket for that long crossing, for that ship that set sail from the port of Genoa on October 11, 1927, bound for Buenos Aires.
But they didn’t take it.
Hard as they tried, they couldn’t sell what they owned in time. In the end, reluctantly, the Bergoglio family was forced to exchange their ticket, to delay their departure for Argentina.
That is why I’m here now.

—
YOU can’t imagine how many times I have found myself thanking Divine Providence.



1.
May My Tongue Stick to My Palate











FINALLY, THEY LEFT.
My grandparents managed to sell their few possessions, in the Piedmont countryside and traveled to the port of Genoa to sail on the SS Giulio Cesare, with a one-way ticket.
They waited for boarding operations for the first-class passengers to be completed, and then at last for their turn to arrive, for the third class. When the ship reached the open sea and the last beams of the lighthouse, the old Lanterna, vanished from the horizon, they knew they would never see Italy again and would have to begin their lives anew on the other side of the world.
It was February 1, 1929, during one of the coldest winters the century would ever know. The thermometer in Turin reached -15 degrees Celsius, and even -25 in other parts of Italy. It was what Federico Fellini remembered in his film Amarcord as “the winter of the great snow.” The whole of Europe was covered by a heavy blanket, from the Ural Mountains to the coasts of the Mediterranean, and even the dome of Saint Peter’s was plentifully white.
When the steamship finally reached Buenos Aires after its two-week voyage, with stopovers at the ports of Villefranche-sur-Mer, Barcelona, Rio de Janeiro, Santos, and Montevideo, my grandmother Rosa was still wearing the lovely coat in which she left, despite the humid heat that touched 30 degrees Celsius. She had decorated it with a fox-fur collar, as was the custom, and had stitched all that they owned, everything of value, into the inner lining between the skin and the silk. She continued wearing it, almost like a uniform, even after they had left the ship, as they traveled inland, sailing wearily up the Paraná River for another three hundred miles until they reached their destination. Only then did the luchadora—“the wrestler,” as she would come to be known—decide that she could lower her guard.
At the port of arrival, all three were registered as migrantes ultramar. My grandfather Nono Giovanni, who after laboring as a sharecropper had opened a coffee and pastry shop, was described as comercio (trader); his wife, Rosa, as casera (housewife); and their son, Mario, my father, who to the great satisfaction of his parents had gained a commercial school diploma, as contador (bookkeeper).
A multitude had shared that long journey of hope with them.
Throughout the twentieth century, millions and millions would leave Italy for “La Merica,” above all to the United States, Brazil, and Argentina.
In those four years alone before 1929, well over two hundred thousand people headed for Buenos Aires.
The memory of the terrible sinking of the SS Mafalda was still a fresh wound, nor was it the only one since the close of the previous century. These were the years (in the words of a popular song) of “Mamma, give me a hundred lire, for to America I want to go”—years in which there were particularly large numbers of seasonal migrants. They sailed from Genoa in the fall, when the Italian harvest was over, and went to work on a second harvest in the southern hemisphere, where the summer had just begun. They often returned home in spring with just a few hundred lire, most of which ended in the pockets of the organizers and middlemen. Having paid them, and the ticket for the journey, they often had little left as recompense for their four- or five-month toil.
But death, during the journey, was another unwelcome and not infrequent companion. Fifty perished from hunger and privation on the SS Matteo Bruzzo and SS Carlo Raggio, which sailed from Genoa for Brazil in 1888. Some died of suffocation on the SS Frisca. In 1893, once aboard the SS Remo, migrants discovered they had been sold twice as many tickets as the number of available berths, so that cholera broke out on board. The dead were thrown into the sea, the number of passengers dropped by several each day, and in the end the ship wasn’t even allowed into port. Then there was the sinking of the SS Sirio, during which five hundred Italian migrants heading for Buenos Aires lost their lives. In popular songs, sung in the hills of Piedmont or played on the acordeón in the barrios, the stories of those tragedies blended and merged together, the Sirio became the Mafalda, and vice versa; new words were adapted to the same sad melodies.












                      
The                      Sírio, the Frisca, the Mafalda: Those tragedies blended and merged together.
But people still went. Out of poverty above all; sometimes out of anger; for a change of fortune; to escape from the tragedy of a world war, from the First as much as the Second, which was on its way; or to avoid being drafted, after having seen the face of death; to reunite with family, so as not to suffer any more hardship; or in search of a better standard of living. There’s nothing new about it. It’s a story of yesterday as much as one of today. “I cannot be any worse off than I was. At most I’ll have to go hungry as I did at home. Am I right?” one emigrant says in Sull’oceano (On the Ocean) by Edmondo De Amicis, the nineteenth-century writer best known for his novel Cuore (Heart), he too from Piedmont.
Those who emigrated often faced all kinds of hardships and sacrifices to get on board. And almost always after having been enticed by immigration agents and assistants. They used to tour villages during the fairs and would talk of America as a new “promised land,” a wonderland. The emigration company paid them for every family they managed to persuade to go, and some newspapers even compared those agents to slave traders. Towns and villages were inundated with pamphlets and fake letters from those who had already taken the leap to the other side of the world. There were those who swore that if a sharecropper became disabled in America he could depend on a generous pension, and those who declared it was easy to own your own land.
For those who left, the first challenge was to reach the port. They sold their few belongings to pay often greedy and unscrupulous recruiters who, on more than one occasion, would run off with the money, at least until new legislation sought to control the problem.
The route to the port was a personal or sometimes a family pilgrimage, while other routes were filled with whole communities who walked together in procession to the sound of bells, which they would sometimes then carry with them onto the ships. They often arrived several days before boarding and camped on the quay.
Some never arrived at the land they yearned to reach because the ocean turned them back or swallowed them up.
The multitudes who made it and disembarked at Buenos Aires then faced a tough, harsh reality, like a slap in the face—that of the Hotel de Inmigrantes, an enormous ramshackle building where new arrivals, after their medical examination, registration, and disinfection, could remain for no more than five days, the maximum time to find a job in the city or in the fields. This is how a famous correspondent for the Italian newspaper the Corriere della Sera described it in the early years of the twentieth century:
Over the last three days three thousand eight hundred emigrants have arrived, most of them our fellow nationals. The Hotel de Inmigrantes is crammed full. […] It (and they call it a hotel!) stands on that indescribable, shapeless, muddy piece of land between the turbid and tempestuous Río de la Plata and the city. […] The acrid smell of carbolic acid fails to cover the nauseating stench that comes from the slime and filth of the floor, that emanates from the old wooden walls, that wafts through the open doors; an odor of heaped humanity, of squalor. […] Higher up, the wooden boards hold more vivid signs of this painful passage: the traces, I would say, of souls. There are names, dates, expressions of love, curses, memories, obscenities, scratched into the paint or marked in pencil, sometimes carved into the wood. A ship is the most frequent drawing.

That drawing that looks back, with nostalgia, is no coincidence. “May my tongue stick to my palate if I do not remember you,” say the exiles when they think back to Jerusalem (Psalm 137:6). And the Magi express the same feeling despite everything: a feeling of nostalgia for God; it’s the attitude that breaks conventions and drives us in our commitment for the change we yearn for and that we need. Nostalgia—the nostalgia for our roots—is a healthy feeling, since people with no roots are lost, and a person with no roots is sick. Roots give us the strength to move forward, to bear fruit, to blossom, as the Argentine poet Francisco Luis Bernárdez said: “Por lo que el árbol tiene de florido / vive de lo que tiene sepultado.” (All that has blossomed on the tree / lives on that which holds it underground.)

—
THOSE descriptions of yesterday, those marks, those graffiti, are a reminder of today, of other ports, of other seas.

—
MY family was more fortunate. My grandfather’s brothers had invited them to Buenos Aires. They had been in Argentina since 1922 and had had suerte, good luck: They had started as laborers, asphalting roads from the river port to the countryside, and had soon set up a paving and asphalting business. Things had gone well for them. After the arrival formalities, my family didn’t stop at the Hotel de Inmigrantes but traveled on toward the Entre Riós region, to Paraná, where my great-uncles waited anxiously for them. The family lived in a four-story house they had built themselves, Palacio Bergoglio, the first building in the whole city to have an elevator. Each brother could live on one of the four floors—Giovanni Lorenzo, Eugenio, Ernesto, and now my grandfather Giovanni Angelo as well. Only two would remain in Piedmont: Carlo, the eldest, and Luisa, the only girl, whose married name was Luisa Martinengo. The family was at last reunited, so far as possible, and this was the main reason why my parents had gone.
My father, a young bookkeeper, would work as a manager. But it wasn’t for long. The global crisis of 1929, the Great Depression, was tightening its grip. Meanwhile, the head of the family company, one of my great-uncles, Giovanni (Juan) Lorenzo, had taken ill with leukemia and lymphoma, and died leaving a widow, Elisa, and three children. They were crushed by the recession and family grief, and the result was soon disastrous. In 1932 they had to sell everything: machinery, business, home, even the family vault in the cemetery. They were left with nothing and plunged into poverty. With one hand in front and one behind, they used to say.
They would have to begin anew, from nothing, and they did it. With the same determination as before.
But my grandparents and my father obviously knew none of these things when they first set foot in Argentina on that hot February morning, my grandmother defying the heat of the sun in her thick woolen coat.
Nor did the thousands, millions of women and men who had been before them, and would follow, on the same route. They were artisans, woodcutters, builders, miners, nurses, blacksmiths, carpenters, cobblers, tailors, bakers, mechanics, glaziers, painters, cooks, servants, ice cream makers, hairdressers, stone masons, traders and bookkeepers, and countless farmers and laborers. With them they brought the poverty, the tragedies and sufferings of their condition, but also their strength, courage, perseverance, faith. And a multitude of talents that, as in the parable of the Gospel of Matthew, waited for the opportunity to bear fruit.
That unruly band would have built a large piece of that other part of the world, if only it was given to them, and in fact that’s more or less what happened.
Free and headstrong people (rassa nostrana libera e testarda), as described in a beautiful and poignant poem by Nino Costa, one of the great Piedmont poets of the time, who would die of a broken heart on the death of his son, a young partisan, at the age of nineteen, and which my grandmother Nona Rosa made me learn by heart as a child, in dialect. “O fair maids of the Argentine wheat plains, […] don’t you ever feel a Monferrato breeze or hear the refrain of a mountain song?” he wrote in those lines dedicated to the people of Piedmont laboring abroad. Sometimes those men and women returned, “and the money they saved yields a house or a piece of land, and then they raise their daughters…” For others, “a fever or misfortune at work, nails them up in a barren tomb,” in a remote foreign graveyard. “Un camp-sant foresté.”

—
THIS was one of the reasons why, many years later, during my first papal journey outside the Vatican, I felt I had to go to Lampedusa, the tiny Mediterranean island that has become the outpost for hope and solidarity, but also symbolizes the contradictions and tragedy of migration and the underwater cemetery for too, too many corpses. When I heard the news of yet another shipwreck just a few weeks before, the thought kept coming back to me, like a painful thorn in my heart. The visit had not been scheduled, but I had to go. I too had been born into a family of migrants—my father and my grandparents, like so many other Italians, had left for Argentina and knew the fate of those who are left with nothing. I too could have been among the outcasts of today, so that one question is always lodged in my heart: Why them and not me?
I had to go to Lampedusa to pray, to show that I was with them, to express my gratitude and encouragement to the volunteers and the population of that small place that could offer concrete examples of solidarity. And above all to reawaken our consciences and recall our responsibilities.
In Spanish literature, there’s a play by Lope de Vega that tells how the inhabitants of the city of Fuente Ovejuna kill the governor because he is a tyrant, and they do it in such a way that no one knows who carried out the execution. And so, when the king’s justice asks: “Who killed the governor?” everyone replies “Fuente Ovejuna, sir.” Everyone and no one.
Even today, that question is forced upon us: Who is responsible for this bloodshed? No one! That’s how we all answer: Not me, nothing to do with me, it must be someone else, certainly not me.
In the face of the globalization of indifference, which leaves us all “unnamed,” like that character in Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed, culprits with no name and no face, forgetful of our own history and our own destiny, despite a fear that’s in danger of sending us mad, God’s question to Cain re-echoes: “What have you done? Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground!”



2.
Too Long Do I Live Among Those Who Hate Peace











EMIGRATION AND WAR are two sides of a single coin. It has been rightly said that the greatest producer of migrants is war—war in one guise or another, since climate change and poverty are, essentially, the sick fruit of a blind war that man himself has declared—against a fairer distribution of resources, against nature, against his own planet.
Each day the world seems more elitist, and each day crueler, toward those who have been cast out and abandoned. Developing countries continue to be drained of their finest natural and human resources for the benefit of a few privileged markets.
Genuine development is inclusive, fruitful, directed toward the future and future generations, whereas false monopolistic development makes the rich richer and the poor poorer, in all times and all places. And the poor are not forgiven for anything, not even for their own poverty. They cannot allow themselves to be timid or disheartened, they are looked upon as a threat or incompetent, they are never able to see an end to their suffering. The creation of a hostile architecture has even been postulated to keep them out of sight, even off the streets.
Walls can be built and entrances barricaded to create the illusion of being safe from those who are left outside. But it won’t be like this forever. The “Day of the Lord,” as described by the prophets (Amos 5:18; Isaiah 2:5; Joel 1:3), will break down the barriers created between countries and will replace the arrogance of a few with the solidarity of many. The condition of marginalization in which millions of people are oppressed cannot last much longer. Their cry rises and encompasses the whole earth. In the words of Don Primo Mazzolari, a great Italian parish priest, the prophetic, luminous, and “inconvenient” face of an unclerical cleric: “The poor are a constant protest against our injustices; the poor are a powder keg. If it is set on fire, the world will explode.”
We cannot escape from the pressing call that the Word of God entrusts to the poor. Wherever we look, the compass of Holy Scripture points to those without enough to live on, the oppressed, those reduced to prostration, the orphan, the widow, the foreigner, the migrant. Jesus was not afraid to identify himself with this countless throng. “Whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matthew 25:40). Not for those like me, not for my group, but for the lowest, hungry, thirsty, naked. To escape from this recognition is like watering down revelation, mystifying the Gospel, turning it into color and show, not presence. Because there is no “first” for Christians, apart from “first before the last.” The “last” that every day cry out to the Lord, begging to be freed from the sufferings that afflict them. The last in the fringes of our city life. The last deceived and left abandoned to die in the desert; the last tortured, abused, raped in detention camps; the last who defy the waves of a pitiless sea.
The wars being fought today involve several regions of the world, but the weapons with which they are fought are produced in entirely different regions—in those same regions that then refuse and turn away the refugees who have been generated by those weapons and by those conflicts.

—
IT was my grandfather Nono Giovanni who taught me what war is, when I was a child. It was from his lips that I heard those sad stories for the first time. He had fought on the Piave River, in northwest Italy.

—
AT the age of twenty, five foot five, dark wavy hair, chestnut eyes, he had been “failed” due to a “thoracic deficiency” at the medical checkup: It was June 1904. He was exempted from his three years’ military service and returned to his home at Portacomaro, near Asti, in Piedmont. Two years later he moved to Turin to work as a handyman in a textile shop run by his uncle Carlo (one of the first in the family to move to the provincial capital) before finding a job in a café as a liquorista, as they then called it. It was a story much the same as that of many other young men at that time, with the creation of the first great industrial centers, with the move away from the countryside in search of freedom and emancipation in the cities, in the hope of escaping from a life of hardship and privation.
But every migrant has a particular place at heart, and for the Bergoglio family that place was always the farmstead at Portacomaro, with its steep slopes and hazel woods. That was why, in February 2001, just a few hours before being created cardinal of Buenos Aires by John Paul II, I went up for the last time on the road for Bricco Marmorito. I saw the hills, the vineyards, and the large house. I buried my hands in the soil and collected a handful of it. It was there that my grandfather was born, there that his father, Francesco, died, there that our roots lay.

—
I
would also return to Portacomaro as pope, for the ninetieth birthday of my cousin Carla, at her house. With her and my cousin Elio we ate agnolotti and drank grignolino, the local wine. I call them every so often, we talk in piemontèis dialect, which is the first language I learned. Elio might sometimes be at the bowling club, and then I have a chat with them all. They still call me Giorgio.

—
BUT it was in the city that Giovanni met Rosa, my grandmother. Rosa Margherita Vassallo was of the same age, and she too was a transplant. She was born below the sanctuary of Todocco, at Piana Crixia, in the province of Savona, on the border between Liguria and Piedmont, and went to Turin as a young child because the family was large—she was the eighth of nine children. She was sent to her mother’s sister Rosa, who worked as the doorkeeper of a large building in the city center, and her husband, Giuseppe, who was a shoemaker. It wasn’t an easy decision for her parents, Angela and Pietro, my great-grandparents. They thought about it and discussed it, even with the parish priest and the schoolmistress, and decided to follow everyone’s advice: Their child was bright, curious, intelligent, and despite the difficulties of life, she seemed ready for school, and ought to gain at least a primary school certificate and have a better future. At the age of eight, Rosa faced a journey of over eighty-five miles, left the countryside, and landed in that great city where the streets and the piazzas seemed immense, where the houses were pushed one against the other, and the streetlamps never seemed to go out, thanks to that invention called electricity that had come from Paris, a wonder that moved trams without them needing to be pulled by horses. Her aunt and uncle, who had no children of their own and were both in their fifties, received the little child with joy, as if she were their own daughter. My grandmother was always very fond of her aunt Rosa, as well of course as her own parents and siblings, and even from the other side of the world she kept in touch with letters, news, photographs.
When my grandfather first met her in Turin at the beginning of the 1900s, she was a tiny young girl with chestnut hair and eyes as great as her courage. She worked as a dressmaker.
The two youngsters fell in love and were married on August 20, 1907, at the church of Santa Teresa. They went to live close by, and when their first child, Mario Giuseppe Francesco, my father, was born on April 2, 1908, they baptized him at the same church.
I chose to stop and pray there, in that small Baroque jewel that was so important to my grandparents and to my father, when I went on a pastoral visit to Turin in June 2015 for the exposition of the Holy Shroud. Kissing that baptismal font felt rather like returning home.

—
MY grandfather Nono Giovanni now had a wife and small child.
He and my nona had already faced many tribulations with courage. Yet that would not save him from the world war that broke out during the following decade. The beast of war was always demanding new flesh, so all army reservists were recalled. He was now thirty.
The troop train from Turin

no longer stops at Milan

but goes straight to Piave,

to the young man’s grave.

Nono’s military number was 15543; the medical examiner described him as a young man with a rounded lower jaw (like mine) and thin nose, employment caffettiere. His chest was just the same, but this time it didn’t seem to raise any obstacle for the recruitment officers. At the beginning of July 1916, he was attached to the 78th infantry regiment, stationed at Casale Monferrato, and from there he was sent in November to the front line on the rivers Piave and Isonzo, on the border between Italy and Slovenia, north of Gorizia, near Monte Sabotino. On that same mountain, with the 28th artillery, Don Mazzolari had recently lost his only brother.
Nono spent many, many months in the trenches, amid the increasingly bitter fighting.
I learned a great deal from his accounts. Even the satirical songs against the army top brass, and against the king and queen.
General Cadorna has written to the queen:

“If you want to see Trieste, I’ll send it to you on a postcard”

Bom bom bom to the roar of the cannon

General Cadorna eats beef steaks

and feeds us poor soldiers on dried chestnuts

General Cadorna eats, drinks, and sleeps

and the poor soldier goes to war and doesn’t come back.

General Cadorna drove the cart

and had Victor Emmanuel as a donkey

Bom bom bom to the roar of the cannon.

Some were court-martialed for singing these verses, as happened to a corporal on leave, a young bricklayer from the Bergamo valleys, who was sentenced to six years of military detention on charges of defeatism and insubordination.

—
NONO described the horror, the pain, the fear, the absurd alienating pointlessness of the war. But also moments of camaraderie between the enemy troops, between the infantrymen on both fronts—farmers, factory workers, and laborers, ordinary folk who communicated as best they could with signs and gestures, or with those few words they could manage in the other’s language. Or a little tobacco, a bit of bread, some poor gift: They invented short moments of truce as best they could, to relieve the suffering and isolation of trench life. Always in great secrecy, of course, since their superiors could respond to such acts of humanity with extreme violence, resorting even to execution by firing squad and, in several cases, turning their artillery against their own troops, their own trenches, to prevent contact between soldiers who were gradually learning, as the months went past, that their enemies, when seen up close, eye to eye, bore no resemblance to those deformed monsters described in the war propaganda. They were poor wretches like themselves, with the same scared and watery gaze, sinking into the same mud, suffering the same torment. With “your same identical state of mind, but his uniform was a different color,” in the words of an Italian singer-songwriter.

—
WHAT does a war leave behind? Most of all, a gruesome balance sheet. By the end, in Nono’s regiment alone, the 78th infantry, there were 882 dead, 1,573 missing, and 3,846 wounded: his fellow soldiers, comrades, friends.
“The commanders seemed to have gone crazy,” another Piedmont infantryman, a lieutenant sent to the front on the Isonzo with the 68th, would write in his memoirs: “Forward! You can’t! Who cares? Forward just the same. It was an intoxication. Those who issued the orders sent them from far away; and the spectacle of the advancing infantry, seen through binoculars, must have been thrilling. The generals were not with us; they had never seen barbed wire fencing except around the corners of their offices.”
There again, the chief of staff, General Cadorna himself, with cynical brutality wrote: “The men are the only weapons that aren’t in short supply,” while another senior officer tragically reported to the government: “People are dying in human torrents on the Isonzo.”
There were millions and millions of victims in the whole world war. Among the army, half of those mobilized were killed, or were seriously injured, or went missing. The most cautious figures count at least fifteen million military and civilian burials. But that number could be multiplied fourfold if we take account of the effects of the Spanish flu, the epidemic that tragically went hand in hand with the war, as happens in many conflicts even today.
In the end, it truly was an appallingly “useless massacre,” as Pope Benedict XV declared in his Note to the Heads of the Belligerent Peoples in 1917. The suicide of a continent, as he described it.
Nono survived, and after being attached to the 9th Bersaglieri regiment of Asti, he left the battlefield. He was put on reserve in December 1918, and then discharged with a certificate of “good conduct” and 200 lire in cash, the equivalent of around 300 euros today: the reward for not being dead. After three years, he could finally be reunited with his family. “Too long do I live among those who hate peace” (Psalm 120:6). Like many other Italian and European grandparents, he returned to life twice over: first as a veteran and survivor, and then as a witness, for the benefit of his children and grandchildren.

—
WHAT else does a war leave? Injustice added to injustice. I’m reminded of the words that Don Lorenzo Milani, priest and teacher, a great revolutionary educator, wrote to his pupils in 1965:
So we took our books and went back over a hundred years of Italian history in search of a “just war.” It’s not our fault if we didn’t find one. […] When we went to school our teachers, may God forgive them, misled us so basely. Some poor souls really believed it all: they misled us only because they themselves had been misled. Others knew they were deceiving us, but they were afraid. Most of them were perhaps simply thoughtless. If you listened to them, all wars were “for the Fatherland.” Our teachers forgot to point out to us something self-evident, namely that armies march upon the orders of the ruling class. […] I cannot avoid warning my pupils that their unfortunate fathers suffered and caused suffering in war in order to defend the interests of a limited class (to which they didn’t even belong) and not the interests of the Fatherland. […] There are some who accuse me of failing to respect the dead. That is not true. I respect those unhappy victims. For this very reason it would seem an insult to them if I praised those who sent them to die and then saved themselves. […] After all, respect for the dead cannot make me forget my pupils who are alive. I don’t want them to come to that tragic end. If one day they are able to offer their lives in sacrifice I shall be proud, but let it be for God and the poor, not for Signor Savoia or Signor Krupp.

In the end, what does a war leave behind? Generally, the seeds for a new conflict, for other violence, for other mistakes and horrors. Many historians point out that even the Nazi regime and ultranationalism in various parts of Europe are, in some way, none other than a product of the previous conflict. And even the rush to arms, the extension of countries’ areas of influence, policies of violence and aggression, never bring stability. Never. The intelligent war does not exist. War can bring nothing other than misery. Weapons can bring nothing other than death. War is stupid. People have almost always understood this—people aren’t stupid. Albert Einstein wrote: “Such a stain on humanity should be erased without delay. I think well enough of human nature to believe that it would have been wiped out long ago had not the common sense of nations been systematically corrupted […] for business and political reasons.”

—
FOR my grandfather Giovanni Angelo Bergoglio, son of Francesco Giuseppe and Maria Brugnano, born on August 13, 1884, in the hamlet of Bricco Marmorito, Portacomaro Stazione, that war and the war that was now looming left a deep-rooted anti-monarchist sentiment that would remain with him for the rest of his life.
“It’s not right!” he would say. “It’s not right that the people should have to maintain this bunch of lazy good-for-nothings and pay, moreover, for their privileges and their crimes with their own skin! Let them go to work!” I remember his delight when he heard news in June 1946 of the defeat of the monarchist movement at the referendum that would proclaim Italy a republic, and in which women voted for the first time. Only toward Princess Mafalda, who the community of veterans and expatriates had sarcastically nicknamed “Malfait,” did his throbbing anti-monarchist passion end: Not her, she had suffered too much, she had paid for all of them, he would say.

—
AFTER he immigrated to the other side of the earth, his mother, Maria, my great-grandmother, would twice make the long crossing from Italy to go to visit him and his brothers. She was a very good woman. And on the second occasion, she—who had been born in 1862 at San Martino Alfieri, just a few miles from Asti—died in Argentina, at the dawn of the 1930s. It happened in the province of Santa Fe, because her sons were asphalting that part of the Ruta, the national road, and she was buried there.
For years I felt as if something was lacking, since devotion toward the dead is a feeling that had always been instilled in us, in all our family. Once five years had passed after the burial, the remains had to be exhumed and fitted into a smaller casket, and I remember the love and devotion with which my mother went about this pitiful task, even cleaning the bones with alcohol. In short, I felt the absence of my great-grandmother. Until twenty years ago, when I managed at last to identify her burial place and move her to the family tomb, together with her children and other relatives. She now rests with the family of her son Eugenio, in the English Cemetery at José C. Paz. Her son Giovanni, my grandfather, would be buried in the Jardín de Paz, at the age of eighty. He died of bile duct cancer at the Italian Hospital on October 30, 1964, while I was teaching at Santa Fe.

—
IF I had heard about World War I from the lips of my grandfather, I learned about the second one at Buenos Aires from the stories of many immigrants who arrived after that new carnage, or to escape from it. Many, many, many…Millions. Italians, Germans, Poles…Many Poles went to work in the factory where my father would find a job. It was by listening to those men and women that we youngsters learned about what had happened, we knew about the bombings, the persecutions, the deportations, the concentration camps and prisons, we understood what that new and terrible conflict had been. That is why I know it’s important for young people to understand the effects of the two world wars of the last century. Such memories are a treasure: painful but very useful in the creation of conscience.
A treasure that has contributed to Italian and European art as well.
Our parents took us to see all the films of that period: Roberto Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica, Luchino Visconti, the great neorealists. In those days they showed three films in a row: the main one and two supporting movies. We took a sandwich from home and made a day of it. I’m convinced that neorealism, postwar Italian cinema, is a great school of humanism. The Children Are Watching Us, with which De Sica foreshadowed it, ought to be seen by couples preparing for marriage even today, and I speak about it at the marriages that I celebrate. There are scenes in Rome, Open City that I always remember: Anna Magnani and Aldo Fabrizi were our teachers. Even on fighting, on hope, on wisdom. I often repeat the words Anna Magnani used to love to say to the makeup artist on set: “Leave all my wrinkles, don’t take even one of them away. They’ve taken me a lifetime to acquire.” She could also be wise, our “Nannarella.”
And then…then there was Fellini. I adored Fellini as a child, up to La Dolce Vita. And I even identify with La Strada, which I saw when I was eighteen.
In a crucial scene, il Matto (the fool), the young acrobat who probably represents the director’s most Franciscan character, tells Gelsomina, the goggle-eyed trumpet player interpreted by Giulietta Masina:
— You won’t believe it, but everything there is in this world has some purpose. Look, take that stone there, for example…



— What?



— This…whichever one…Well, even this has some purpose: even this little stone.



— And for what purpose?



— It has a purpose…But how should I know? If I knew that, do you know who I’d be?



— Who?



— God Almighty, he knows everything: when you are born, when you die. I don’t know what purpose this stone has, but it must have some purpose. Because, if this is useless, then everything is useless: even the stars. And even you. You too have some purpose, with your head like an artichoke.



There’s Saint Francis in this scene. There’s the stone. There’s us, little stones on the ground, and “the stone that the builders rejected” but which “has become the cornerstone” (Matthew 21:42). And which gives meaning to everything, even to what we don’t understand. There’s the “searching and finding God in all things,” according to the words of Ignatian spirituality.
I’m well aware that those films, especially La Dolce Vita, were attacked in certain circles at the time, even by the clergy. But every age has its examples of ostentatious piety that freeze, perhaps, at the sight of an exuberant young woman bathing in the Trevi Fountain.
Then there’s the substance, a stony substance, that digs deep, typical of true art.
According to Pier Paolo Pasolini, that film ventured into “the relationship between sin and innocence” and was “the highest product of Catholicism in these recent years.” The Jesuit priest Nazareno Taddei spoke of “great Christian spirituality.” Father Virgilio Fantuzzi, another Jesuit, and a friend of Fellini, wrote that “every work of this artist is animated by the mysterious breath of a hidden God.”
In one way or another, all three were right. Those films, above all, are to be treasured. They are an education for today.
Argentine cinema in those years—I’m thinking of Los isleros, directed by Lucas Demare—was deeply human, an integral part of family life, as well as a source of moral thought in everyday conversation with us children. Argentine cinema was good too and of the highest quality.

—
IT’S important for young people to conserve from their parents and grandparents those memories and roots, so as not to remain directionless or fall into the same error. They should know, for example, how a distorted populism is born and grows, the ideology of sovereignty that entrenches and isolates: Suffice it to recall the German federal elections of 1932–33 and Adolf Hitler, the ex-infantryman obsessed by the defeat of World War I and about “racial purity,” who had promised the growth of Germany in the wake of a government that had failed. Young people will understand how populism begins, and how it can end. Promises based on fear, mainly the fear of other people, are the usual theme of populist movements, and they mark the beginning of dictatorships and wars—for “other people” are you.
I felt and could hear the words of my nono Giovanni when, in September 2014, I climbed the Redipuglia War Memorial near Gorizia, in northeast Italy, the vast World War I cemetery where over a hundred thousand Italian soldiers are buried, sixty thousand of them unidentified: Everything had been stolen from them, even their names, even the possibility of their families grieving for them over a grave. I had been to Fogliano shortly before, where fifteen thousand “enemy” soldiers had been buried, of five different nationalities and only a minimal part identified.












                      
On that day, at Redipuglia military cemetery, I wept.                     
I had just been contemplating the immense beauty of the countryside in the whole of that area, men and women who work and look after their families, children playing, old people daydreaming…and now I found myself walking among thousands and thousands of graves that all looked the same. Gravestones of young men. And so, as I was celebrating Mass there, with bishops and hundreds of priests from every country involved in the 1914–18 conflict, all I could say was: War is folly! Before me I had a physical demonstration of it, in brutal full view. While God pursues his creation and calls on us all to assist in his work, war destroys, it destroys everything. Even the human being, God’s most beautiful creation. It upsets everything, even the bond of fraternity. War is folly, and its mad development plan is destruction. Over the entrance to that cemetery hovered the scornful adage of every war: “What does it matter to me?” This is Cain’s answer to God: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4:9). An answer that looks no one in the face: old people, children, mothers, fathers…
On that day, at Redipuglia, I wept. And the same thing would happen to me at Anzio in 2017, commemorating the dead of all wars at the American cemetery at Nettuno, and walking through the endless expanse of white crosses. Crosses just the same as those that would be commemorated in Normandy two years later, for the seventy-fifth anniversary of the landings: thousands of soldiers killed in just one day in the fight against Nazi atrocities, and an even larger multitude of civilian victims. Without forgetting the ten thousand soldiers on the German side who fought and were killed in obedience to a regime animated by a murderous ideology.
All the people who rest beneath those gravestones had their own plans, their own dreams, their own talents to nurture and bring to fruition, but humanity simply told them: “What does it matter to me?”

—
THE same happens today, through interests old and new, mad geopolitical plans, the thirst for money and power. Even today the architects of terror, the orchestrators of conflict, just like the manufacturers of weapons, have the same phrase etched in their hearts: “What does it matter to me?” A phrase that corrupts and exploits everything. Even that which is most sacred to us. Even God. There is no such thing as a god of war: Anyone who makes war is evil. God is peace. For this reason, in the document on human fraternity signed in the Arab Emirates, in February 2019, with the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar Ahmed Al-Tayeb, we both called upon all concerned “to stop using religions to incite hatred, violence, extremism and blind fanaticism, and to refrain from using the name of God to justify acts of murder, exile, terrorism and oppression.” We asked this “on the basis of our common belief in God who did not create men and women to be killed or to fight one another, nor to be tortured or humiliated in their lives and circumstances. God, the Almighty, has no need to be defended by anyone and does not want His name to be used to terrorize people.” To call upon God as guarantor of our own sins and crimes is one of the greatest blasphemies.
It is important in any event to put an end to the rush for armaments and the disturbing proliferation of weapons, as much on the part of individuals as of nations, as much in the context of war as in our own cities. And especially in more advanced countries, in the search for a short-lived consensus and an imaginary sense of security. To think of fighting wrong with wrong inevitably means building the worst. And the political leaders who express this mentality, who cannot negotiate and discuss matters face-to-face, who interpret their role not with the humility of one who has been called upon to weave a fabric of coexistence but with arrogance, cannot lead their people toward peace, justice, and prosperity. They generally drive them toward the abyss, toward ruin.

—
AFTER the disaster of the Second World War, from the start of my papacy there has been the clearest evidence of the makings of a Third World War, fought “in pieces,” with atrocities, massacres, destructions, with a frightening level of cruelty in which the first victims are often civilians, the elderly, women, and children. This, it seems, is the fundamental characteristic of the wars of today. While those who declared war had always fought it by sending others to die on their behalf, while war was always fought “For the king!” but the peasant was the one who died in it, then the First World War, our grandfathers’ war, represented a kind of watershed. Since then, in every conflict, from the Middle East to the Balkans, from Asia to Africa, the great majority of victims—indeed 80 percent since the start of this twenty-first century—have been from the civilian population. A war correspondent has written: “In the modern-day war, the so-called collateral victims are now the soldiers.” From almost every conflict of the past three decades, it has been less difficult to get out alive wearing a military uniform than, perhaps, the red T-shirt of a young child. Most of all, it is those who are defenseless that get massacred: One in three of them is a child. It is those who have merely suffered the folly of war. Forget heroism, forget rhetoric: War is none other than baseness and shame to the highest degree. A shame that all of us must feel as ours, because it is tragic when people no longer feel ashamed about anything.

—
THAT which my nono Giovanni, which many other grandfathers and fathers have taught us with the treasure of their sad memories, is that war is never far away; it’s extremely close—indeed, it’s inside each one of us. Because war begins in the heart.
People cannot and must not let their minds and hearts entertain the idea of seeing men, women, and children drowning with impunity in the Mediterranean, again and again, and yet again. They cannot allow themselves to think that problems and difficulties are resolved by building walls. Not just metaphorical walls, but brick walls, sometimes even with barriers of barbed wire and blades as sharp as knives. When they let me see them, I was left shocked and upset; it was a sight I couldn’t come to terms with. As soon as I was alone, my eyes filled once more with tears.
Only those who build bridges can move forward: The builders of walls end up imprisoned by the walls they themselves have built. Most of all, their hearts become entrapped.
But the human heart is also the first step along every path of reconciliation. Someone might say: “Ah, Lord God, I don’t know how to speak. I’m too young” (Jeremiah 1:6). I don’t know how peace is made, I’ve had no schooling, I’m not an educated person, I’m not a head of state, I’m still a child, or I’m too old…And there again, the world is too big, too complicated, too far away…But your home, your neighborhood, your place of work, or your school is not too far away, because bullying and abuse of power are also seeds of aggression and war. Your brothers and your sisters are never too far away. Jesus himself tells us in the Gospel how we must act: “I give praise to you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for although you have hidden these things from the wise and the learned you have revealed them to the childlike” (Matthew 11:25). Let us be like children, let us be humble, let us be the servants of others. Let us cultivate generosity, kindness, and humility: They are simple acts, the small things pointed out by Saint Paul to an early Christian community at Ephesus (Ephesians 4:1–6) for building peace and strengthening unity in the world, in human society. It’s a teaching that always works, even today.
If we want to be able to understand how peace is made, and have the strength to make it, let us all be childlike.
Like children holding their grandparents’ hands.



3.
The Gifts of a Healthy Restlessness











AT THE END of the “useless massacre,” a treaty separated winners from losers. But “Among the conquered the common people / Starved. Among the conquerors / The common people starved too” as Bertolt Brecht would write in one of his poems. For that is what happens in wars.
In Turin, the city that ended up on the winning side and that had been turned into a great arsenal, the situation had been difficult from the start, and after it got no better. Even before Italy’s entry into the war, the city had been occupied by large numbers of refugees of Italian origin escaping from Central Europe, where the war had already broken out; and there were yet other refugees who joined them, those from the “irredentist” lands. There are tens of thousands, and some sleep in schools that are turned into hostels. Meanwhile young men gradually leave the city, and workers protest in force about their starvation wages and against the war. The cost of living has more than doubled, transport is paralyzed, even bread is rationed with coupons. Riots and rebellions break out, which the army puts down with bloodshed and hundreds of arrests. The streets are now filled with beggars. At the welfare centers there are long queues for a bowl of soup, many children are left to look after themselves. Office workers, artisans, and small shopkeepers are badly hit by the crisis.
Nono Giovanni is one of them.
This is the city where Nona Rosa and her son had waited, with no husband and no father, for the folly of war to end.

—
ROSA Vassallo Bergoglio was certainly a brave woman. One day, during the war, while she was managing the café alone and getting ready to close for the night, she saw the shadow of a man slip furtively into the storeroom of the shop. She didn’t think of running away. Not at all. Instead, she took a broom, went downstairs, and, shouting and beating him as hard as she could, sent the thief packing.
She was pregnant at the time. When Nono had to leave for the front, Nona was expecting a child, Bianca. She was forced to face the last months of pregnancy alone and on January 1, 1917, she gave birth at home, as was customary for all ordinary women at that time, with the help of a midwife. But Nono would never see his daughter as the baby girl died the following day. It was one of the countless sufferings that Nona Rosa and her husband had to endure. After the birth of Mario, the first child, Nona had another six pregnancies, and gave birth as many times: Giuseppina, Maria, Luigi, Alberto, Bianca, and another Bianca. None of those babies would survive more than a few hours after they were born.












                      
Nono Giovanni and Nona Rosa with my father as a boy.                     
My father, Mario, would remain their first and only child. He was born in the seventh month, and this is what had saved him. Nona’s medical complaint, which nobody at that time knew anything about, developed its lethal effects only from the eighth month of pregnancy.
I was very fond of my nona Rosa, and she gave me much love. For me she bore daily witness to common holiness, the holiness of the Iglesia militante, the Church Militant of which Saint Ignatius speaks. She was a woman who suffered much, even mentally, but always moved forward with courage. She faced up to what life brought her, even those more painful moments, and managed to continue on her path, and that of her family, with patience and perseverance, day after day. It is from her that I received the first Christian message, and it was beautiful.
She, who had had no schooling beyond primary school, was a great teacher for me. It was she who sealed my religiosity.

—
NONO Giovanni and Nona Rosa had to leave Turin. They couldn’t return to Portacomaro, the sharecropper’s work didn’t offer a livelihood and, most of all, young Mario would be forced to stop his schooling. On this my grandmother was immovable: She would make any sacrifice so long as my father could study.
Just two weeks before my grandfather’s return from the war, Nona and my father moved to Asti, a small town surrounded by hills and vineyards, not too far from her beloved farm at Bricco Marmorito, and which offered better work prospects compared to Turin. This area seemed less badly hit by the post-war crisis and indeed the wine-growing sector seemed to be doing quite well. When Nono Giovanni joined them, he found work again at a café, then also as an attendant in a clinic, while my grandmother continued as a seamstress, working from home.
Then, a few years later, they opened their own grocery store.

—
IN Turin, as a young girl, Nona Rosa had had her first contact with the various parish activities, and with the many social and charitable works that had been launched in that great industrial city following Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum novarum, in an attempt to tackle a situation that had become increasingly urgent and complex. There, she had met Pier Giorgio Frassati, a young person like her, though from a very different social background, enthusiastic, full of life, a keen mountaineer, a boisterous organizer with a healthy playful spirit, but also endowed with a strong inner life, a driving force for other young people in countless acts of solidarity, and a tireless visitor to poor garrets, to hovels where illness and hunger intermingled. A maverick youth who brought something of a holy storm into his world, and into his family too, since sanctity is always revolutionary. When someone mocked Saint Pier Giorgio (who is due to be canonized during the summer of the 2025 Jubilee) by asking him “Have you turned all holy?” he simply answered: “No, I’m still a Christian.” A genuine and lively young man, co-founder of a “Società dei Tipi Loschi” (Society of Shady Characters) based on solidarity and prayer, someone who said: “Sadness must be banished from Catholic minds,” that people must live, not just scrape along. He was one who, by his example, can still show us all—especially young people like him—what is the gift of a healthy restlessness, without which life is not meekness at all, but rather cowardliness, mediocrity, faintheartedness, lacking in color, lacking in true beauty…
My grandmother had much more opportunity to play an active role in Azione Cattolica in Asti, as a woman, a citizen, and a Christian, with the scars of her own personal misfortunes, and in a country that was trying desperately to reemerge from the depths of war and from the social disasters it had caused. She came to know Prospera Gianasso, a woman much involved in the Catholic movement, a French teacher who also gave her French lessons in spare moments. And she supplemented her limited schooling with an eager interest in reading, a passion for social and religious questions, and a great enthusiasm to learn and to act.
Nona Rosa gave talks and held meetings throughout the province of Asti, especially to girls and women, saying things, it seems, that didn’t please the fascist government which in the meantime had come to power. These were the years of the March on Rome, and Mussolini’s Blackshirts were everywhere. They once closed the hall where she was due to speak, so she dragged a table into the middle of the road, in front of the parish church of San Secondo, climbed onto it, and held the meeting in the street. Not once did they threaten to make her swallow castor oil, as they often used to do. Her principles and her faith, after all, could never allow her to view the fascist regime with anything other than aversion and distrust: She could only regard authoritarianism, the brutal methods of the fascist squads, totalitarianism, the cult of violence and war, and then the persecutions and deportations, as rejections of the Gospel spirit and of fraternity. The Vassallo family had no sympathy for it from the very start. “Benito…hah! They ought to have called that one ‘Malito’…he does nothing but bad!” her brother Nando is said to have cried.

—
MY father, Mario, seemed to be doing well at school. His good marks enabled them to claim exemption or reduction of taxes that members of “disadvantaged families” were entitled to claim through merit. After secondary school, he enrolled at the technical institute and, with study grants, received his bookkeeping diploma in October 1926. They had all done well—my father, Nono Giovanni, and Nona Rosa—and they did it on bread, love, and nothing else. It’s like the scene in that great neorealist film where the new police marshal in a small central Italian town stops a farm laborer: “What are you eating?” he asks. “Bread,” the man replies. “And what do you put inside?” “Imagination, Officer!”
They were delighted and proud: My father’s bookkeeping diploma was a fine reward for their labor and sacrifice.
Just a few days later, the fascist regime tightened its grip on Italian society: Internment was instituted for opponents and conscientious objectors, many newspapers were closed, homes and offices of organizations were ransacked or set on fire, the death penalty was introduced for a long list of offenses, and all opposition parties and many associations were disbanded. In the small town of Asti, the trade-union office was wrecked, and several anti-fascists in the surrounding villages were even killed.
The climate was becoming more difficult, but for the moment, the Catholic associations were managing to hold out.
Mario, my papá, also picked up his mother’s testimony and her desire to foster some justice on earth and took part with those of his own age in parish activities, in Azione Cattolica, in the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul. He played sports, performed in parish amateur dramatics, and visited poor families and sick people in the hospital. Like Nona, he too gave talks and held meetings. Ironically, the subject of the first of these, while he was still studying for his diploma, was “The Papacy.” And it seems to have been so well received that he was invited to repeat it a couple of years later.
Meanwhile, Papá had found work: a temporary job in the Asti branch of Banca d’Italia. According to the records, he received very good reports and a monthly salary of 300 lire. In today’s money, that’s the equivalent of 400 euros a month. Far from “a fair wage to the workers.” It explains many things. It makes us understand how, then as now, work was and is an essential condition but is too frequently insufficient for personal freedom, for independence, or for escaping poverty. It makes us think about why, then as now, so many young people, often bright and able, were and are forced to migrate in search of more decent conditions, and more simply to maintain themselves, to set up a family, raise children…

—
THEN, in the spring of 1931, the government decreed the closure of scout organizations, followed by all Catholic youth associations and university federations. Various branches of Azione Cattolica were ransacked, several representatives beaten up. Threatening slogans against Catholics and priests were written on the walls of the Fulgor sports club where my father played. Even the famous conductor Arturo Toscanini was attacked because he refused to perform “Giovinezza,” the fascist hymn, at the opening of a concert. He was kept under police surveillance and his rights in Italy were taken away until the advent of the republic.
By the time this all happened, my father and grandparents were already aboard the SS Giulio Cesare on their way to Buenos Aires. As for my father, I don’t remember hearing him speak Italian, not even once. He talked to his parents in Piedmont dialect, which was the language of my grandparents and their families. But never with us children: only in Spanish, which moreover he spoke very well. And when I spoke to him in Italian, he didn’t like it. I remember once writing a letter to Professoressa Gianasso, and I asked him how I could use a certain expression correctly; he looked suddenly irritated and cut me short: “It’s all right as you’ve written it,” he said abruptly. I don’t exactly know what triggered this denial, whether it was pain or something else, but that was how it was.

—
THEY had left Italy forever, but not the Asti branch of Azione Cattolica. Even from Argentina they would regularly send their membership forms. Nona Rosa would nearly always fill it out in French, in honor of the teacher and friend with whom she had shared so much.

—
MANY tragic events would happen from then onward in Europe and in Italy.
Starting from the disgrace of the racial laws, through which the Italian state could be officially branded a racist country. In the weeks immediately prior to this, in a conversation with some people working for the Catholic radio station in Belgium, Pope Pius XI had stated that “Anti-Semitism is unacceptable. Spiritually, we are all Semites.” And after saying this, in a private audience with the Jesuit Father Pietro Tacchi Venturi, he exclaimed: “I’m ashamed…I’m ashamed of being Italian. And tell that, Father, to Mussolini himself! I am ashamed not as the pope but as an Italian!” In a speech he stated that it was “a real apostasy,” dwelling on “that exaggerated nationalism, which hinders the salvation of souls, raises barriers between peoples, is contrary not only to the law of the good God, but to the faith itself, to the same Creed.” On another occasion he added: “The human race is but one and the same universal race of men. There is no place for special races…Human dignity consists in constituting one and the same great family: the human race. This is the thought of the Church.”
The archbishop of Milan, Cardinal Schuster, for his part, would describe those laws three times as “a heresy.”
Despite this, and despite the examples of courage, of fraternity, and even of heroism, the opposition of many Christians to the persecution of Jews—but also of Romani people, of Sinti, of hundreds of thousands of disabled and minority people—“was not what humanity had a right to expect from the disciples of Christ,” as Saint John Paul II would say, asking forgiveness. I too, in 2014, asked forgiveness for the racial laws that persecuted our Evangelical and Pentecostal brothers, almost as if they were madmen that “ruined the race.” The people who persecuted and denounced these Christians included Catholics—baptized Catholics, who had been tempted by evil, who had failed to understand that diversity of Spirit, diversity that brings harmony and unity, is true wealth. And once again in 2019, when I met the Romani population at Blaj, in Romania, I felt in my heart the weight of the acts of discrimination, segregation, ill-treatment suffered by those communities. History tells us that even Christians, even Catholics, are not above such evils. For this, in the name of the Church, I asked for the forgiveness of Our Lord and of those men and women: for those times in the course of history when we have discriminated, when we have ill-treated, when we have looked upon them with the eyes of Cain rather than with those of Abel, and were not able to recognize, appreciate, and defend their distinctive characteristics. Cain doesn’t care about his brother. And it is indifference that feeds prejudice and stirs bitterness. How many times do we judge too quickly, with words that hurt, with attitudes that sow the seeds of hatred and create distance. But when someone is left behind, the whole human family comes to a halt. We are not truly Christian, nor even human, if we cannot see the person before his actions, before our opinions and prejudices.
Let us also do so today. Let us beg forgiveness for our present time and let us remember to do so in every time and every place where we see treacherous winds stir up again.

—
WE live in times when feelings that had seemed to many people to have been overcome now appear to be reviving and spreading: feelings of suspicion, of fear, of disdain, even of hatred toward individuals or groups who are seen as different because of their ethnic, national, or religious origin. They are dangerous, and the worst kind of feelings that then stir acts of intolerance, discrimination, violence, and the denial of personal dignity and fundamental rights. It is worrying that some people in the political world yield to the temptation to exploit fears and objective difficulties in order to contrive misleading promises for shortsighted electoral purposes. And I am also concerned about the sad fact that even Catholic communities in Europe are not immune to these reactions, which they seek to justify with vague reference to a “moral duty” to conserve original cultural and religious identity.
Yet we need only read the first letter of John the Evangelist. “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ but hates his brother, he is a liar; for whoever does not love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20). If we cannot love God in concrete terms, namely in our brothers, all of them, not just those we like, or who seem like us, or more useful, then it is simply not true that we love God. We are liars. We are like those sweet pastries made on Shrove Tuesday that in Piedmont are called chiacchiere (meaning gossip, chitchat, false rumors). In the area where my nona Rosa came from, they called them bugie (lies) because they were flimsy, full of air. It’s the same with the spirit of the world: It’s full of air, deceptive, because it’s the son of the father of lies. It’s a spirit of division, of hatred, from which we mustn’t let ourselves be fooled or exploited, for it kills the soul.
When I was a child, Nona Rosa taught me by heart the opening lines of The Betrothed by Alessandro Manzoni, a timeless masterpiece of Italian literature: “The branch of Lake Como that turns south between two unbroken mountain chains…” It was a great gift. I’ve read it four times and I still sometimes keep it by my desk, to reread. It has given much to me. At a certain point in the story a Capuchin monk, Fra Cristoforo, a man who is wise to the world, who made a serious mistake, suffered, and converted, who as a Franciscan has learned that science of pragmatism that is true wisdom and being truly close to the people, tells Renzo, the young protagonist: “You can hate, and be lost. You can, by embracing one feeling, cast yourself beyond the blessing of God. Because no matter what happens, no matter what fortune may hold for you, you can be sure that punishment certainly lies ahead.”
How true it is. Hatred kills the soul.

—
THIS is why we must react firmly against any notion of intolerance, xenophobia, withdrawal into ourselves, and, worse still, hatred: I wrote about this to the youth of the world, in the address that followed the Synod dedicated to them. Hatred, division, and revenge will only poison hope, and they take away from us all that we would wish to defend, all that we love.
And for someone like me who is not young and has been able to read many pages of the book of history and of life, I now write: Doesn’t all of this remind you of something?
Something of which to beware, so that the worst doesn’t happen?
Something from which, sooner or later, all must flee?



4.
Almost at the End of the Earth











“AL MAL TIEMPO, buena cara,” says an Argentine proverb. Every cloud has a silver lining. Barely three years had passed since they had immigrated to Río de la Plata when my grandparents had to face another misfortune, and a new resurrection.
The turbid floodwaters of the 1932 recession had carried away everything, including my great-uncles’ company and their home, and unemployment in the town had gone sky-high. Nono Giovanni, Nona Rosa, and my father, Mario, found themselves with no work and no money. But my father’s experience at the factory in Paraná had not been in vain. Until a few months earlier, he’d had to travel several times from the province of Entre Ríos to Buenos Aires to deal with various orders and supplies as a bookkeeper. In the capital he generally lodged at the large Salesian house in calle Solís in the barrio of Montserrat, the oldest part of the city. His affinity as a Piedmont Catholic with the Salesian Family and their way of life had made that choice almost inevitable.
It was there that he met Father Enrique Pozzoli, a priest originally from Senna Lodigiana, in Lombardy, who had been sent to Buenos Aires when he was barely twenty, in 1906. For him, as for my father, the journey to the New World had been on a one-way ticket. Both would remain in Argentina throughout their lives, and from 1929 the Salesian missionary priest would immediately become my father’s confessor at the Basilica of María Auxiliadora y San Carlos Borromeo, in the Almagro district, and later the spiritual father of our whole family. They were inseparable until the last, until the death that would take them both, in 1961, within less than a month of each other.
The meeting with Father Enrique would be a crucial event in my father’s life, and subsequently in mine, and for all of us. First of all it was he, in our moment of need, when my parents had lost everything, who had the kindness of a father for “his children” experiencing a moment of hardship, to put them in contact with someone who lent them 2,000 pesos thanks to which my grandparents could open a shop in the barrio of Flores, a district inhabited mostly by Italian and Spanish emigrants, at 2280 calle Francisco Bilbao. A house and shop, all at the same address. Almacén Bergoglio would sell groceries of every kind, from flour to beans, oil to wine. Also loose goods, so that customers could bring their own containers and bottles. My father, Mario, being a good bookkeeper, would keep the accounts and look after the deliveries.
At least until he found work, thanks to my grandmother’s resourcefulness, as a clerk in a factory that dyed hosiery and other textiles, also in Flores.
Meanwhile Papá helped the priest in his social works and took part in the parish activities.
It was Father Enrique, a keen photographer as well as a skilled watchmaker, who introduced him to the Sivori brothers who attended the Círculos Católicos de Obreros. First to the oldest brother, Vincente, who was the same age and much attached to the priest, with whom he shared his passion for photography. Born in Buenos Aires, but originally on his father’s side from Santa Giulia, a small village on the hills of Lavagna, in inland Liguria, the Sivori family too had sailed with the multitudes of Italians to the distant Americas in search of a livelihood, freedom, or fortune.
This was how Papá met my mother, a second-generation Argentinian migrant. Her father, Francisco, was born in Buenos Aires, where my great-grandfather Vincenzo had landed from Liguria in the second half of the nineteenth century. Her mother, Maria Gogna, on the other hand, was from Piedmont, born in the province of Alessandria, the daughter of farmers who sailed from Genoa for La Merica when she was still only four years old.












                      
My parents, photographed on their wedding day in 1935.                     
Regina Maria Sivori, my mother, was a shy little girl with large dark eyes and a seemingly natural elegance when my father saw her for the first time at the Salesian oratory of Sant’Antonio at Almagro, in 1934. The two youngsters fell in love and when they decided to marry a year later, it was Father Enrique who celebrated the wedding, on December 12, 1935, at the Basilica of María Auxiliadora y San Carlos Borromeo. Papá and Mamá, who were just twenty-four years old, went to live at 268 calle Varela, in Flores, and there, in that small, rented single-floor apartment, one of those that in Buenos Aires they call a propriedad horizontal. It was there that I was born a year later, at nine P.M. on December 17, their first child, Jorge Mario. They baptized me early on Christmas morning, in the same church, with my maternal grandfather, Francisco, as godfather and my nona Rosa as godmother.
Christmas therefore has always been a double celebration for me: truly a great day to be baptized. It’s another birthday: the birthday of rebirth. It’s the day that roots us; it gives us the roots of our earthly life and of our eternal life. It is the day on which we are born forever. We must remember that day, because it is a flame that has been kindled and needs to be kept alight. If Christmas is also the time when we exchange gifts, for me it brought the best gift I could have received: because baptism is a gift, it is always a free gift for everyone. Children or adults, no one has earned it; instead, it needs to be cultivated so that this seed full of life will take root and bear fruit. It is a gift that makes us belong to God, it gives us the joy of salvation, it tells us we are not left alone to fumble about in the darkness of history, it immerses us within his people. And it asks us to look at life as He looks at it—He who always sees in us an irrepressible kernel of beauty. The last word on the history of man is not evil, is not hatred, is not war, is not death. Baptism tells us all this. It is the first encounter with Jesus, not with a figure from the past, but with a Person living today; whom we don’t get to know in the history books, but we encounter in life. And if we too want to give ourselves a gift, let us begin by recalling that date, and by celebrating it as it deserves.

—
IT was naturally Father Pozzoli who baptized me, as he would do for each of my brothers. For all of us except the second son, my brother Oscar, for on that day, January 30, 1938, Father Enrique was on a mission to Ushuaia, in Tierra del Fuego, the farthest point south that you can get. “Almost at the end of the earth,” he wrote in the postcards he sent from down there, where he worked among Italian migrants and among the Native peoples. Ushuaia, after all, meant “bay toward the end” in the language of the Natives who reached the shores of the channel thousands of years ago.
A Salesian Bulletin from that mission, in the first decade of the 1900s, recounts an ancient legend about the flood, told in that same area of Ushuaia by a tribe of Yaghan people who were fishermen and able canoeists with a very rich and musical language. Once upon a time, according to the legend, the moon fell into the sea, and for this reason the water rose very high and covered everything; but people and animals rushed onto Gable Island, which detached itself from the ocean bed and began to float like a great boat, until the time when the moon returned into the sky and the island took root once more on the seabed. The relationship with myth is always important: It’s a way of contemplating that helps to open our minds to the mystery of reality. And this is why different people, separated by thousands of years in geography and history, sometimes share myths that bear resemblances; the true myth raises deep questions and digs into human experience to reach the essence and the truth.
What a distressing spectacle it is to see the present-day destruction of woods and great forests, of territories that the Native populations have managed to respect and preserve for hundreds and thousands of years. Those lands and those people are now afflicted by the vertiginous destruction born of a mistaken idea of progress. The rivers in which they played as children and which provided food for their grandparents and their parents are dirty, polluted, dead. And the original populations have perhaps never been so threatened in their territories as they are now. On my apostolic travels to Temuco, among the Mapuche people, and to Puerto Maldonado, among the people of Amazonia, or in Chapas, to the Conference of Aparecida, I breathed the air of wisdom, of knowledge, and felt also the deep wounds of those men and women who know how to live in harmony with nature, who respect it as a source of nourishment, a mutual home, and altar of human sharing. And yet, too many times, those people have remained systematically and structurally unrecognized and excluded by society. Many have considered their values, their cultures, and their traditions to be inferior. Many others, bewitched by the craving for power and money, have stripped their lands, have plundered them, have polluted them, have violated them. In the words of the Chilean singer-songwriter and poet Violeta Parra: “Arauco tiene una pena que no la puedo callar, son injusticias de siglos que todos ven aplicar.” Arauco—the region of the Mapuche, the People of the Earth—has a pain I cannot remain silent about, centuries of injustice that everyone sees being committed. Those pains, those griefs, those injustices, are something for which humanity must beg forgiveness.

—
TO confuse unity with uniformity is a diabolical temptation. Unity does not mean forced integration nor harmonized marginalization. Rather, it is a reconciled diversity. The unity of one who listens and respects is the only weapon we have against “deforestation,” and in the first place the cutting down of hope and of conscience. The truth—a dramatic and urgent truth—is that today we have an enormous need for that wisdom, that knowledge, and even for the painful treasure of those wounds. For this reason, I quietly said to the young members of the original peoples: Don’t give in to what is going on. Don’t abandon your life and your dreams. Train yourselves, educate yourselves, but please don’t abandon the legacy of your grandparents or your ancestors. Because the world has terrible need of you, and we need you just as you are. Become our teachers: The environmental crisis that we are experiencing, one of the greatest in history, and its human and social roots, affects us all and calls upon us to act. We can no longer turn a blind eye.
Some time ago a young Jesuit who belongs to the Maya culture asked me a question about cultural assimilation. He asked me what I thought about a training that obscures identity, that covers it, and about those people, including those who are religious, who no longer feel in tune with the population from which they originate. I remembered once again my nona Rosa, who told me the story of a country boy who had gone away to university and had not returned for many long years, so that he had forgotten even the names and everyday objects of his place of origin. That amusing story, which always made me laugh, was a lesson to those who forget their own culture, who forget the roots from which they come—from a farming family like ours, for example—and will sooner or later receive a shock that will make them remember, just like that forgetful young man after he’d been struck when he carelessly stepped on the tines of a rake. It is terrible when the consecration to God is regarded as a way of rising in society. I said to that young Jesuit: Please don’t starch up your soul! Be Maya to the end. Jesuit and Maya to the end. Cultural assimilation doesn’t mean forgetting your own cultural origin: On the contrary, it means allowing it to grow.
We must culturally assimilate ourselves to the end.

—
IN Tierra del Fuego there was much to be done and Father Enrique, who spent his whole life serving others, would build with his heart and with his hands even the church belltower and clock. Wherever he was, he was a true workman of the Kingdom of God, with his long black cassock and his camera slung permanently over his shoulder.
For the whole of the Bergoglio family—and to some extent also for my nephews and nieces who never knew him but have encountered him through the stories of their parents, uncles, and aunts—he would be a constant point of reference, wise and discreet, in many happy or difficult, though always crucial, pages of our life. We owe much to him, and above all for the fact of managing to sow and nurture the foundations of Christian life in our family. He gave us that joy of gratitude, which, as the years go by, I come to savor more every day.
THANK you is a phrase that is fundamental to life, starting with family life. Together with please and sorry, it’s a key that opens the way to a well-lived life, to a life of peace. We ought to imagine those words as if they were signs on the front doors of our homes and our lives. They may seem easy to say but we know they really aren’t so simple to put into practice. Yet they contain a great power: a power that preserves the home, even during trials and difficulties; whereas their absence slowly broadens the cracks that weaken that house and can even make it collapse.
There are times when it seems our society wants to behave as a culture of bad manners and bad speech, almost as if this were a mark of emancipation. We sense it not only in our personal lives but also in public discourse. Kindness, care, expressions of gratitude, are often seen as signs of weakness, they arouse suspicion, sometimes even hostility. But this tendency needs to be resisted, everywhere, beginning with the original nucleus of society, the bosom of the family. We must be uncompromising in the teaching of gratitude, of thankfulness: Human dignity and social justice both stem from here. If family life ignores this approach, we ourselves ignore it, and social and public life will lose it too. Gratitude is at the very heart of faith, especially for a believer: A Christian who cannot say thank you is simply someone who has forgotten the language of God.
To say please, then, is an act of consideration, the request to enter with kindness into the life of others, a mark of respect toward them as individuals. I noticed this behavior many times in Father Enrique. There’s a beautiful expression in The Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assisi: “Know that courtesy is one of the attributes of God…and courtesy is the sister of charity, which extinguishes hatred and conserves love.” If the world in which we live is violent and arrogant, this means that much more courtesy is needed: starting with the family, starting with ourselves.
This, quite simply, was also the meaning of my buonasera (good evening) to each of my brothers and sisters when I appeared for the first time on the balcony of Saint Peter’s, on March 13, 2013, as the bishop of Rome, a bishop that my brother cardinals had gone to fetch from almost the end of the earth. I gave that greeting because that small word that we hardly notice is a declaration of our care, our attention, and, in the end, our love for the other. It expresses a hope of salvation, and therefore reminds each of us of the priorities of life, demonstrating our joy at meeting, our happiness that the other exists. All of this is contained in every simple expression of greeting. It’s a commitment, not an empty formula. We are here on this earth as brothers and sisters, and we all need salvation. And this was why, immediately after, I asked us all to pray together, the bishop with the community, and the community with its bishop, to begin along that fraternal path.
In the same way, without the word sorry, the air becomes hard to breathe. So many hurt feelings, so much heartache begins when people forget to use this word that is so needful and precious. In the prayer that Jesus taught us, the Lord’s Prayer, which summarizes all the essential demands for our life, we find the expression: “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” To recognize that we have failed and are anxious to return what has been taken away—respect, sincerity, love—makes us worthy of forgiveness.
And in this way the disease is stopped.
If we do not forgive, we will not be forgiven; unless we strive to love, we will not be loved. “As we forgive those who trespass against us.” It is Jesus who brings the power of forgiveness into human relationships. Not everything in life is resolved through justice. For a story of grace to begin again, someone needs to give more love than is owed, especially where evil needs to be kept at bay. We well know that evil has its ways of revenge: If it is not stopped it is in danger of spreading, of suffocating the whole world.

—
I
feel deep affection and a great debt toward Father Pozzoli. So many beautiful memories. And two painful episodes that I wish I could relive so that I might behave differently. One concerns the death of my father, on September 24, 1961, when I was not yet twenty-five. Father Enrique comes into the chapel of rest, wants to take a photo of Papá with his five children…But I feel embarrassed, and with the self-importance typical of young people I manage to make sure it doesn’t happen. I think he noted my attitude, even if he said nothing…The second occurred only twenty days later, when he himself was about to die. A few days before, I went to see him at the Italian Hospital. He was asleep. I don’t let them wake him. I leave the room and remain talking to a priest who was there. Soon after, another priest comes out and says that Father Pozzoli has woken; they have told him about my visit, and he asks if I’m still there. But I tell them to say I’ve already gone. I don’t know what happened to me, whether it was shyness, ineptitude, or grief—grief for the death of my father on top of this new prospect of grief, or something else. But one thing is certain: I have often felt a deep pain and suffering for this lie of mine. How I wish I could “replay” that scene…

—
AND yet that man, even today, is a point of reference in my daily life, and I never fail to remember him, also in my prayers.

—
APART from my devotion to my nona Rosa, another great gift that Father Pozzoli left me, and for which I feel a deep sense of gratitude, is my devotion to Mary. Many times, in his church in the barrio of Almagro, I stopped to pray in front of the icon of Mary the Help of Christians, which was blessed by Don Bosco himself and brought from Turin to Buenos Aires. Carlos Gardel, the great singer celebrated in the history of tango, sang in the choir here as a child, and this was also the parish church of the blessed Mapuche Zeffirino Namuncurá, the Native saint from Patagonia.
I have experienced Mary’s maternal gaze for myself, and how it can bring light to darkness and rekindle hope. It is a gaze that can infuse trust and convey tenderness—another word that many people today would prefer to remove from the dictionary, and which instead is powerful and revolutionary. That gaze helps us to root ourselves in history and in the Church, to take real care of ourselves and of each other. A world that looks toward the future without a motherly gaze is quite simply shortsighted: It may still be able to make profits, but those profits won’t be for everyone, indeed, they’ll be for few, because that world will no longer know how to see their sons and daughters in others. We will dwell in the same house, but not as brothers and sisters. Maybe we will have a today, often angry and poisonous, but not a tomorrow. We will think of ourselves as free, and we will be slaves.
One day, after more than twenty years had passed since my childhood, I met a couple of catechists, both university professors, at a conference in Belgium. They had a lovely family and spoke very well about Jesus Christ. So at a certain point I asked: And your devotion to Our Lady? “Oh, we’ve got over that stage. We know Jesus so much that we don’t need Our Lady.” And what came to my mind, and I felt in my heart, was: “But…poor orphans!” My grandmother and Father Enrique taught me with their testimony that Our Lady was in no way secondary. It is not spiritual etiquette but a requirement of Christian life. Because the human family is founded on that very gaze: It is founded on mothers.

—
SHORTLY after my birth, my parents moved first to a small apartment at number 542 and then, a year later and permanently, to 531 calle Membrillar, right behind the home and store of my grandparents, still in the Flores district. It was a vibrant neighborhood, which took its name from the Basilica of José de Flores, dedicated to Saint Joseph, another of the great devotions of Father Enrique. All around, liberty-style buildings, redbrick houses, and a small square, Plazoleta Herminia Brumana, where the children played soccer. That intimate family atmosphere reminded my grandparents and Papá of towns in Piedmont. To some extent, we became one single extended family, and my grandmother, to help my mother while her duties and the number of her children gradually grew, often looked after me, became the central point of my childhood and one of the cornerstones of my existence.



5.
The More, the Merrier











I LIKE PUNCTUALITY, it’s a virtue I have learned to appreciate. And I consider it my duty, a sign of good manners and respect, to arrive promptly. But this was my first time, and I was already late. I was a week overdue, and I still hadn’t made up my mind. I also liked being with Mamá. La partera, the midwife, Señora Palanconi, was fortunately an experienced and capable woman who had indeed celebrated five thousand births. When she realized they shouldn’t wait any longer, she called for the doctor who came immediately. When he arrived, Mamá was in the bedroom, lying on the bed. Dr. Scanavino examined her, reassured her…then, and this was one of the great stories often told during our family reunions, he began to sit on her stomach, and to press, and “to jump about,” to induce the birth. And so it was that I came into the world, on the day of Saint Lazarus of Bethany, the friend Jesus raised from the dead. When I “popped out” I weighed almost five kilos, and Mamá around forty-four kilos: In short, it was a great effort…




        
Me at a few months, and a year old.       
Maria Luisa Palanconi would accompany all my siblings into life, and later even one of my sister’s sons.











                      
With Mamá and my brother Oscar in 1938.                     
I don’t remember the birth of the second child, my brother Oscar Adrián, named after a maternal uncle, as at the time, on January 30, 1938, I was little more than a year old. But I recall the birth of my sister Marta Regina, on August 24, 1940, and especially that of the fourth child: an intimate family scene that I see before me as if it were happening at this very moment. All three of us have influenza, Oscar and I in our room, my little sister in hers. Dr. Rey Sumai arrives and examines us, then walks confidently down the corridor toward the library containing all my father’s books, where Mamá has been moved. He goes in and puts a hand on her stomach. “Oh, not long!” he exclaims. Señora Palanconi arrives a few hours later with her large bag. Papá and my uncle are in the kitchen. The library door is shut in our faces, Mamá and the midwife inside, and we children gathered by the door with our ears pressed against it, listening, to catch the moment when our new little brother would arrive, the first cry of his life. The grown-ups used to tell us about the stork that always had to arrive from Paris—who knows why, maybe because all the newest and most up-to-date things seemed to come from there since the time of the Exposition Universelle of the previous century. But Oscar and I had already worked out how things stood. We knew how babies were born. And on that evening, July 16, 1942, Alberto Horacio arrived. The team was almost complete.

—
AN ordinary, dignified family. That lesson of dignity was always present in our parents’ words and actions.

—
FROM the second year of my life, until the age of twenty-one, I lived at 531 calle Membrillar. A house on a single floor with three bedrooms, one for my parents, two that I shared with my brothers and sisters, a bathroom, a kitchen and living area, a more formal dining room, a terrace. That house and that road were my roots in Buenos Aires and the whole of Argentina. A simple house in a simple neighborhood, all low buildings, where you sensed an air of peace and tranquility, a feeling of trust in others and in the future. If my mother had to return home a little later and was worried that we children would already be back from school, she left the keys with the local policeman, right on the corner; but the truth is, as the saying goes, you could sleep with the door open. A middle-class barrio in the heart of a city in continual transformation, and in one of the largest countries in the world. The 1869 national census had counted a population of still well under two million inhabitants, but when I was born, in 1936, it had already become twelve million, a figure that was growing exponentially, and the capital was now one of the largest metropolises on the planet. Those numbers were destined to rise more than threefold. A young country on a remote and boundless plain, created from one of the most out-of-the-way and suburban colonies of the vast Spanish empire, though without the glittering allure of precious metals. A country whose complex, tragic, and wondrous history is condensed into little more than two centuries and a handful of generations. My homeland, for which I continue to feel just the same great, profound love. The people for whom I pray every day, who formed me, who trained and then offered me to others. My people.
It was from those four walls that my childhood world began to extend. Fifty yards away was the home of my paternal grandparents, and nearby the dyeworks where my father went back to working as a bookkeeper. A little farther, toward Boedo, the home of my maternal grandparents. Then, by walking along calle Francisco Bilbao as far as the park, the nursery school of the Colegio Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia, where I went at the age of four. And just around the corner, the dirt square where I used to go after school with my brother Oscar and my friends to play soccer, with sleeves rolled up, and often with grazed knees. The ball was almost always a pelota de trapo, made of rags, a small wonder of recycled craftsmanship, since there was no plastic and leather balls were too expensive for children like us from Plazoleta Brumana.

—
WE were a fine company, a small group of kids. But kids in flesh and bone, certainly no angels. Adults in the barrio generally also played a kind of parental role by keeping an eye on us, giving us guidance, and sometimes getting us out of trouble. The small square, the street, the district, were our playground, a place in which we learned to get along with each other, to understand each other, to fight and face up to each other, to discover our limits. One of my closest friends, Nenè, would die at the age of twenty in a car accident. Sometimes everyone would start arguing, fighting; we’d usually make peace ten minutes later.
But I certainly remember scenes that I’m not exactly proud of. In the corner of the square was the home of a señora who had married a bank executive. The man had died, and after the period of mourning—which at that time was carried out in the traditional manner, with dark clothing, veils over the face, and dark hats—we realized that the widow was surreptitiously inviting one of the barrio policemen into her home. We children—I would have been ten—would creep up to her bedroom window and start shouting, calling, banging on the window…in short, making a nuisance of ourselves. I’m rather embarrassed to remember it, and it also makes me smile, but that’s what happened.












                      
I adore Carnival. With Papá and Oscar in 1940.                     
During Carnival time, between the ages of seven and nine, we would join the procession through the streets of the barrio, all dressed up, and would sing mischievous schoolboy songs, some entirely unrepeatable, that we had learned from a Lebanese who lived in the area, and which I still perfectly remember. One time dressed as a Tyrolese mountain boy, with hat, feather, and all the rest. Another time—I’d have been eleven and Oscar nine—I dressed as the groom and my brother as the bride. As we were parading, one little boy had the unfortunate idea of slapping Oscar on his backside, causing Oscar to turn round, quick as lightning, lift his dress, and chase after him like a madman to swipe him across the face. It still makes me smile.
In our district we did the murga, a loud and colorful parade that embodies the popular philosophy of “si somos muchos, mucho mejor!”—the more, the merrier. We danced to the rhythm of percussion instruments, the bombo, the side drum, cymbals, and sang songs in return for a small coin, and rounded it all off by throwing generous bucketfuls of water for much of the afternoon. Then, in the evening, there was a great procession with large floats and masks along Avenida Rivadavia and Avenida de Mayo. We adored Carnival, it was a great celebration. A sign of inclusion. A healthy, clean, free madness. It was hardly surprising that in 1976 the dictatorship went as far as officially banning these celebrations…
And then there was the day when we children all went to see a Charlie Chaplin film in which Charlie used his umbrella as a parachute. Back home, we had the not very clever idea of repeating the scene. We climbed up to the terrace. “Who’s going first?” “Me,” my youngest brother, Alberto, said firmly. He opened the umbrella and launched himself off with no hesitation. The landing from the first floor was by no means as soft as the one onscreen: We seemed to hear those onomatopoeic comic-strip sounds, those noises of bang! and crash, but Alberto picked himself straight up with a few knocks and a few grazes. Papá and Mamá gave us a few more when they returned home. We complained a little but, in truth, we didn’t feel the punishment to be so unfair.

—
FLORES stood in the southern part of the capital, the thriving product of the population explosion in an area that originally served the city with agriculture and livestock and became part of Buenos Aires only at the end of the nineteenth century. It was a kaleidoscope of ethnicities, religions, and professions that had emerged in society through the creation of places of worship, schools, hospitals, sports associations, newspapers. It was a small and colorful world, which opened onto other worlds.
I used to go shopping in the street market with Nona and Mamá, and of all the stalls there, the one that most fascinated me was that of the butcher, with his white apron knotted behind his back and a sharp knife in the large pocket over his stomach, like that of a kangaroo, into which he slipped the money. It was a spectacle to see him chopping the meat into pieces, with fast and accurate cuts, and he also seemed to be earning good money. If anyone asked me at that time what I wanted to be when I grew up, I’d say: “A butcher!” As we grow up, vocations become clearer.

—
IT was a peaceful childhood. Everything seemed to happen very naturally: play, school, study, as well as religious education. The teachings of faith were also learned with the same natural simplicity. It was like a language: We learned to speak, and we learned to believe. This is why I like to say that the transmission of faith should be done in one’s own language or dialect, not with scholarly or bookish artificiality, but in the way that people communicate in everyday family life. It is often said: “Speak like you eat,” and you could just as well say, “Pray like you eat.” On Sundays we all went to ten o’clock Mass at the Colegio Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia, where my sister Marta would go to school, and the rest would follow. I remember the Good Friday procession, in the evening, with candles. We stood with Nona by the tram stop, where the tracks crossed, and waited for the prone figure of the Dead Christ to pass. Nona made us kneel, and would say: “Look, children. He’s dead…but tomorrow he will rise again!” And on the Saturday, which then was the day of the Resurrection Mass, as soon as the bells were rung, everyone washed their eyes, to see the world in another way, to see it anew. My own relationship with popular devotion stems from this deep root, from these cherished memories.

—
NONA Rosa was perhaps the most devout figure, but my parents both contributed toward training us in faith when we were children.

—
EVERY Sunday had its own sacred family observance. Once back home, lunches were long and noisy private ceremonies that lasted until late in the afternoon. Sometimes at home. Other times at our grandparents’, when there could be as many as thirty of us. Wonderful endless lunches, with five or six courses. And then desserts.
We were not pampered in any way, quite the opposite: Papá had a good salary, but there were many mouths to feed, and at home, certainly nothing was ever thrown away. A ripped shirt of my father’s or threadbare trousers were repaired, cut, restitched, and turned into clothing for one of us brothers. In other words, we were respectably poor. But in the kitchen, we were faithful to Italian traditions.
Tanos is what they call us in Argentina. Many of the first Italian emigrants on La Plata were from Genoa, so that Xeneixes became the name used to indicate almost all of them. Many of those in the north had the surname Battista so that Bachicha became a common nickname for Italians. And when the great emigration finally started from the southern Italian regions of Calabria, Sicily, Puglia, and Campania, and new arrivals were asked where they came from and replied: “Soy Napulitano,” this became Tanos, the collective noun used to refer to all of us. All of us pasta eaters.
At home we had fresh pasta, cappelletti—I remember one day seeing hundreds of them being made, rolled with the little finger. My mother told me she couldn’t even fry an egg before she married my father. But then, with help from my grandmothers, she became an outstanding cook.

—
THE barrio was a complex, multiethnic, and multicultural microcosm.
Our family was always on excellent terms with the Jews, who in Flores were called “the Russians” because many came from the area of Odessa where a vast Jewish community lived, large numbers of whom would be massacred by Romanian and Nazi occupying forces during World War II. Many customers of the factory where my father worked were Jewish, employed in the textile industry, and many were our friends.
Likewise, we had various Muslim friends, even among boys in my group, who for us were “the Turks,” since they generally arrived with a passport from the old Ottoman Empire. They were Syrian and Lebanese, and then also Iraqi and Palestinian. Indeed, the first Arab language periodical in Buenos Aires dates to the dawn of the twentieth century.
Throughout my papacy I have always given great consideration to my relations with the Muslim world, which goes back to those friendships I had as a child: I believe there is much that can and must be done together. During my apostolic journey to Jakarta, in September 2024, before the “Tunnel of Friendship” that connects the Cathedral of Saint Mary of the Assumption to the Istiqlal Mosque, the biggest in southeast Asia and one of the largest in the world, I was also able to sign a joint declaration with the grand imam Nasaruddin Umar on shared principles and values: We must search deeply in order to find what truly unites us, beyond the differences, and we must foster our links, guarding against rigidity, fundamentalism, extremism, and the exploitation of religion. It is our responsibility: With so many signs of threat, we must oppose these dark times of dehumanization, of abuse of the created world, with the sign of fraternity. In the Arab Emirates, in 2019, I had just finished celebrating Mass, in a packed stadium, the first in the region to be celebrated by a pope, and I was traveling by car to the airport for my return flight to the Vatican when the driver pointed to a mosque: “Look who it is named after,” he said. I read the sign: “Mary, Mother of Jesus.” And at the time of the Jubilee in 2016, an African bishop told me that as soon as he opened his cathedral in the morning, everyone came in: Christians to pray or confess, and Muslims toward the altar of Our Lady. Devotion to Mary is a bridge that unites us, and that bridge of dialogue is the style of life that we are called to protect and promote, in the frenetic melting pot of Indonesia as much as a street in Flores at the end of the 1940s.

—
IS the Turk there? Is the Russian coming too? In our barrio, which was greener in my day, difference was the norm, and we respected each other.
A woman we were very fond of, a widow with two children, a boy and a girl, worked as a servant in a house in which they all lived together, and twice a week she came to us to help my mother with the laundry and ironing. Concepción (Concetta) Maria Minuto was a woman as energetic and shrewd as the hunger she had suffered. She and her two children had emigrated with little or nothing from Sicily to Argentina after her husband had died in the war, and she had managed with extraordinary determination to support her family. It was a generation of extremely powerful women: In order to give birth to the boy, in Sicily, at the height of the war, Concetta, at the first signs of labor, had walked alone along the railroad tracks until she reached the hospital. In her mixture of Castilian and Italian, that simple and strong woman had taught us so many things. She told us about bedda Sicilia (beautiful Sicily), about the cultivation of the fields. But above all she told us about the war, about its horrors, its hardships, its grief.
It would be the cry of another woman in the barrio, Mari, who had a daughter of the same name whom we called Mari Chica so as to distinguish the two of them, who pierced the air one April day to tell everyone, my mother first of all, that the nightmare was over: “It’s finished! Regina, it’s finished!” The radio had just broadcast the news that Italy had been liberated.

—
WE were very attached to Concetta, but when my family moved, after I had entered the seminary, I lost sight of her.
Twenty years went past, and when I was rector of the Colegio Máximo de San Miguel at Córdoba, she and her daughter heard about it and came looking for me. But I was very busy that day, and with a thoughtlessness for which I would not forgive myself for a long while, I sent word that I wasn’t there.
I wept when I realized what I had done.
I prayed that I would find her again, that I could heal that injustice, an injustice I now realized that I had committed toward those poor people.
For years.
Until the time when I was now a cardinal, and a priest came to visit me, and as soon as he arrived at the archdiocese headquarters, he said: “You know, the taxi driver who brought me here told me his mother had worked at your parents’ house, in Membrillar. He even left his telephone number!” I called Concetta immediately, and for the next ten years we never lost touch. A few days before she died, she pulled a small medal of the Sacred Heart from her pocket and gave it to me: “I want you to have it.” Each evening, I take it from my neck and kiss it, and when I put it back under my cassock the next day, I see the image of that woman. She died peacefully, at ninety-two, with a smile on her lips and the dignity of someone who has worked.

—
THE district, like the street market, was a concentration of sundry humanity. Hardworking, suffering, devout, joyous.
There were four “old maids,” the signorine Alonso, pious women of Spanish origin who had immigrated to La Plata. They were talented embroiderers with superb skills. A stitch and a prayer, a prayer and a stitch. Mamá sent my sister to them so that she could learn, but Marta was bored to death, and complained: “Mamá, those women never talk, they never say a word, they do nothing but pray!” They were very good women, and every now and then we children would play tricks on them. On the day of my ordination as a priest, Carmen, Fina, Maria Ester, and Maria Elena Alonso gave me a card that I still have today. I look at it, and each morning I am now the one who prays for them.
A little farther on, there was a family who had a beautiful daughter. One day the girl married, and I heard it said that she didn’t want to have children “so as not to ruin her figure.” Although I was still a young boy with only a vague idea of what this meant, I found the news heart-wrenching.
And then, almost at the corner of our street, there was a peluquería, with an adjoining apartment; the hairdresser was called Margot, and she had a sister who was a prostitute. She combined her business with that of shampoo, cut, and set. They were very good people, and my mother sometimes went there to have her hair done. One day Margot had a child. I couldn’t work out who the father was, and this surprised and intrigued me, but the barrio didn’t seem to be too worried.
In the same building, in another apartment, lived a man married to a woman who had been a vaudeville dancer, and she too was a known prostitute: Still young, she died of consumption, ravaged by that life. I recall the sad haste of her funeral: The husband seemed sullen and distant, withdrawn into himself, worried only about not catching the disease, and about the new woman who had replaced the dead one. The woman’s mother, Berta, who was French, had been a dancer too, and it was said she had performed in the nightclubs of Paris. She now worked as a maid in other people’s homes, for hours and hours, but had a remarkable bearing and dignity.
Since my childhood, I have also known the darker and more difficult side of existence, the one and the other together, in the same block. The prison world too: The brushes we used for our clothes were bought from prisoners at the local jail, and this is how I learned for the first time that such a thing existed.

—
THERE were two other girls in the neighborhood, sisters too, who worked as prostitutes. But these were high-class: They made their appointments by telephone, arranged to be collected by automobile. They were called “la Ciche” and “la Porota,” and the whole barrio knew them.
Years went by, and one day, when I was now auxiliary bishop of Buenos Aires, the telephone rang in the bishop’s palace: It was la Porota who was looking for me.
I had completely lost sight of her; I hadn’t seen her since she was a young girl. “Hey, don’t you remember me? I heard they’ve made you a bishop, I want to see you!” She was a river in full flow. Come, I replied, and I received her at the bishop’s palace. I was still at Flores; it must have been 1993. “You know,” she said, “I’ve whored around everywhere, in the United States too. I made money, then fell in love with an older man, he was my lover, and when he died, my life changed. I have a pension now. I go and bathe the old men and women at old people’s homes, those who have no one to look after them. I don’t go much to Mass, and I’ve done everything with my body, but now I want to take care of the bodies that nobody cares about.” A modern-day Magdalene. She told me that the life of her sister, la Ciche, had also changed, and she spent her time praying in church: “She’s become a chupacirios, a holier-than-thou! You tell her too that she must shift her ass and do something for others!” Her language was picturesque and imaginative, with four swear words out of every five. And she was ill.
Sometime later, when I was cardinal of Buenos Aires, la Porota called again to say she wanted to have a celebration with her friends and asked me if I would go to say Mass for them, in the parish church of Sant’Ignazio. I said yes, of course, wondering who those friends could be. “But come earlier, since many of them want to confess,” she added.
During that period, I would often meet Father Pepe, Don José di Paola, a young priest I had known since the beginning of my time as bishop. Since 1997, he had been parish priest at the Virgen de Caacupé in villa 21. He’s a man of God, one of those priests who have always worked in the villas miserias, in the shantytowns that are strewn around Buenos Aires: There are about thirty of them in the capital alone, and around a thousand in the whole province. The villas are a mass of humanity, swarming with hundreds of thousands of people. Most of the families there come from Paraguay, from Bolivia, from Peru, and from inland Argentina. They have never seen the state, and when the state is absent for forty years, when it provides no housing, no lighting, no gas or transport, it’s not so hard for a parallel organization to be created in its place. Enormous quantities of drugs began to circulate over time, and drugs bring violence and break up families. Paco, “coca paste,” the leftovers from cocaine production for the rich markets, is the poor man’s drug: a scourge that deepens despair. There, on those fringes that must increasingly become the new center for the Church, a group of laypeople and priests such as Father Pepe live and bear witness to the Gospel every day, among the outcasts of an economy that kills. Those who say that religion is the opium of the people—a reassuring story to drive them away—would do well first to look around the villas: They would see how, thanks to faith and to pastoral and civil dedication, these shantytowns have made incredible progress despite enormous difficulties. They would also experience a great cultural enrichment. They would discover for themselves how any service, like faith itself, is always an encounter, and how we above all are the ones who can learn much from the poor. When someone says that I’m a papa villero, I pray only that I might always be worthy of it.




        
With Father Pepe in        villa 31 shantytown in Buenos Aires.
Meeting Father Pepe always lifts my soul and my spiritual life. Over time, our friendship has grown. That year—I think it was 2001 and Pepe had been a cura villero for some time—he was going through a complex and difficult period of crisis in his own priestly vocation, which he himself would then explain. He spoke frankly to his superiors, asked to be released from his priestly duties, and went to work in a shoe factory. When he explained this to me, I told him simply: Come and see me whenever you want. And he took to doing so. On several occasions, when he came out of work, he would walk a couple of hours and come to the cathedral. I waited for him, opened the door for him, listened to him, and we talked. But always freely. Meeting after meeting, month after month, the time passed, until one evening he came and said: “Father, here I am…I’d like to celebrate Mass.” We embraced. “Do you want us to celebrate together on July 20, the day of the Fiesta del Amigo?” I asked. He was happy. “Then let’s do it at Sant’Ignazio,” I said. “I’m going to say Mass there because a señora from Flores has asked me to.”
So we went together. We walked from the archdiocese headquarters along calle Bolívar and arrived at the church: They were all ex-prostitutes and prostitutes belonging to the “union.” And all of them wanted to confess. It was a magnificent celebration. La Porota was happy too, almost in tears.
She would call me one last time, some while later, when she was in the hospital. “I’ve asked you to come so you can bring me the unction for the sick, and communion, because I’m not going to make it this time, you know.” All this between swearing at a doctor and shrieking at another patient; she had lost none of her vigor, not even in her final hours. “Genio y figura hasta la sepultura,” we say in Argentina—the same manner and demeanor, all the way to the grave.
But she went well, like the tax collectors and prostitutes who enter the Kingdom of God before us (Matthew 21:31). And I was very fond of her. Even now, I don’t forget to pray for her on the day of her death.



6.
Like a Stretched Cord











MY MATERNAL GRANDPARENTS lived at Almagro in a large house, at 556 calle Quintino Bocayuva. If I try to imagine walking there, I can still picture it: You entered a lobby, then a small corridor, then a door and another door, which opened onto a patio, and from there a living room, the large dining room, the kitchen, the bathroom, and two bedrooms that seemed enormous to me. And then other buildings and the garden, full of flowers, on one side of which was a chicken shed, and on the other the workshop where my grandfather, Señor Francisco Sivori, worked as a carpenter and cabinetmaker like his brother. Fine furniture, inlaid, veneered, made and finished with skill and meticulous patience.
My grandfather had a friend who was an itinerant seller of aniline wood dyes and came to his workshop every week. They sat in the courtyard talking for a long while taking swigs of tea mixed with wine. For me he was just an amiable gentleman, dressed in dark clothes with a long white beard, who had an elegant manner and didn’t seem very well off. I was surprised when the grown-ups told me that this man, who was introduced simply as Don Elpidio, had indeed been a vice president of Argentina and then minister of the interior with Hipólito Yrigoyen, in the Unión Cívica Radical government that would be overthrown in 1930 by the first of a long series of military coups. His name was Elpidio González. He spent two years in prison and on his release, penniless, he refused any pension or allowance. He slept in a cheap hotel in 9 calle de Julio, which would later be demolished when it was decided to transform that street into a wide avenue. Most of the occupants would be transferred to the Hotel de Inmigrantes, which seemed an even worse rattrap. On the day of the eviction, Don Elpidio collected his few belongings, slipped them into a battered suitcase, left, and began his customary round as a sales representative. It was said that an emissary of the new president, probably concerned about the political embarrassment this situation might cause, had turned up at the hotel a little earlier with a bag bulging with banknotes for Señor Elpidio, so many that he could have purchased whatever house he wished in Buenos Aires. But he firmly refused, informing his interlocutor that if they ever tried it again, he would report such conduct as an attempt to silence him. Likewise, when the National Congress passed a law that allowed everyone who had held executive posts to benefit from a substantial pension, he refused it. He died in poverty, one October morning in 1951, three years before his friend Francisco. My grandfather often used the story of Don Elpidio to teach us children about the duty of honesty in politics.
Like González, my grandfather was a radical too, and a man of strong political passion. He was among the first to be called up for military service in Argentina at the end of nineteenth century: They sent him to Cura Malal, in the Pampas. And right until his death, on July 26, 1954, I remember him always thin, neat, and elegant. I don’t think I ever saw him leave the house without a tie, waistcoat, walking stick, often also wearing polainas, the spats they used to wear up to their calves at that time. He had been born in Buenos Aires eighty years earlier, on March 12, 1874, to parents from the Italian town of Cogorno, in Liguria, the eldest of three children. His wife, Doña Maria Gogna, my grandmother, was a first-generation immigrant, her father a shoemaker, her mother a farm worker.
She came into the world on June 3, 1887, in that part of Piedmont that already has the scent of Liguria, at the point where the two regions are joined and separated by the verdant mountain frontier of the Apennines, at number 1, Teo, a hamlet in the municipal district of Cabella Ligure, where hardly a dozen people live today. She was a young child when she arrived in Buenos Aires. She married my grandfather on April 4, 1907, in the parish church of San Carlos Borromeo, when she was nineteen and he was thirty-three. But the wedding day was tragically marred by the death of the young bride’s mother, my great-grandmother. So the name of her mother, Regina, was etched ever more firmly upon her heart, and there was no question that the first daughter to be born would be named after her.
Before she married, Nona Maria had worked as a servant with a Parisian family in Buenos Aires, and as well as knowing how to do practically everything in the house, she spoke the language well, and later taught us French songs that I used to hear her sing quietly to herself every now and then. She was a stout woman, quiet and energetic, a great worker, who had managed to educate herself since her position as housekeeper with that French family had enabled her to read a great deal. And she gave the orders: All the women in my family for that matter had a forthright manner; they were strong women, and each different in their own way. She squabbled continually with her husband, but Nono didn’t take too much notice: He kept his head down and carried on working.







                      
At the center, my maternal grandparents, Francisco and Maria.                     
Five children were born from the marriage, three boys and two girls, the same number as would be born into our own family. My mother was the third child, the first girl. She was born on November 28, 1911, and baptized on April 27 two years later, once again at San Carlos. And she continued to live in the large house in calle Bocayuva until she married Papá.
On the death of Nono Francisco, however, when I was seventeen, that branch of the family broke and they split apart. Quarrels, a sad and bitter climate of destruction and sorrow. Nona went to live with my aunt Catalina, my mother’s youngest sister, and would die many years later still harboring that grief over a divided family.

—
MY mother, Regina Maria Sivori, was plain and sincere like her mother. She was a practical woman who had always sought to advance the family, socially as well. Through culture and education above all: She made us all learn the piano, and Alberto the violin, since he hated the piano. A woman whose ambitions sometimes suffered for the financial restraints that our life inevitably brought. We children were happy all the same, and never felt the lack of anything. There was no refrigerator in the homes of our grandparents, on my mother’s or my father’s side—a block of ice in the wood and sheet-metal cupboard met their needs—and we would never have an automobile. Yet I remember the confusion on the streets of Buenos Aires one Sunday in 1942, when cars passed from driving on the left, as in Great Britain, to the right, as in Europe and especially the United States. The first vehicles seemed to glower, almost to sniff one another, and faced that change with confusion and circumspection, as one might approach a wager of uncertain outcome.
Despite the difficulties, Mamá managed as best she could and made her contribution in various ways. Although a television would not arrive until many years later, and there was no record player in the house at that time, we nevertheless had a radio that gave us an opportunity for education, and to be together. Every Saturday, at two in the afternoon, Radio del Estado would broadcast an opera. Mamá then gathered us older children together and recounted the stories, explained the characters, the voices, down to the smallest details. “Here is Desdemona, preparing for the night, gripped by a sad foreboding. Now, from a secret door, Othello enters, approaches, kisses her but…Listen, children: Now he kills her!” This made us jump. “And here instead is the young warrior Radames who returns victorious; now, hear: The triumphal march begins!” You could see those Egyptian warriors—it seemed they were about to parade before us at any moment, with their finery, flags, and everything else. We were spellbound.
So much so that as children we started going to the opera by ourselves: I’d have been sixteen and my sister Marta about ten. We went up into the gallinero, the upper gallery, and from there, for a peso or two, we saw almost everything, the greatest. And I was there, amid an authentic mass of humanity, at Tito Schipa’s great concert at the open-air arena in Buenos Aires, one of the last appearances by one of the greatest light tenors in the history of opera. A rapt audience of half a million, listening to La traviata and L’elisir d’amore.
And then there was popular music. I remember the year when Carlo Buti, one of the great Italian bel canto singers of the first half of the twentieth century, came to Argentina. More than two hundred thousand people gathered in 1946 to hear him sing at the Casinò di Buenos Aires. They were songs of that period, from before and after the war, but listening to him at home was like going to Mass: It was sacred. If his appearance was announced on the radio, no one was allowed to go missing, not for any reason; and I saw Papá almost return to life at the sound of “Non ti scordar di me,” or “Regina della pampa,” or a Neapolitan song. That was how I learned “O sole mio” by memory: “che bella cosa è na jurnata ’e sole, n’aria serena doppo na tempesta…” Hearing it sung by a children’s chorus during my papal visit to Naples brought back a familiar emotion.
Popular music would always be a link between two worlds, in the coming years too, like a cord stretched from one side of the ocean to the other; and later there would be Mina’s “Parole parole” or Iva Zanicchi’s “Zingara” to be carried away by.
On the other hand, there was grief, and not just among the Piedmont community of Buenos Aires, when news broke in May 1949 of the Superga air disaster, when the plane carrying the Turin soccer team, one of the finest in the world and the mainstay of the Italian national team, crashed into the embankment wall of the basilica, and all were killed. Many years later, I made a personal visit to the basilica and felt a deep emotion as I stood below the plaque with the names of the thirty-one victims. The cord didn’t snap—that popular grief strengthened ties.

—
LIKE Mamá, we adored Beniamino Gigli and Maria Caniglia, perhaps the most popular singers of the time, and like Papá we adored Mamá. In January 2015, on my return from an apostolic visit to Sri Lanka, in an impromptu response to journalists on the relationship between the rights of freedom of religion and freedom of expression, both sacrosanct, in recalling the practice of moderation I added something like: “But if someone insults your mother, it’s normal that he can expect a thump.” Those words caused some astonishment among certain people. But I was only referring to the respect that is always owed to the deeper feelings and convictions of others. Such as faith. And such as the visceral love for a mother.


        
Me, Mamá, Marta, and Oscar in 1941.       
My father always loved her very much, he gave her flowers, bought small presents, tiny gifts. He was a generally cheerful man. He set the rules, was a figure of authority, but without being chauvinistic. A single glance at us children was generally more than enough: A look of reproach from Papá was a thunderbolt that could strike you down. You’d have preferred a slap on the cheek.

—
WE children were all fairly lively. Nevertheless, together with childish exuberance and the natural capacity to get stuck in the occasional adventurous mess, I was prone to sudden nostalgic feelings for the past, and well recall also that inner turmoil that comes with growing up. Not sadness as much as melancholy.
Melancholy has always been a companion in my life, certainly not constant, but nonetheless a part of my essence, a sentiment that has accompanied me and which I have learned to recognize. I have found myself many times in the poetry of Paul Verlaine: “Les sanglots longs des violons de l’automne blessent mon coeur…” The long sobs of violins of autumn wound my heart…
I remember one birthday, on December 17, my tenth or eleventh, when my maternal grandparents came to the house, my paternal grandparents were about to arrive, and I was on the upstairs terrace doing something, perhaps playing, but alone. My sister Marta came up: “The nonni have arrived, come!” “Yes, yes,” I replied. But I couldn’t decide whether to go. I felt that I was better alone. Being one year older was troubling me, it was a challenge: What will happen now? And it brought with it a strange melancholy of time that welled up and passed.
This melancholy has sometimes returned. From time to time it’s a place in which I find myself, a place that I have learned to recognize. And which I also find useful: to make me stop, to work out many things. The mist, the mistiness of existence, is a place of contact. If I enter there it’s important, it’s a signal that tells me I need to be careful, that something is happening, and life needs an answer from me. I’ve learned also to take the step forward. This is why I have always liked the Romantics, in music as well as literature. Hölderlin replenishes me and brings joy: “O blessed nature! I know not what happens to me when I raise my eyes before thy beauty, but all the joy of heaven is in the tears that I weep before thee, the beloved before the beloved….” Like the beautiful poem he wrote for his grandmother’s birthday, which ends with the words: “May the man fulfill the promise he made you as a boy.”



        
At my uncle Vincente’s wedding: my brother Oscar and sister Marta on the left; Alberto standing on the right, and Maria Elena below.       

—
AS soon as Maria Elena was born, once again at home in calle Membrillar, on February 17, 1948, after my mother had previously lost a son early in her pregnancy, the tribe was complete. Apart from Churrinche, a small dog of undefined and undefinable breed, whom we named in honor of another indomitable four-legged creature from the Pampas that had belonged to my maternal grandparents. We five children, our mother said, were like the fingers of her hand, each different from one another; all different and all equally hers: “Because if I prick one finger, I feel the same pain that I would feel if I pricked another.”

—
THE last delivery wasn’t an easy one, and it would leave its aftereffects: Mamá found it difficult to walk, and it took a whole year before she fully recovered. That was the year in which I learned to cook. I was almost twelve, and as the oldest, I was the one who had to help most of all: On my return from school I found her sitting in the chair with all the ingredients already prepared around her. The lesson for me and Oscar could now begin: “Put this there, then that there, fry it gently, turn the flame down under the pan, be careful, right down…” The rapid cookery course would come in useful to me as rector of the Colegio Máximo at San Miguel, in 1972, when there was no cook on Sundays, and I had to feed the students. My sister says that my stuffed calamari were particularly good, but if nothing else it certainly never killed anyone…

—
AND so, like the fingers of one hand, we children were always very close. Then, with Maria Elena, a special relationship developed. She was still young, barely adolescent, when my father died.
He was at the stadium with my brother Alberto when he was struck down by a heart attack while cheering a goal by San Lorenzo. He was given medical aid and carried home. I was with the Jesuits at San Miguel at the time: I was told and rushed back. Two days later, while he was in bed, with doctors coming and going, Papá had a second heart attack. And a third, soon after, while I was there at his bedside. It was the last. In those twenty days the situation must have appeared grim, events followed one another ominously, but there are certain things that children find it hard to admit to themselves, to accept: things like the death of a father. Even then it seemed to come unexpectedly. He was only fifty-three on that day of September 24, 1961.
It was a heavy blow for everyone, a shock for the family. That year, from being Maria Elena’s older brother, I would inevitably become something of a father. Being far away from my sister is perhaps one of the greatest sacrifices, and this is also why I still telephone her every Sunday evening.
Mamá’s heart also began to slow down some while later, and it was necessary to operate. They replaced a mitral valve with an implant of animal tissue, probably pig, a new surgical technique at that time, in the early 1960s. She carried on for some while with no apparent difficulty, but in the end the implant also failed, and blood clots did the rest. She died twenty years after Papá, at the age of sixty-nine, on January 8, 1981.
Since the death of Alberto, the last of my brothers, on June 15, 2010—Oscar had gone before him on October 25, 1997, and my sister Marta on July 11 ten years after, on a day of heavy snow—Maria Elena and I are the only ones left.
Plus an exuberant brood of nephews, nieces, and great-nephews and great-nieces.



7.
Playing Over the Whole of His Earth











I ALWAYS ENJOYED playing soccer, and it hardly matters that I wasn’t very good at it. In Buenos Aires they called people like me pata dura. Which means having two left feet. I played all the same. I was often the goalkeeper. Not a bad position: It trains you to face reality, to cope with problems: Maybe you don’t know where that ball has come from, but you must try to get hold of it all the same. As happens in life.
Playing is a right, and there’s also the hallowed right not to be a champion. Behind every rolling ball there’s always a young boy with his dreams and his aspirations, his body and his spirit. Playing involves everything, not just muscles—the whole personality in all its dimensions, even those deeper aspects. When someone is really trying hard, people say: “He’s giving his soul to it.”
Playing and sports provide a great opportunity to learn how to give our best, also with sacrifice and, above all, not being alone. We live today in a time when it’s easy to cut ourselves off, to create links that are virtual, remote. Theoretically in contact, but practically alone. It’s wonderful, instead, to play with a ball, and to do so with others, to pass the ball, learn to work out tactics, to grow as individuals, and to work as a team…The ball then becomes not just a piece of equipment, but an instrument, a way of inviting real people to share true friendship, and to meet in a real space, face-to-face, to pit our skills against each other. Many describe soccer as “the most beautiful game in the world,” and for me it was. If experienced in this way, as a game that fosters free and social interaction, it can really benefit the whole body, not just the feet but the head and the heart. Boys and girls know this well; they feel it without needing to be told. That’s why St. John Bosco loved saying to his students: “You want children? Throw a ball into the air and before it hits the ground just see how many will have turned up!” It was true in 1841, when the first oratory was started, and it’s true in a different way today, in a society that often overemphasizes individuality, namely the centrality of the self, almost as an absolute principle.
In the Book of Proverbs, Wisdom says: “I was his delight day by day, playing before him all the while, Playing over the whole of his earth” (Proverbs 8:31). Before everything. Before any other thing had been created.
Millions of young boys and girls throughout the world imagine him playing ball.
A great Latin American writer, Eduardo Galeano, tells how a journalist one day asked the Protestant theologian Dorothee Sölle: “How would you explain to a child what happiness is?” “I wouldn’t explain it,” she replied. “I’d toss him a ball and let him play.”
There’s no better way of explaining happiness than to make someone happy.
And playing brings happiness, because you can express your own freedom, compete for fun, pass the time as amateurs, simply…Because you can pursue a dream without necessarily becoming a champion. It brings happiness even if you’re a pata dura.

—
ACCORDING to my mother, Regina, who was a Sivori, we had some champion blood running through our veins. The grandfather of Omar Sívori, who would become one of the greatest attackers in soccer history, originated from the same part of Lavagna, in inland Liguria, from which they all came. Omar, who was the first to be nicknamed “El pibe de oro,” the golden boy, when Maradona was still in God’s womb, was born in Argentina a year before me, and after winning the championship with Río de la Plata, he moved to Italy, to Juventus and then to Napoli. When our family talked about the Sivoris and Argentina, and sometimes also mentioned the soccer player, my mother would explain how we were all related, even distantly in some cases, and how we had moved to different parts of the country over the years. Omar Sívori would wear both the Italian and Argentine national team jerseys and was named European Footballer of the Year and awarded the Ballon d’Or in the early 1960s. We were almost the same age and somehow connected, but he certainly didn’t inherit two left feet…

—
SÍVORI was a champion but couldn’t have been my childhood “idol”; we were both still youngsters, and in any case, I was a San Lorenzo fan! In the barrio of Boedo, not far from where my maternal grandparents lived, the azulgrana (blue and red) of San Lorenzo de Almagro were the most familiar colors to be seen on the streets, flying on balconies, and framing windows. This sports club was founded in 1908 by a Salesian priest, Father Lorenzo Massa, he too originally from Piedmont, with the blue and red colors of Mary the Help of Christians. My father, Mario, a large man, played basketball there. I also enjoyed basketball and played it sometimes. It’s a sport that can also be a wonderful training ground in life. Even today, when I talk about fixed points of existence, and the need to “pivot,” an image I have clearly in mind and which I like to use is that of the player who plants his foot like a pivot on the ground and moves about to protect the ball, to find room to pass it, or to make a run to the basket. Well, for all of us Christians—and I would say we priests in particular—that foot planted to the ground, around which we must pivot in building our daily existence, is the cross of Christ.

—
BUT of all the sports at the club, fútbol took the lion’s share. And although I left much to be desired as a soccer and basketball player, I was an avid fan. I always went with my father and my brothers, Oscar and Alberto, to watch San Lorenzo at the Viejo Gasómetro stadium, the cradle for all of us Cuervos (crows)—the nickname given to us by rival fans because the Salesians wore black. Mamá often came too. It was thrilling family entertainment, and the worst language to be heard echoing from the terraces was cheat or rogue, and not much more. Before the match we walked toward the stadium carrying two large glass jars that we left at a pizzeria along the way where Papá stopped to place an order. On our return we would collect the two jars, which had meanwhile been filled with snails in a hot sauce, along with a piping hot pizza cooked on stone. And so, whatever the score, there would always be a celebration after the match.
I can still smell the aroma of the pizza: Perhaps it’s like Proust’s madeleine for me. To tell the truth, going out for a pizza is one of the small things that I most miss. I have always been a walker. As a cardinal, I used to love walking the streets and taking the subway. Some found it strange and would insist on going with me, or taking me by car, but the reality is sometimes so simple: I have always liked walking. The streets tell me so much, I learn a lot from them. And I enjoy the city, above and below, the streets, piazzas, taverns, and a pizza eaten on an outside table, which has quite a different flavor from the one that’s delivered to you: I’m a citizen at heart.



        
As a child and as an archbishop I always enjoyed living in the city.       
The Viejo Gasómetro of San Lorenzo no longer exists. In 1979, the military dictatorship forced the club to play its last match in that stadium, which was knocked down for financial speculation. San Lorenzo was evicted from its district, from Boedo. For fifteen years the team moved around between various playing fields in the city until a new stadium was built. But the Cuervos always felt the urge to return to Boedo. In 2019, the Club Atlético San Lorenzo de Almagro announced that it had regained possession of the grounds of the old stadium and wanted to rebuild the Gasómetro there. They have told me the new stadium ought to be called “Papa Francisco,” and I don’t much like the idea.

—
I
watched nearly all the home matches of the 1946 championship, which we would win a few days before my tenth birthday, and well over seventy years later, I can still picture that team as if it were today. Blazina, Vanzini, Basso, Zubieta, Greco, Colombo, Imbellone, Farro, Martino, Silva…The magnificent ten. And then…then there was Pontoni. René Alejandro Pontoni, the center forward, was the leading goal-scorer for San Lorenzo, the driving force behind El Ciclón, my favorite. He certainly didn’t have two left feet. He kicked with his right and with his left, almost without distinction, he was skilled at dribbling, creative, strong at heading, and an acrobatic overhead kicker. He could kick goals in every way, and I saw him score in every way.
“Let’s see if any of you have the courage to score a goal like Pontoni…” I said when I met the Argentinian and Italian national football teams captained by Messi and Buffon for a charity match, just after I was elected pope. Those youngsters gave me a puzzled smile, probably not knowing what I meant, but that goal—that tac, tac, tac, goal—is printed on my mind, like many things that capture the attention of a child, whose eyes are like sponges, and the image remains there forever. October 1946: The championship is coming to an end and San Lorenzo is against Racing de Avellaneda: Cross from the left, Pontoni with his back to the goal, controls the ball with his chest, and without ever letting it touch the ground, he lifts it backward, chips it past the defender who is running toward him, then, from the edge of the area, lets off a lightning shot that slips in to the goalkeeper’s right. Gooooooooooal! Because if every goal in South America has more o’s than in Europe, even when the smallest goal becomes a golazo, just imagine what this was like! I hug my father, hug my brothers, everyone hugs everyone else. Pontoni, for me, was the symbol of that game of soccer, of team spirit, of love for a sport that wasn’t just money in the bank, so that rather than the million-dollar temptations of Europe he preferred his club, preferred to stay close to his family, to his friends, to the people most important to him. He was a great player and always would be, even after a serious injury, a few years later, that dealt a heavy blow to his career. He moved around South America for a while, to Colombia and Brazil, then returned to San Lorenzo before hanging up his boots and opening a trattoria. He had a wonderful life.



        
A happy cardinal, in 2011, with the        azulgrana jersey of San Lorenzo.
His son René—the same name as his father—came to see me at the Vatican a couple of years after my election.

—
I
haven’t watched television since 1990, to respect a vow I made to the Virgen del Carmen on the night of July 15 of that year. That evening I was with my community in Buenos Aires, we were watching the TV, and a sordid scene appeared on the screen, which deeply offended me: I got up and left. The next day I was due to be transferred to Córdoba. It was as if God had told me that the television was not for me, that it did me no good. During the Mass I made a vow to Our Lady, and since then, that promise has known only rare exceptions: on the day of September 11, for example, or the plane crash at Buenos Aires airport in 1999, little else. So I haven’t seen San Lorenzo play a match on TV for thirty years. I was even once asked in an interview whether, among popes, I felt “closer to a Messi or to a Mascherano,” and I had to reply that I could give no answer, that I could make no distinction between the style of the two, because, even if Messi has been to the Vatican on several official occasions, I haven’t watched soccer for many years. I’m quite sure, however, that neither of them is a pata dura like me! Obviously, I keep myself informed. About everything and about San Lorenzo too. There’s a Swiss guardsman who leaves the results and league tables on my desk. In the year when I was elected to the papal throne, the azulgrana won the championship and then, for the first time in their history, the Copa Libertadores. And when a group of them came to see me a few days later with the American Champions Cup, at the end of the general audience I told them: “You are part of my cultural identity.” In the words of the great bard of soccer, Osvaldo Soriano, who was a Cuervo from Boedo too: “In fútbol you don’t choose a winner. Being from San Lorenzo is a responsibility that creeps into life with as much upset and pride as being Argentinian.” Along with the hand of my father who accompanied me to the stadium as a child, the barrio, its inhabitants, the small piazza, friends, our childhood dreams…

—
I
once heard a trainer of young soccer players say that on the field you need to walk on tiptoe so as not to trample on the hallowed dreams of youngsters. It’s so important not to weigh down their lives with forms of blackmail that hinder freedom and imagination. And not to teach shortcuts that lead them to lose themselves in the maze of existence. It is sad if parents become overzealous supporters of their children, or their managers, as unfortunately sometimes happens. Greatness in life: This means victory for all of us, the only thing that really counts.
For me, the most beautiful football matches are still those played in a local square, whether it is Plazoleta Herminia Brumana, like mine, or any other name, on a cobbled street, on a garden lawn, or on a sunbaked dirt road, in whatever corner of the world it happens to be. “However much technocrats program it down to the smallest detail,” Galeano writes, “however much those in power manipulate it, soccer still wants to be the art of the unexpected.” And to belong to the people.
So let’s count up, and let’s see who’s coming into the team with me; let’s put two marks in the ground and pretend it’s a goal; maybe the most pata dura will be goalkeeper, or maybe we can all take turns, the famous “floating goalie.” Everyone together to chase and control the ball: It doesn’t matter what your name is, who your family is, where you come from. This will always be the real beauty of the game.
That’s the way to grow up.



8.
Life and the Art of Encounter











SPORTS TYPICALLY UNITE rather than divide. They build bridges and not walls. Every genuine social activity militates against the incivility of rejection and prejudice. It favors the culture of encounter, which corresponds with the deeper and more intimate essence of our being, naturally directed toward relationship, interaction, and discovery of the other. Romano Guardini, a great theologian born in Italy who immigrated to Germany as a child, wrote: “Man is created in such a way as to be first given to himself in an initial form; in an openness and predisposition toward what he will encounter. If he becomes fixed, and becomes rigid, if he remains closed in on himself, if he never runs the risk of adopting an attitude of devotion to life, then he will become increasingly poor and meagre. He has ‘kept his soul for himself’ and therefore loses it more and more.”
When the frontage of Buenos Aires Cathedral was restored and completed in 1860, it was decided to copy the façade of Palais Bourbon in Paris, in pure Neoclassical style, even though it had nothing to do with the Baroque style of the rest of the building. Since this was a time of national reform and of attempts to unify the country, it was decided to carve the scene of Joseph’s reunion with his brothers on the pediment. I have always been struck by this image, partly, I think, because of my own family history, and mostly through the grace of God.
My family had a long history of conflict too. Uncles, cousins, quarreling and divided, in Argentina and between Argentina and Italy. Until the situation finally calmed down. As a child, when someone commented about such things, or another quarrel loomed, I hid and cried, and sometimes made a votive offering for them not to happen. They deeply upset me. At home, thank God, my parents and we five children lived in peace; but I think these events left a mark upon me and increased in my heart the desire to ensure that people do not fight, that they remain united. And, if they argue, that they then make peace.
If I think about my childhood fears, this is what comes back to mind. When I heard Papá and Mamá quarreling, mostly over insignificant things, then yes, I was frightened. It was a nameless, irrational anxiety that afflicted me all the same, deep inside. I remember one day when my parents argued, I don’t know why, it wasn’t something that happened all the time: It was lunchtime, then Papá went to rest for a while before going back to work and Mamá took her hat and handbag and went out, probably to go shopping. But I got it into my head that she had gone. And if she didn’t come back? I then began to cry, went down into the garden, and broke into floods of tears, so that I seemed inconsolable. At that point our neighbor’s daughter, who was in her twenties, came out to see what was going on: I told her what had happened, between one sob and another, or rather I told what I had imagined in my confusion, and she took me in her arms and with maternal calm she slowly managed to reassure me.
Today, when I meet married couples, I always say: Go ahead and argue, break a few plates if you think it helps—to some extent, that’s quite normal—but never do it in front of the children, and try to make up before the day is over. Because the real danger is that of the cold war the next day.

—
I
think these stories contain the seed of what I would later, over the years, develop into a concept that I call the “culture of encounter.” It is, in the end, an anxiety and an aspiration that I carry within me from when I was a child.
The culture of encounter requires us to be ready not only to give but also to receive from others, and it encourages us to step out from ourselves, to be pilgrims. But if we give priority to personal encounter, walking together, as well as confronting each other, even with severity, but with respect, then it will be easier to overcome differences later and to leave them behind. The Brazilian poet and composer Vinicius de Moraes wrote: “Life, my friend, is the art of encounter, even when there’s so much discord.” He sang it in a samba, a form of music that itself originates from a meeting of different cultures and instruments: the American Indians of Bahia, Afro-Brazilians, and then Poles, and many, many other immigrants who altogether represented the working class in the harsh reality of the construction sites. Being close, living in true harmony with others, means being unafraid even to go into their night.

—
AS well as soccer and basketball, I used to enjoy stamp collecting, a hobby I picked up from my uncle Oscar Adrian, my mother’s fourth brother, who would later die in an accident. I could travel with my imagination. I could get to know the people framed in those little rectangles with perforated edges, strange animals, flowers, trees, all kinds of buildings. I could go back to remote times or explore faraway and exotic places. For me they had some of the fascination of those characters I had come across in books as a child.
I loved reading above all. And I could read anywhere. Even on the edge of the soccer pitch that my friends and I had marked out on the ground with a few vague points of reference. Culture, for my parents, was a need that had to be stimulated and satisfied, as natural as eating and drinking. I remember a children’s encyclopedia series in twenty volumes called El tesoro de la juventud. Thousands of children had it in Argentina because it was sold from door to door in installments—the slightly smarter edition came with a small wooden bookcase to keep it in. It was a real treasure that contained extracts from the classics, adventure tales, history, photography, stories about scientific progress and the wonders of nature, and human creativity. Then my parents made all of us children read Heart by the Italian children’s author Edmondo De Amicis, which for me was an education in feeling. Enrico, Silvia, Antonio, Stardi, Luigi, Garrone, and Franti, the bully with the smile, all the children in the story at the elementary school in Turin in 1881, become merged and confused with my company of friends and classmates. But I would read a little of everything, including comic strips of course, like Patoruzú, perhaps the most popular and humorous historieta in Argentina, the adventures of a wealthy cacique of the Tehuelche people with large estates in Patagonia, with superhuman strength and a generous but innocent heart, a superman. I was a curious and avid reader.












                      
With my brother Oscar on the day of first communion.                     
But not a swot, or a grind, as they say, nor top of the class, or the one who carries the flag. I did well at school, I was one of the best, but never top: maybe third, or second.
I went to the nivel inicial, the kindergarten, at the Catholic college of Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia, where I would then return for first communion, with Sister Dolores Tortolo as my teacher, and if I enjoyed my time at school, it was thanks mostly to her. She made me feel that you don’t grow up alone, that someone is always watching, there to help you grow. I’ve never forgotten her. I loved school because she had taught me to love it.

—
THEN, for primary school, my parents enrolled me at the Coronel Pedro Cerviño School in calle Varela, just off Avenida Directorio, which was not far from home. It didn’t matter that we had no car: It was just a short walk away. At that time, Flores was the green lung of the city, while the streets were still unsurfaced, and I would remove my white school smock to hurry across them so it wouldn’t get dirty. Nearly every house had a patio and a small garden, people lived outside for much of the time, most people knew each other and said hello.
I remember all my teachers. The first was called Stella Dora Quiroga de Arenaz, and we were bound by a beautiful and deep bond. I spent the first two years with her. Then there was Señora Elvira Rosa Morales, Señora Lia Julia Peluffo, and then Señor Roberto Brusa. One day in the fourth grade, I don’t know why, Señora Lia told me off; and I could think of nothing better to do than swear at her. The teacher remained calm. She took my exercise book and wrote that she wished to see my mother, and Mamá obviously went there the following day. They spoke for quite a while, then called me. I went in with my head down and eyes even lower, and Mamá told me off. “Say sorry to the teacher,” she said, and I did. “Give the teacher a kiss,” and I did. The teacher sent me back into class, and I was happy because I thought I had got away with it. But the second act took place when I got back home after school…
It was a very human education. And yet that defense of the role of the schoolteacher, and of the school as an institution, was important. It must still be regarded as important today—maybe especially today.
The school mistress was a key figure for us, like a second mother.
When Señora Stella’s mother died during the first year, she returned to school dressed in black, and I understood for the first time what mourning was. We would never lose touch, for the rest of her life. And I would accompany her, then a widow of ninety-four, right to the last step.

—
JUST as we didn’t have an automobile, nor did we have vacations—or rather, we took them at our grandparents’ homes, and they were wonderful. Long, long summers, of nearly three months. My parents split us: two with my father’s parents and three with my mother’s. And next year it was the opposite: Those who had been to one house went to the other.
Papá and Mamá stayed at home, by themselves, and could take a short break.
This is probably why I still tend to take my vacations “at home,” as I have always done. Though home is now Santa Marta, in the Vatican. I once read an interesting book published in the 1930s by Louis Edward Bisch, an American psychiatrist, with the title Be Glad You’re Neurotic. Neurotics, he wrote, are divided into two categories: those who are unhappy and those who are happy. The difference is that the former feel guilty due to their diversity, a certain hypersensitivity, a messy and complex inner life. Whereas the latter discover that all of this is a resource, and they then use it, and find fulfillment. We might say that neurotics need to be treated well! Give them maté every day…Saint Ignatius’s expression of spirituality, “seek and find God in all things” can be applied even to our small neuroses, if we allow them to be illuminated by His compassion.
I too have several: One of these is to be rather too attached to my surroundings. The last time I took a vacation “away from home” was fifty years ago, with the Jesuit community in 1975. But despite this, then as now, I actually do take vacations: I alter my routine. During the year I always wake before five, whereas on vacation I sleep rather more, pray rather more, read the things I enjoy, listen to music…And all of this relaxes and revives me.
Classical music is a passion that I cultivated from childhood, as well as a gift and a legacy from my mother. Schubert, Chopin, which I enjoyed so much when I was young, Wagner, Beethoven, the tragic sense of nostalgia, the great romantics, Bach’s “Erbarme dich,” which I find more sublime every time, and then Mozart, obviously: The “Et incarnatus est” of his Mass in C minor can take you by the hand and lead you to God.
Some time ago I found a quote from Gustav Mahler, the great late Romantic composer and conductor, which I liked very much. Speaking about tradition, he wrote: “Tradition is not the worship of ashes; it is the preservation of fire.” Tradition is not a museum; it’s a guarantee for the future. The idea of continually returning to ashes is the nostalgia of fundamentalists, but this must not be the true sense of the word: Tradition, instead, is a root that is essential for the tree always to bear fruit.

—
MY listening to classical music has been constant, though always and naturally interspersed with popular music. With Edith Piaf, for example, another great passion of my mother. Or with the tango or the milonga. Carlos Gardel used to say that having the most tuneful voice is not enough to sing a tango: You need to feel it, because the tango comes from within. For us Argentinians, and especially for us porteños from Buenos Aires, it’s often like that.
Tango speaks of many things, including defeat: something that has gone wrong, or has perhaps been lost. There’s a line by the Argentinian Jesuit poet Osvaldo Pol that says: “Saber perder es la sabiduría”—wisdom is knowing how to lose. There’s a beautiful tango with the title “Rencor” that speaks of an “accursed hatred that I carry in my veins” that makes “life as bitter as a prison sentence,” “an open wound that fills the breast with anger and bitterness.” In life we sometimes also dig down into these depths that say something about our weakness, about our human miseries, about our contradictions…And place us before a choice: to choose life or to choose death.
There is always a hidden wisdom in failure.
Knowing how to lose “es la sabiduría.” The wisdom of true fighters, of those who know they might fall, even disastrously, but the important thing is not to stay on the ground. The Alpini, the Italian mountain infantry, have a fine song: In the art of ascent, victory is not in not falling, but in not remaining fallen. And strength is not a gift of nature, as great climbers well know—you acquire it along the way.
Without failure, after all, there wouldn’t even be the story of salvation: The “failure” of the Cross, carried to the very end, is the foundation of our new life.
Wisdom belongs to those who get up again, to those who move forward. It belongs to those who don’t spend their time complaining but get back into the game. It belongs to those whose hearts don’t harden with resentment and selfishness but who embrace life. Always.
There is the echo of all this in popular music too. And I’m told that I’m not the first pope to listen to tango in the Vatican: It seems that Casimiro Aín, an Argentinian dancer who had found success in Europe—they called him “El Vasquito,” the Basque—danced before Pius XI in the 1920s.
Julio Sosa, Juan D’Arienzo’s orchestra, the milongas of Astor Piazzolla and Amelia Baltar, Ada Falcón, who would later become a nun in a village in the province of Córdoba, and Azucena Maizani, who lived near us, and to whom I gave extreme unction in the hospital a few weeks after I was ordained as a priest…they too have accompanied me, they too are the soundtrack of my life.
The tango can be dramatic but never pessimistic, because at the same time as it reflects torment and passion, it evokes nostalgia and hope. It is backbone, strength, character, an emotional, visceral dialogue that comes from afar, from ancient roots, and involves as much leading as being led, the tenderness and the responsibility to take care of the other. It has been written: “It gives a past to those who don’t have one and a future to those who don’t hope for one.” A good tango can make even silence dance.



9.
The Day Went Fast as an Arrow











WE CHILDREN ALWAYS went to state schools but after our mother’s last pregnancy her health was so poor that she needed to be released from as many duties as possible. So the three older ones all went to school as boarders. Father Pozzoli found a place for me and Oscar at the Wilfrid Barón de los Santos Ángeles Salesian School at Ramos Mejía, a city in the Buenos Aires metropolitan area, where I went for a year, in 1949.
Life at boarding school was everything. We were caught up in a single story, and the day went fast as an arrow, with no chance of being bored. I felt immersed in a world that, although prepared “artificially” and with care for our education, had nothing artificial about it. We had breakfast, went to Mass, had lessons, played games during the recreation periods, studied, and did everything naturally and seamlessly. We felt the various aspects of life not in airtight compartments but in a single formative experience. The school built a Catholic culture with a piety that was neither ostentatious nor disorientating. And it created a conscience in me that was not just moral and Christian but human, social, playful, artistic…Study, the values of living together, concern for those more in need, for those worse off…I remember learning there to go without something so that I could give it to someone poorer than me. Sport, skills…everything seemed real, and they developed into practices, and those practices, all together, shaped a way of being. We lived totally in this world and yet were open to the transcendence of the other world. We tried to do all things with meaning. Nothing seemed “meaningless,” at least in its basic nature, since obviously there were displays of impatience from certain teachers, or petty instances of unfairness, occasional quarrels between boys. I don’t want to fall into the mindset of the ex-pupil who adopts a nostalgic, Proustian vision that chooses to remember only the good times and ignores the more restrictive or unsatisfactory aspects. Obviously, not everything at the school was perfect, but the educational structure lacked nothing. And never, at least so far as I recall, was there any trading with the truth. The most typical case was that of sin. The awareness of sin forms part of Catholic culture, and there, at school, what I had brought with me from home was strengthened, it gained in substance. Later, you could play the rebel, the atheist…but the meaning of sin was etched deep down: It was a truth that you couldn’t throw away to make everything easier.


        
At the Wilfrid Barón school (I am fourth from left in the second row, standing).       
Lanza del Vasto, a polymath writer, philosopher, Christian thinker, and nonviolent campaigner against war and nuclear armament, an artisan of peace, noted that the worst lie, the greatest and most dangerous lie, is “truth minus one.” Not truth, but its contrived appearance, its comic or dramatic distortion: an attitude that makes falsity credible, error acceptable, that makes the inept arrogant, the ignorant wise, the incompetent powerful. Judas is the master of the plausible, the master of gossip. And gossip and plausibility are the most treacherous opponents of the truth of things. There is always something devilish in gossip and in false accusation.
At the boarding school I learned, almost unconsciously, to search for the meaning and the truth of things.
And I learned to study. Hours of silent study created a practice of concentration, of overcoming distraction, that was fairly strong. I learned a study method that I hadn’t used before and how to use mnemonics too.
But there was also time for play, and plenty of it. Sport was a fundamental aspect of that experience. And competition had a certain importance in study as well as in sport: They taught us to compete well and play fairly. Over the years I have heard some criticism of this competitive aspect of life. Curiously, however, it often comes from Christians who describe themselves as “liberated” from that educational aspect but who then, in everyday life, are at one another’s throats for money or power…and in a manner that is hardly Christian.
One characteristic that grew much in the years following my time at school was my capacity to “feel,” and I realized that this seed was sown during that same year that I was boarding. In Ramos Mejía they taught me sentiment. I’m not referring to “sentimentalism,” but to sentiment as a cherished value: not to be afraid of feeling and telling yourself what you are feeling. The training of compassion, then, was another key characteristic. A manly compassion, in keeping with our age. And closely linked to love and to sentiment was the love of purity. There is often much misunderstanding in this respect. I don’t know what happened to others, in other schools, or in other school years, but they taught me to love purity without any kind of obsessive conditioning. There was no sexual obsession at school, and I found much more afterward in certain educators or psychologists who made a show of their “laissez-passer” approach but then interpreted all behavior from a Freudian standpoint, which saw sex everywhere.
And then there was the moment of the good night. This was an activity reserved for the headmaster, Father Emilio Cantarutti, though occasionally it was done by the provincial, Don Miguel Raspanti. I remember one evening, in October 1949, when Father Raspanti had just returned from Córdoba because his mother had died…It was the evening when he spoke to us about death. I realize, many years after, that that brief evening chat became a key point of reference for the rest of my life. That evening, with no feeling of fear, I heard that one day I would be dead, and to me it seemed the most natural thing.
Unconsciously, there was a sense of growing in harmony, something that certainly would not have been clear at the time, though it later was. In short, the Salesians were preparing me: for further education and for life.

—
I
remember an episode relating to that year at the school at Ramos Mejía that might seem small, though for me it was not at all. One day I gave my bicycle to a classmate, who had an accident and damaged it. I told him he would have to get it repaired, and he did: His mother had to pay. Causing her no doubt to make sacrifices, since they certainly weren’t wealthy. Well, this guilt remained with me for years. For many years. I felt I had been unfair, that I had been ungenerous, and this feeling stayed with me for a long while.
I saw no more of the boy. Until many years later, in 2009, when I was a cardinal, I received a visit from a judge in Buenos Aires, one of my contemporaries, who told me they had found a document with credible evidence that my life might be at risk, that I needed to be watched and kept under guard. I tried to object, but the judge was adamant: He had a clear responsibility, he said. He added that I would have to wear a bulletproof vest, but on that point, I was the one who was adamant: It was out of the question. This went on for three months. For the first few days my police escorts kept to themselves. Then they saw that I wanted the experience to be as ordinary and simple as possible, and we started talking about all kinds of things. One day I told them I had been to school in Ramos Mejía. “My father was there too,” one of the young police officers said. “What’s your name?” I asked. “Peña,” he replied. “Is your father José Valentin?” It was. This man was the son of the boy in the bicycle story! I got him to give me his father’s telephone number, I called him, apologized at last, and once again, that sense of regret that had stayed with me for fifty-nine years was finally gone.

—
SOMEONE once asked me: When does childhood end, when do we stop being children? I think I know when mine ended.
I had just finished at boarding school, it was the summer of 1950, I was nearly fourteen, and my father announced: “You now have three months’ vacation. You will go to your grandparents’, but not for the whole three months, just for one. You’ll work for the other two.” Well, on that day I somehow realized my childhood had come to an end, that another stage was about to begin. I lived my childhood to the full, and this is why I have no regrets. Or at most, if I do, they relate to things I would have done differently and would have liked to correct.
I had already done a few odd jobs in my grandparents’ shop, from the time I was ten, but I preferred nosing about in the storeroom and pinching the occasional candy. Business was done on trust: Deliveries were made, everything was marked down in a book, and the customers paid at the end of the month. It was my grandparents’ business, and for me, in the end, it was a game.
Things were now more serious. Papá found me a job in a sock factory owned by one of his customers, a Greek Jew called Mosè Nahmias, a good man who also came to the ceremony when I became a seminarian. In the factory I would do the cleaning. I worked there during my vacations for three years: With a group of women and children I cleaned the floors and the bathrooms and, between those activities, was given a few administrative tasks.

—
WHEN I finished elementary school, I thought about being a doctor. I had also done the pre-enrollment at a high school close to home, in calle Carabobo, right in front of the apartment block where the futbolista Alfredo Di Stéfano lived: As a youngster he used to enjoy challenging the children of Flores in those games of everyone against everyone that lasted until evening fell, and he later became one of the greatest soccer players of all time. In short, I thought of spending five years at the General Urquiza high school, and then going to university. But one Sunday, over lunch at my maternal grandparents’ house, my uncles Luigi and Vincente said: “And then? You’ll leave there a would-be encyclopedia, one who knows a bit of everything and all of nothing. Choose a technical school instead, it will take an extra year, six instead of five, but you’ll leave with a future, you can become a chemist, an engineer, a builder, you’ll be able to sign off on plans…” Those who came out of that school could sign off on plans for the construction of a building up to two floors high.
I was convinced. Meanwhile, just a few months before, a state chemistry institute had begun courses specializing in food science. It was an experimental model school, which selected a handful of pupils every year who could then go to whatever university they chose—even to Chicago, which was already known as one of the world’s top centers for study and research. So I enrolled there.
In March 1950 I began my studies at the Escuela Técnica Especializada en Industrias Quimicas Nº 12, at 351 calle Goya, in the barrio of Floresta, which today is called Escuela Técnica Nº 27 “Hipólito Yrigoyen,” named after the president of the republic for whom Nono Francisco’s friend Señor Elpidio had been deputy. There were fourteen of us, all boys, since in those days schools were still segregated between sexes. Papá became the first president of the school’s parent-teacher association.
The curriculum was serious, demanding, and alternated between mornings and afternoons of practice and theory, giving room in the first three years for classical studies such as Spanish literature, history, and English. But above all, obviously, it was a science school. The third-year inorganic chemistry textbooks were those studied in the universities: On leaving school you could skip the whole first year of university and go straight to the second-year entrance exams.


        
With my classmates at the Escuela Técnica Nº 12 (I am standing first on the right).       
From year four, the practical training was done in a factory or laboratory. For me it was the latter, a specialist test laboratory for the food industry. We did trials to determine the nutritional value of food and organoleptic examinations; I remember we once had to analyze the rancidity of chocolate, and between one test and the other, I confess I ate quite a lot. I would arrive at seven each morning at the Hickethier-Bachmann Laboratory, in calle Azcuénaga, between Arenales and Santa Fe, in the city center, and work until one P.M. There was then an hour’s walk to attend school from two P.M. until six or seven in the evening. I worked hard at the laboratory, at a brisk pace, but I learned a lot, and the job was salaried: I earned 200 pesos, a good wage for a beginner.

—
THE atmosphere between classmates was friendly, though not without the occasional quarrel and falling-out—with two boys, in particular, whom the rest of us soon regarded as stupid and incompetent. We didn’t bully them but treated them rather with a kind of contempt, with scorn.
With one of these two, it ended in a brawl. It upset me for a long while because it hadn’t been handled well on my part. In the fight I had thrown him to the ground, and he struck his head as he fell and even lost his senses; and I had done it moreover in a cowardly manner, which was beneath me. My father took me to visit him at his home; I found him in bed, apologized to him, and matters were gradually resolved. The boy joined the rest of the group…but the burden of what I had done, of my feeling of being wrong, didn’t go away.
I met him again, many years later, when I was archbishop of Buenos Aires: He had become an evangelical deputy pastor, with a fine family of five children. He seemed a man of great kindness who had given me another important lesson. Since then, we have stayed in contact.
Another former classmate, Alberto, whose parents were originally from Naples, came to visit me at the Vatican with his whole family. He had telephoned one day when I was bishop of Buenos Aires: “Please come to visit my mother,” he said. “She is frail but doesn’t want to die because she says she is in torment on my account, that her heart is burdened, and she feels a great responsibility.” I went to visit her, a woman over ninety. In a whisper she recounted her torments. “There’s no need to worry, señora, your son is fine,” I told her. “Can I go?” “Yes, señora.” And the next day, with her mind at rest, Alberto’s mother died.
Sixty-five years later, four of us in that class are still alive and we are still in contact: On Fiesta del Amigo, July 20, we exchange letters, give our news, send greetings, and tease one another. So far as possible, the class is still together.

—
BUT of those fourteen boys who, in March six years before, had set foot for the first time in Escuela Técnica Especializada en Industrias Quimicas Nº 12, filled with hope, not all of us would pass our final exams together at the end of 1955. Not all, unfortunately.
Someone would tragically fall along the way.



10.
They Recognized Each Other from Afar











HE WAS A policeman’s son. And in many ways, he was the most intelligent and gifted of us all, with a deep and passionate understanding of classical music and an appreciation of literature equal to his musical learning…That great hefty kid, the most corpulent among us, was a genius. A genius.
But the human mind is sometimes an unfathomable mystery. And one day, which seemed just the same as any other, that kid took his father’s gun and killed a boy his own age, his friend and neighbor.
The news exploded like a gunshot even for us. It shocked us. They locked him up in the criminal wing of the mental hospital, and I went to visit him. It was my first actual experience of prison—a prison twice over because it was also a lockup for the mentally ill. I could greet my friend only through a tiny window, a postage stamp cut into four by a grille and framed by a heavy iron door. And it was terrible, it disturbed me deeply. I went back with other classmates to visit him. A few days later, however, I heard a school attendant and some boys on another course making jokes about him. I was furious. I shouted at them, then rushed off to the principal to express my disdain: to say that such things should never happen again, that it was even worse that a school attendant should be involved, that the boy was already suffering enough, locked up in a mental institution. My outburst would give me a certain reputation at school for being a person of integrity—I don’t know how well-deserved, but that’s how reputation is established. My friend was transferred to a reformatory, and we continued writing to each other. He was saved from life imprisonment because he was still a juvenile at the time it happened. He was released a few years later.
After my diploma, when I was still serving my novitiate, a former classmate telephoned. He said he had managed to contact the boy’s sister. She was grief-stricken. She told him her brother had died by suicide shortly after his release from the reformatory. He was twenty-four years old.
Sometimes, as the Psalm says, the designs of people’s hearts are hidden.

—
IT was a pain that another person carried in his heart and mind.
I was in my fourth year when a boy in his first year approached me on the bus. I think he asked me to get him a book he needed; I said yes, that I had it at home and would bring it, and this was how our friendship began. He was an only child and was well known at school for being disruptive. I already felt the call within me, already had a powerful sense of vocation, which I had not expressed to others. I saw that the boy hadn’t yet taken his first communion, and in short, I began to spend time with him, talk to him, and take care of him as best as I could. I also went to his house and met his parents, two good people, the Heredia family, but…But in the end, when I was in the sixth year, the young boy killed his mother with a knife. He would have been no more than fifteen.
I remember the funeral wake at the house, the father’s ashen face, his double grief with no peace. It seemed like the mask of Job: “My eyes are blind with anguish, and my whole frame is like a shadow” (Job 17:7).

—
THE news broke like a storm at school: I could perhaps say that we were overwhelmed by the tragedy and the harshness of life.

—
JORGE Luis Borges wrote: “I have done my best—I don’t know with what success—to write straightforward stories. I do not dare state that they are simple; there isn’t anywhere on earth a single page or single word that is.”
It requires humility to represent the complex experience of life.
I much admired and respected Borges; I was struck by the seriousness and dignity with which he lived his life. He was a very wise and very profound man. When I was just twenty-seven, I became a teacher in literature and psychology at the Colegio de la Inmaculada Concepción at Santa Fe. I ran a creative writing course for the students, and through his secretary who had been my piano teacher, I decided to send him two short stories written by pupils. I looked younger than I was, so much so that my students had nicknamed me “Carucha” (Babyface). Borges was one of the most celebrated authors of the twentieth century, yet nonetheless he had them read to him, since he was practically blind by then. Moreover, he liked them very much. He asked me to collect them into a book, which was then published by the Argentinian publisher Castellví with the title Cuentos originales (Original Stories), and Borges even offered to write the prologue, which was probably his most generous preface: “This prologue is not just for this book, but also for each one of the as yet undetermined series of possible works that the young people collected here may, in the future, write.”
I invited him to give some lectures on the subject of gauchos in literature and he agreed. He could speak about anything, without ever giving himself airs. At the age of sixty-six, he took a coach from Buenos Aires and traveled for eight hours, at night, to reach Santa Fe. We arrived late on one of those occasions because, when I went to collect him at the hotel, he asked me if I could help him to shave. He was an agnostic who recited the Lord’s Prayer every night because he had promised his mother he’d do so, and who would die with the last rites. Anyone who wrote words like these could only be someone with spirituality:
Cain and Abel came upon each other after Abel’s death. They were walking through the desert, and they recognized each other from afar, since both men were very tall. The two brothers sat on the ground, made a fire, and ate. They sat silently, as weary people do when dusk begins to fall. In the sky, a star glimmered, though it had not yet been given a name. In the light of the fire, Cain saw that Abel’s forehead bore the mark of the stone, and he dropped the bread he was about to carry to his mouth and asked his brother to forgive him. “Was it you that killed me, or did I kill you?” Abel answered. “I don’t remember anymore; here we are, together, like before.” “Now I know that you have truly forgiven me,” Cain said, “because forgetting is forgiving. I, too, will try to forget…”

In addition to my school friends, there were also those of the parish of San José de Flores. We began to spend more time together when the three-year course ended.
We met together, had parties, and my sister became engaged to one of our group.


        
A party with friends and relatives (my sister Marta is first on the left above, I am below on the right).       
I too felt an attraction to two girls at that time, one in Flores, at the church, and the other in the barrio of Palermo, which was the Italian district of Buenos Aires, at the heart of which was Plaza Italia where the equestrian statue of Giuseppe Garibaldi stood. I knew the second girl because our fathers were friends, and our families used to visit each other. But we weren’t officially engaged; we went out with others, went to dance the tango. I was seventeen, and within me I already felt the inner restlessness of the calling to the priesthood. Both women are still alive, and I would meet them both as bishop. One works as a parish administrator in the barrio of Caballito, married with children, and the other still lives in Palermo, she too with her fine family. But before that, when I was a little boy, I had a childhood infatuation for a little girl in Flores, a touching story that I had forgotten and was reminded about shortly after I was elected pope.
She was my classmate at primary school, Amalia Damonte. I wrote her a letter in which I said that we ought to marry, “you or nobody,” and to emphasize my proposal I drew the little white house that we would buy and where we would one day go to live, a drawing that the young girl, incredibly, has kept throughout her life. She lived in calle Membrillar, a few yards from our house, and her family originated from Piedmont too. But despite our shared origins, her mother seemed to have other plans for her, and if she saw me around there, she would shake her broom to chase me away.

—
THESE were the normal, simple emotions and relationships of a young child at first, and then of an adolescent. Play, study, enjoyment, friendships, outings into the countryside, the first inklings of love.
And at the same time, the complexity of life reserved sadder and more bitter moments of injustice and hardship, even in the family. Such as the story of my great-aunt Rosa.
Rosa Gogna was the elder sister of my maternal grandmother, and she lived in a room in the garden of their large house in calle Bocayuva, right next to my grandfather’s carpentry shop. Not quite forty, she was the godmother of Mamá’s youngest sister, Aunt Catalina. She was a strange woman, a spinster who lived a life of extreme solitude and kept somehow apart from the family—she didn’t come with us to celebrations and didn’t join us for family lunches and festivities. She had a stroke that left her face partially paralyzed, and for this reason, with childish shallowness and impudence, we used to make fun of her. To us, she seemed slightly mad, and my brothers and I would sometimes make her the target for our pranks.
People then grow up. As an adolescent, when I was sixteen or seventeen, I felt the need to see her. She had left my grandparents’ house and was renting a small room with a bathroom and tiny kitchen that she had filled with a great quantity of strange and useless objects; today we would call her a compulsive hoarder. She wouldn’t throw anything away: Later, her pension money would be found rolled up and hidden inside toilet rolls. I went to visit her and was distressed to see her alone and in that state; she seemed like a woman who had never known the warmth of human affection: In that small house she lived like a tramp, overwhelmed by the objects she had amassed and continued to accumulate. When I went inside, I had to make my way like an explorer through the odds and ends, boxes, and general junk, and would spend half an hour scratching myself when I left. I would have liked to help her, it upset me, but I didn’t know how to make things better: My nona Maria was still alive, as well as her five children, but Aunt Rosa had been canceled from family life. She was my “bag lady” aunt.
One day in 1958, when I was twenty-one and doing my Jesuit novitiate at Córdoba, my father came to visit me, and I spoke to him about it. “Go and visit Aunt Rosa.” And Papá, who was a very charitable man, promised that he would and went there straightaway. When he got home, he wrote to me about it, since telephone calls weren’t allowed during our novitiate. And then, when he visited me again, I said: “Why not take her to your house?” They were already living in Avenida Rivadavia at that time, at number 8862, in the large house in which I would never live, and where Papá would die three years later. That is what they did. They prepared a fine room for her, close to the staircase, and my aunt moved to live with them. And she spent the last days of her life in that house, rather than in solitude.

—
ONE day, during my first year of philosophy, while I was listening to Handel’s Messiah, the telephone rang and I received the news: It was August 15, 1961, I think. Aunt Rosa died at the age of eighty-three and went in peace. Her life, for so many years, was an injustice that my parents, in the end, through their generosity, had managed to redress.



11.
Like the Branch of the Almond Tree











IT WAS SEPTEMBER 21, 1953, and the arrangement had been made. A Monday, but a holiday: The beginning of spring is a celebration in my part of the world, and I had been discussing it with friends in the parish for some while.
As well as El Día de la Primavera, it was the Day of the Student, so great festivity for all young people. We used to go off together, stay outside, have picnics, lie under the first sunshine to banish the damp and coldness of the winter; we would play guitars and go to open-air concerts, and the avenues and gardens were festooned with the purple blossoms of jacaranda trees. In Buenos Aires we generally went to El Jardín Japonés or to Plaza Francia, or even to Los Bosques de Palermo, some of the most beautiful parts of the capital.
In short, we were in agreement.
That morning, I had to run an errand for my mother, some formalities to help a woman in the barrio to draw her pension, and then my friends and I would meet up at the station. But before taking the tram, as I was passing the church of San José I felt as if someone were calling me, or rather: I felt as if someone were pressing me to go inside; something strong that I had never experienced, and which I also viewed with a certain superstition: If I don’t go in, then something might happen to me…So I went in, looked to the far end of the long nave of the basilica, toward the altar, and saw a priest coming toward me, someone I didn’t know, had never seen before, even though this was the church I went to regularly for Sunday Mass. All of a sudden, I felt a need to confess. The priest sat in a confessional, the last one to the left of the altar, and I went in too. I cannot describe what happened in any other way: Obviously, I confessed my sins, and the priest treated me with loving kindness…and yet I realize this is inadequate as an explanation. The fact is that I was no longer the same, and I left with the knowledge that I would become a priest.
The possibility had sprung vaguely to mind before then, during the year when I was at the Salesian boarding school, my last year of elementary school, but it was no more than a schoolboy notion, something I had kept entirely to myself, and in the same way that it came, with the summer and the holidays and the job cleaning the factory, it also went.
And it certainly wasn’t one of my plans on that spring day either. Nor had the thought crossed my mind when I set foot in the church that morning.
But now I had fallen from my horse, and everything was different.
I didn’t meet my friends at the bus station that afternoon, as we had arranged. It has been written somewhere that I had apparently proposed to a girlfriend, but that is not what happened: It’s fiction. But I didn’t go to the station. “Something” big had happened, and it was impossible to pretend otherwise. I didn’t know that I already had another appointment, but as I would often discover later, the Lord gets there first. In Argentina we have a slightly more colorful saying, which expresses the idea well: “nos primerea”—he beat us to it. Like the branch of the almond tree as described by the prophet Jeremiah, the one that is first to blossom in spring (Jeremiah 1:11). You think it is you who are searching for Him, but He has already found you. You sin and He is waiting to forgive you.
He was already there, and I was amazed to discover it.
I did the errand for my mother’s friend, went home for lunch, and stayed there.
But first, outside the confessional, I stopped a moment to talk to the priest, who would have been around fifty: “I haven’t seen you before, you’re not from here, are you, Father?”
He told me his name was Carlos Duarte Ibarra and that he was from Corrientes, a province five hundred miles from Buenos Aires, on the border with Brazil.
I told him nothing else, and certainly not what I had felt at that moment, nor did I tell anyone else during my years in high school.
I allowed a week to pass, and then, during the following months, I continued to visit the priest, sometimes together with my good friend Luigi Maria Canton. And then I slowly began to talk to Father Duarte, about everything, and also about what had happened to me. He came from the city of Santo Tomé, the small provincial capital of twenty thousand inhabitants that had been founded as a Jesuit reduction and is linked to the Brazilian city of São Borja by the Puente de la Integración. He was now living at the clergy house in Flores as he was being treated for cancer at the military hospital, where he was chaplain. He had leukemia. He told me that he was a convert. Before becoming a priest, he had been a theater performer and was clearly a cultured man. We sometimes went together to the theater or to the opera. On another occasion he took me to see a film, The Robe, starring Richard Burton, a yanqui epic with a Christian setting that had been a great hit that year, which I went back to see again with Nona Rosa. In short, our meetings continued, we carried on our discussions, and he set my mind at rest, with much respect and humanity.
Until his illness grew worse, and after a little more than a year, Father Duarte died. I was with him at the hospital when it happened. I wept inconsolably in a way I don’t remember ever having done before. It was the first time that I felt despair. I felt totally lost, alone, abandoned. Now that he had gone, the only person with whom I had shared my thoughts, a man who made me feel God’s mercy, I almost feared that God himself had abandoned me.
And yet I would come across His mercy once again.
September 21 is the feast day of Saint Matthew, and the Venerable Bede, speaking about the conversion of Matthew, the tax collector, says that Jesus looked at him “miserando atque eligendo.” This is the phrase that would become my episcopal, then papal, motto. It’s an expression that cannot be translated literally because one of the two verbs doesn’t exist in English. The literary translation would be “mercying and choosing,” almost like a piece of craftwork, like one of the pieces that Nono Francisco made in his carpentry shop in Bocayuva. “He had mercy on him.” Years later, while reciting the Latin breviary, I realized that the Lord had modeled me with His mercy, like a craftsman. Each time that I went to Rome and stayed in lodgings in via della Scrofa, I went to the church of San Luigi dei Francesi and prayed in front of the painting by Caravaggio, The Calling of Saint Matthew—such a symbolic scene, with contemporary figures from the artist’s own time, and dominated by a dense half-light, into which shines a ray of whiteness.

—
BUT it must not be imagined that I was struck down on that September day, like something that fixes you once and for all. It’s a thought that affects you, but then disappears and then returns, a powerful idea overlaid with the human workings of self-defense and repression, something that is put aside and then takes form again, and returns, returns, stronger each time.
When I read about the conversion of Paul, about what happened on the road to Damascus on the day when his horse threw him, I think he had the same experience. I don’t imagine he understood everything straightaway: He went into the desert, then into Arabia, then returned to Damascus…Human processes are slow, they need time to ripen.
I went back to school, of course, and carried on with my life and was in the world—lessons, friends, outings into the countryside, camping, laboratory work, activities with Azione Cattolica, the parish—talking to no one about my desire to become a priest. I felt the experience of solitude, a “passive solitude,” of the kind that is suffered for no apparent reason, through no crisis, nor any loss. And yet the horse had fallen, and another road had been signposted.



        
My first identity card, I was eighteen.       
And even in moments of darkness, even in moments of sin, I felt that the Lord had not abandoned me; I felt He had opened his heart to misery—and this is the etymological meaning of the word misericordia, “mercy.” This is the word with which I identify God: misericordia, “mercy.” I have always been struck by the story of Israel as told in the Bible, in chapter 16 of the Book of Ezekiel. That story compares Israel with a newborn baby girl whose umbilical cord was not cut but she was left to bleed, thrown out into the open field. God saw her kicking about in her blood, cleansed her, put ointments on her, clothed her, and when she had grown up, He adorned her with silk and jewels. But she, infatuated by her own beauty, became a prostitute, not charging, but she herself paying her lovers. God however would not forget his loyalty and would place her above her older sisters, so that Israel would remember and be ashamed (Ezekiel 16:63) when she was forgiven for what she had done. This for me is one of the greatest revelations: You will continue to be the chosen people, your sins will be forgiven. Jesus said that he had come not for the just but for the sinners. Not for the healthy, who need no doctor, but for the sick. There: Mercy is deeply tied to faith in God. The Lord is faithful because he cannot deny himself. Saint Paul explains this well in the Second Letter to Timothy (2:13): “If we are unfaithful, he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself.” You can deny God, you can sin against Him, but God cannot deny himself. He remains faithful.

—
I
remember my sins and am ashamed of them, yet even in those moments the Lord has never left me alone: He never leaves anyone alone.
I am a sinner. This is the fairest definition. And it is not just an expression, a dialectical contrivance, a literary genre, a theatrical pose. I am like Matthew in that painting by Caravaggio: a sinner to whom the Lord has turned his eyes. And this is what I said when they asked me if I agreed to be elected as pope: “Peccator sum, sed super misericordia et infinita patientia Domini nostri Jesu Christi confisus et in spiritu penitentiae accepto.” (“I am a sinner, but I trust in the infinite mercy and patience of our Lord Jesus Christ, and in a spirit of penance I accept.”)
When someone expresses surprise that I had emphasized this concept on various occasions, I in turn express surprise at the surprise: I feel myself to be a sinner, I am sure that I am one; I am a sinner whom the Lord has looked upon with mercy. As I said when I visited inmates at the prison at Palmasola during my apostolic journey to Bolivia in 2015: He who stands before you is a man who has been forgiven. A man who has been saved from his many sins.
God has looked upon me with mercy and has forgiven me.
I still commit errors and sins, and I make confession every fifteen or twenty days. And if I confess it is because I need to feel that God’s mercy is still upon me.
We must put our faith in God and in His mercy, which has the power to transform us. Always. And God forgives with affection, not by decree. If the Christian wants everything clear and certain, then he or she will find nothing. Tradition and memory of the past must help us to have the courage to open new spaces to God. “We are news,” wrote Don Mazzolari, “even if we have two thousand years of history behind us. The Gospel is news.” Those who are always looking for solutions through regulations, who tend toward doctrinal “certainty,” who search stubbornly to rebuild the lost past, have a fixed and inward-looking vision. And faith, in this way, becomes just one of many ideologies rather than a living experience.
I have a dogmatic certainty: God is in the life of every person, God is in the life of each one. Even if a person’s life has been a disaster, if that person has been wracked by vices, by drugs, by whatever else, God is in that life. He can and must be sought in every human life. Even in a land that is full of thorns and weeds, there is always a space in which good seed can grow. And God doesn’t just bring psychological relief, he’s not an antidepressant. He does much more: He offers us the hope of a new life. We don’t remain imprisoned in our own past, whatever it may be, but we start to see the present in another way.
We are all sinners. If I were to tell myself that I’m not, then I’d be the most corrupt person. In our prayer to Mary, we say that she is mother of “us sinners,” and so it is. But not of corrupt people. She cannot be the mother of corrupt people. For people who are corrupt sell their mothers, they sell their membership to their family or to their people. They make a choice that is self-serving, I’d say satanical: They lock the door from inside. They lock the door, and double-lock it. Corrupt people don’t recognize themselves as sinners, they have no humility, it was never them, they are not to blame. The inability to feel personal blame is a serious and widespread sickness, especially in this age. It is a frightening sickness. Matthew, the tax collector whom Christ made his apostle, changing his heart and his name, was a traitor to his country and a sinner, but he was not corrupt. He had not completely closed the door. It is enough to leave a narrow chink for God to enter, and with me He showed His mercy.



12.
They Feed upon My People as They Feed upon Bread











ALONGSIDE MY SCHOOLING, I worked each morning at the test laboratory. I enjoyed it. The person in charge was a magnificent woman, Esther Ballestrino de Careaga, a biomedical pharmaceutical researcher who, among the flasks, reagents, and microscopes, taught me not just about work but about the meticulous care that was an essential part of it. She was suspicious when I was too hasty in bringing her the results: “But haven’t you done that other test?” I would answer that I didn’t think it necessary since every other indication pointed to this result. “That’s not good enough,” she would reply. “Scrupulous care and precision in our work are everything. Scientific reasoning must be supported by empirical experience.”
But that great woman did much more, she taught me to think—by which I mean, to think about politics.
She was born in 1918 at Encarnación, in Paraguay, obtained a teaching diploma and then a degree, then became an activist in the Partido Revolucionario Febrerista, in the Movimiento Femenino Febrerista de Emancipación, and for rural workers. A Marxist, targeted by the authorities and by landowners, and persecuted during the Morínigo dictatorship, she chose exile in Argentina, where she married and had three daughters with whom I am still in contact.
She was thirty-five and I was not yet seventeen when we met. Those were the years of the famous Rosenberg trial in which a Jewish American husband and wife were sentenced to death in the United States. They had been arrested at the height of the McCarthy era, and at the end of a confused, emotional, and controversial trial, they were found guilty of sending documents about the atomic bomb to the Soviet Union. The case captured public attention throughout the world, to such an extent that there was a major campaign with many international appeals for a pardon supported by such figures as the American writer Dashiell Hammett as well as Bertolt Brecht, Pablo Picasso, Frida Kahlo, Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Einstein, and even Pope Pius XII. All in vain. The couple went to the electric chair in Sing Sing Prison. I recall it was one of the first subjects of discussion with Esther. She told me about it and offered her version as an activist.

—
SHE gave me books to read and encouraged me to widen my knowledge with further reading. During that period, the unidad básica, the local branch of the Peronist movement, as well as the comité radical, or the local socialist branch, were centers of political activism that were receiving much support. I enjoyed going to all these places. I also used to read La Vanguardia, a journal distributed on the street at that time by socialist militants. And when Esther brought me the communist journal Nuestra Palabra I would read it too. I didn’t agree with everything, but we used to discuss it, and it made me think. She was a respectful woman, not a fanatic in any way, and had a great sense of humor too. Similarly, I was interested in social art and the cultural and political work of Leónidas Barletta’s Teatro del Pueblo, which performed in a basement in Diagonal Norte.

—
I
once said that the communists stole the flag from us because the flag of the poor is Christian, and it is undoubtedly true. The Gospel, chapter 25 of Matthew, the record on which we will be judged, comes long before Lenin. In every sense.
Those who believe in God, those who believe in Jesus Christ and his Gospel, know that the heart of the Gospel is the news to the poor. It is enough to read it. Jesus is extremely clear in this. He says of himself: “[The Lord] has anointed me to bring glad tidings to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free…” (Luke 4:18). To the poor, to those who need to be saved, who need to be welcomed into society. Then, if we read the Gospel, we also see that Jesus favors those who are marginalized: lepers, widows, orphan children…and sinners too…and this is my consolation. Because sin too is a poverty to be redeemed, a slavery from which to be delivered.

—
I
came from a family who were radical. My grandfather was one of those who in 1890 started the so-called Revolución del Parque, which brought down the president Miguel Juárez Celman at the end of the nineteenth century. In some ways, we were an elitist family though incongruously so since we were certainly not rich. We were poor folk who had climbed the social ladder to the middle class and, on several occasions, slid noisily down again.
In 1946, while Italy, to Nono Giovanni’s satisfaction, had voted against the monarchy and was establishing its republic, Argentina had begun the long, difficult, and multifarious experience of Peronism. My family were anti-Peronists, all of them. Juan Domingo Perón’s vice president was Hortensio Quijano, and as children we learned to sing: “Perón, Quijano due sporchi della mano!” (“Perón, Quijano, two pairs of dirty hands!”) Then, a few years later, nearing adolescence, I began to take an interest in the social reforms that Perón was carrying out, and I started to feel a certain liking for him. I remember one Sunday lunchtime, when I was around fifteen, at my maternal grandparents’ house. There was an uncle, Guillermo, an entrepreneur, a good man, the husband of Aunt Catalina, who kept talking on and on against Perón, endlessly…at which point I grew tired of hearing the record stuck in its groove and lost my temper. “But you have no right,” I protested. “You’re rich, what do you know about poor people, about the problems and sufferings of the poor!” And then he had it in for Evita: She was a disreputable woman, he said, because she had been a movie actress. “But she helps the poor,” I retorted. “And what do you do for the poor?” There was a trading of insults, and the argument degenerated, until I grabbed a soda siphon and sprayed it into his face. My aunt took me outside, and then, you might say, the waters calmed. I apologized, of course. But it had been a kind of public baptism of my political passion, even if the water hadn’t ended up on me. In the early formulation of Peronist doctrine there is, however, a connection with the social doctrine of the Church—Perón would send his speeches to Monsignor Nicolás De Carlo, who at that time was bishop of Resistencia, in the province of Chaco: He would read them and advise whether they conformed with Church doctrine.
I have always, always been politically restless. In ex-Yugoslavia it is said that “two Slovenes make a choir, two Croatians make a parliament, and two Serbs make an army.” In Argentina, each pair of us make a civil war.
Most important, this argument with my uncle was my first open reaction in defense of the poor. A tension, a social commitment that I found more in the Church, in its doctrine that urges us to fight against every form of injustice, without allowing us to be swept away either by ideological colonization or by the culture of indifference.

—
ESTHER Ballestrino de Careaga was an extraordinary woman. I was very fond of her.
With the start of the guerra sucia—Argentina’s violent program of repression that stamped out any form of dissent in cultural, political, social, trade union, or university circles—the noose began to tighten around her. After the coup d’état by Jorge Rafael Videla and his generals on March 24, 1976, Esther applied for and received recognition of refugee status from the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, but not even that was enough protection: Her house was searched on several occasions and members of her family arrested.
On September 13, 1976, her son-in-law Manuel Carlos Cuevas, the husband of her daughter Mabel, was taken. On June 13, 1977, her daughter Ana María was arrested: She was just sixteen, and three months pregnant. The following month, Esther went to the offices of the Buenos Aires Herald to report the arrest and the disappearance, and everyone said how struck they were by her firmness of expression and the authority with which she spoke. It was a firmness and an authority that I had known well. In October, after four months of horrors, Ana María returned home. She had been held in the Centro Clandestino de Detención Club Atlético, a police supply depot that had been turned into a detention camp. She described how she had been kept in chains with others, while loudspeakers played Nazi anthems and Hitler’s speeches at full volume to cover the screams of those being tortured. She told how she had been hooded, stripped naked, beaten, how electric shocks were applied to her body, how she was hung by her arms and legs, her face suffocated by plastic bags, her body burned with cigarettes. Rape was an integral part of the torture, but Ana María managed to escape that torment with a sudden momentary inspiration. When her torturers stripped off her clothes, she had a skin infection. “What’s that?” they asked. The girl didn’t look up. “I’m ashamed to say,” she replied shrewdly. But they insisted: “What is it? Speak!” they shouted. “Leprosy,” she said, in a whisper. “You’re a leper?” “Yes,” she said. They put her back in chains.
Of her brother-in-law, who had been taken a few months before her, there was no trace. He is one of thirty thousand Argentinian desaparecidos.
It was after her daughter’s release that Esther called me. I had been appointed as a Jesuit provincial and was teaching at that time at the Colegio Máximo de San Miguel at Córdoba. She telephoned and said: “My mother-in-law is sick, she’s very ill. I want you to give her extreme unction. Can you come to my house?” They were not believers, even though her mother-in-law was, and was indeed quite religious, but nonetheless it all seemed odd to me. I realized there must be something else and went there in a small van. As soon as I arrived, Esther revealed the true reason for the haste. She had a large library of books that she had read or browsed through, and had underlined, which she valued and had studied, including textbooks on sociology, politics, and many books on Marxism—books that might now increase her difficulties, since she was being kept under surveillance. She asked if I had somewhere to hide and conserve her library, and I said yes. We loaded everything into the van, and I stored them in the Colegio Máximo.
Esther took her elderly mother-in-law and three children to safety, first in Brazil and then to Sweden, where Ana María gave birth to her baby daughter. The girls begged their mother to stay with them in exile, but Esther refused. Those who knew this extraordinary woman were not surprised. “I’ll carry on until they all come back, because all desaparecidos are my children.” She took part in the meetings of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo from the very start and collaborated immediately with the associations of the families of political prisoners and of those missing.
On December 8, 1977, Esther was seized by political police agents in front of the church of Santa Cruz. She was fifty-nine. None of her loved ones would ever see her alive again.
I would meet two of Esther’s daughters, Ana María and Mabel, at the residence of the papal nuncio at Asunción, in Paraguay, during my apostolic visit in July 2015. After 1977, I had corresponded by letter with their father, Raymundo Careaga, until his death. He had returned to Paraguay in 1984, under the dictatorship of General Alfredo Stroessner: To enable us to write to each other he had given me a false name, Nahir Leal, which I used to forward correspondence to him.
Her daughters and I embraced. “Our young people are kicking up a fuss, and so are you,” they told me. I replied that, in order to continue doing so, I still needed their help. They gave me a photograph of Esther at the Hickethier-Bachmann Laboratory with her staff, and among them was me, in my white coat, young Jorge, with my baby face. And with the photograph, also a poem by Eduardo Galeano:
Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, women who have given birth to their children, are the Greek chorus of this tragedy…

“I wake and feel that he’s alive,” one says, they all say.

“I gradually lose heart as the morning passes. He dies at midday. Comes back to life in the afternoon. Then I go back to believing he will come, and I set a place for him at table, but he dies again, and at night I fall asleep without hope. I wake and feel that he’s alive…”

They call them “madwomen.”

They are not generally talked about. Now that the situation is back to normal, the dollar is cheap and certain people too. Mad poets go to their deaths and normal poets kiss the sword and lavish praise and silence.

In complete normality, the finance minister hunts lions and giraffes in the African jungle and the generals hunt workers in the suburbs of Buenos Aires.

New language laws make it obligatory to call the military dictatorship “Process of National Reorganization.”


—
A
third daughter still lives in Sweden: She has her mother’s name.

—
MUCH later, a further discovery would be made about the operation through which Esther had been seized early in December 1977. There was a spy who had managed to work his way into the trust of the families and activists that assembled at the church of Santa Cruz. He called himself Gustavo Niño, nicknamed “the blond angel” due to the color of his hair and his blue eyes. It was said he often spoke about a brother of his who was also caught up in who knows what military carnage. He sometimes hung about talking with the nuns outside. A kiss on the cheek was the agreed signal to mark those people who were to be taken away. Alfredo Astiz was the real name of the man who called himself Gustavo Niño, an officer in the Argentinian navy. In two days, along with Esther, the whole of the “Santa Cruz group” was seized. They included Azucena Villaflor and María Ponce, two other founders of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, and two French nuns from the Notre Dame de La Motte overseas missions, Alice Domon, known as Sister Caty, and Léonie Duquet. They had been sent by their religious institute to work among the poor of the villas miserias in Buenos Aires. A niece of Sister Léonie, Sister Geneviève Jeanningros, of the Little Sisters of Jesus, with whom I am still in contact, has lived for over fifty years in a caravan at the luna park in Rome, and I have visited her twice as pope: a cooking stove, many books, papers strewn about, a thin mattress on the floor, a Gospel testimony among fairground workers and circus performers.
The group, at that time, was preparing a petition with a list of names of desaparecidos and a demand that the government reveal where they were being held. The petition was published in La Nación newspaper on December 10, 1977, the same day that the two nuns disappeared. The signatories included the self-styled Gustavo Niño. He would be sentenced to life imprisonment thirty-four years later.

—
I
tried in every way to obtain information, and on many other occasions, as soon as the seriousness of what was happening began to emerge: about Esther, about the two French nuns, as well as another boy I knew well who had been taken at that same time, he too on information from the fake Gustavo Niño. His name was Remo Carlos Berardo: a painter, an idealist, a wonderful young man. He grew up in the barrio of La Boca, where everyone knew him. He had five brothers and sisters. One of them, Amado, the youngest, a bank clerk, had disappeared five months earlier: He worked with Father Carlos Mugica, the martyr priest killed with five gunshots on May 11, 1974, in front of the Buenos Aires church of San Francisco Solano, in villa 31, where he had just finished celebrating Mass. Remo had started to meet up with the Santa Cruz group, also in the hope of finding his brother.
But they had all disappeared.
Several witnesses later stated that Esther, along with the other “Mothers” and the French nuns, suffered ten days of atrocious torture in the Capucha sector of the ESMA, the Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada, the barbaric detention center in the very heart of Buenos Aires. On December 17 or 18 the women were sedated, loaded onto a naval plane, and thrown into the sea, alive, in front of the coast of Santa Teresita, one hundred twenty-five miles from the capital, in one of the many death flights, a regular criminal practice during the dictatorship. They died on impact.

—
WE searched for them everywhere, knocked on every door, consumed with anger, pain, frenzy, and great frustration. In the face of lies and subterfuge.
For two Jesuit priests, Father Orlando Yorio and Father Franz Jalics, who had been arrested and detained for nearly five months, I tried everything. Even saying Mass for Videla. After a first formal and inconclusive meeting, in which Videla took notes and told me he “would investigate,” I decided that other roads had to be tried. Every road. I managed to find out which military chaplain would be celebrating Mass at the residence of the commander in chief, when the whole Videla family would be present. “You call in sick,” I told him, and I took his place. After the service I told Videla he had to do something. And when rumors circulated in Flores claiming that two priests had been kidnapped by a navy task force, I went twice to Emilio Massera, the admiral in chief, to get him to investigate and resolve the situation. They took their time, denied everything, led us around in circles. I stood up in fury, went to leave, and said: “I want them back, alive!”
Fortunately, in the end, they returned.

—
BUT there would be thousands of murders, tortures, disappearances. The psalmist asks: “Do they not know better, those who do evil, who feed upon my people as they feed upon bread?” (Psalms 14:4). It required little to meet the same end, and the regime had its informants everywhere.

—
THEY were terrible years and, for me, also years of enormous stress: transporting people in secret through roadblocks in the Campo de Mayo district, people whose life and safety depended on it. Or similarly arranging for the escape of a young man who had been entrusted to me by a Uruguayan priest because his life was at risk in his own country.
He arrived in Buenos Aires by plane with false papers, and I went in my car to collect him. I made him lie down behind, in the gap between the seats, covered him well with a thick blanket, and passing like this through three different checkpoints, I drove to San Miguel, to the Colegio Máximo. When we arrived, I made him take off his wedding ring, since he was already married, and I introduced him as a young man who had come for spiritual exercises to consider the option of the priesthood: It was better for no one else to be involved. He stayed for a week, while arrangements were made for his escape to Brazil. Early one morning, I dressed him as a priest, gave him an identity document in my name since the young man in some way resembled me, and drove him to the Jorge Newbery airfield, where a flight awaited him for Foz do Iguaçu, the Brazilian city beyond the border, both of us aware that if they discovered who he was they’d kill him and then come looking for me. It all turned out well, thank God. The boy escaped, waited in Brazil for the dictatorship to fall, and then could finally return to his own land. He is still alive and has also written to me at the Vatican…but they were emotional situations that were extremely hard to cope with. For nearly a year I was given a hand by a psychiatrist, a very wise and capable Jewish woman, who was already helping me to read the psychological tests of seminarians: I went to her once a week, and her suggestions were always helpful. I still remember them and find them instructive even today.

—
YET in those dark years many shadows also hung over the Church itself—and that is why, for a full and complete record, as pope I gave instructions for the Vatican archives to be opened for the first and second Section of the Secretariat of State and Nunciature of Buenos Aires—many priests would be killed during the dictatorship. And even bishops. These included Monsignor Enrique Angelelli, he too the son of Italian migrants. I knew him well because we had Jesuit missionaries in the Andean diocese of La Rioja, where he was bishop. He preached our first spiritual retreat in 1973, just a few weeks before I was elected as provincial. And at La Rioja, where I arrived to accompany the superior general of the order, we found a Church under persecution, damaged after being stoned, but its people and pastor in one piece. On that occasion he gave us all some advice that I have nurtured over the years like a precious seed: “One ear to listen to the Word of God and one ear to listen to the people,” he told us. Three years later, he sent me three seminarians to study at San Miguel, since their lives were in danger, and I hid them there, establishing a long-lasting bond of friendship; one is now an auxiliary bishop at Santiago del Estero, and the other two are parish priests. Several other young men would follow over the next two years, presented each time as participants in a spiritual retreat or as students.
Angelelli was a great pastor, a man of God, of prayer, of great freedom, and equally of love. The momentum of Vatican II gave a new and courageous impulse to his diocese, and he condemned usury, drugs, gambling houses, the numerous forms of exploitation by men in power and by landowners: “I cannot preach resignation. God does not want men and women who are resigned,” he used to say. He was threatened on many occasions, even shortly before his death, but he wouldn’t keep quiet: “Of course I’m frightened, but the Gospel cannot be hidden under the bed,” he confided to his family. He was brutally killed on August 4, 1976, on his return from El Chamical, where he had celebrated Mass in memory of two priests and a layman who were among his closest collaborators, all three assassinated; the corpses of the two priests had been found just a few days before, riddled with bullets, with horrific signs of torture, eyes blindfolded, hands and legs bound. Angelelli’s Fiat 125, however, had been rammed several times and turned over; the priest who was with him, Father Arturo Pinto, was saved only because they thought he was dead. All of us knew instinctively what had happened, even though the police and then the magistrates quickly dismissed the case as a simple road accident. It was only thirty-eight years later that two high-ranking army officers, whom someone had actually seen shooting the final death blow into the bishop’s head, would be sentenced to life imprisonment.

—
EVERY story concealed a drama. Every drama told a story. Sometimes with a happy ending.

—
LIKE the story of my dear friend Sergio Gobilin, an Italian who arrived in Buenos Aires as a child aged four, who at first was a seminarian, then married. On completing his studies, he chose to move into the villa of Mitre, at San Miguel, to help the poor, not far from the Jesuit college where laypeople could also study. I went to visit him, in his house with its packed earth floor. And in 1975, when he decided to marry Ana, a teacher he had met in the area, I officiated at their wedding. The following year the army arrived and took him away. Ana escaped because she was outside the house with her daughter, who was only a few months old. They took Sergio while he was constructing the water system with his own hands, helped by the occupants of the shantytown.
He was said to be held in an area under air force jurisdiction. I went and spoke to the head of the air base: He seemed in difficulty, was stalling for time. In the end I said: “The blood of that man will take you to hell.” I also gave him a description of hell. He was a good person deep down, a “good devil.” Two days later I was informed that my friend was innocent and would be released that evening. But meanwhile another problem emerged: Sergio had not been kept blindfolded and had seen all and everything. Others said he had to be killed. They were days of anguish and despair. They freed him in the end. He was left blindfolded in a street, less than a mile from his home. He was in a pitiful state, beaten and bleeding, covered with injuries, both physical and psychological. He told me they had tortured him for eighteen days. His wife was informed, and I managed to obtain permission for Sergio to be treated in the Italian Hospital, along with her and their little daughter. I called the consulate immediately for him to be granted political exile. They had to leave, even if they didn’t want to, so as not to end up like the other desaparecidos. They were sent to Italy soon after by ship.
Sergio now lives in Pordenone with his wife, and we are still in contact. He told me once by telephone that, after I was elected pope, he no longer knew what to call me. “You can check my birth certificate,” I replied. “The name is still the same!”

—
IN July 2005, a team of doctors announced that they had identified the remains of five women from the group that had been seized between the 8th and 10th of December 1977, buried hastily with no identification, apart from the letters NN—nomen nescio, name unknown. Their names are Azucena Villaflor, María Ponce de Bianco, Ángela Auad, Sister Léonie Duquet, and Esther Ballestrino de Careaga, a great woman and a great friend. The sea had returned their remains. I was a cardinal at the time, and I arranged for them to be buried in the church of Santa Cruz, where they used to meet.










                      
Esther with her three daughters: a great, courageous friend                     
For a mother who has suffered what those women of Plaza de Mayo had suffered, I will allow anything. She can say anything. Because the pain of that mother is unimaginable. “I’d like at least to see the body of my son, his bones, to know where he has been buried, where they have thrown him…” The despair of a mother of Plaza de Mayo is terrible, it is a physical memory, in flesh and bone. They sometimes say: “But where was the Church at that moment?” I remain silent and keep them company. We must accompany and respect that pain, we must take it by the hand. And the pain of their children too.

—
ANA María Careaga, the daughter of a great fighter who battled alongside many women who had lost their children or had opened people’s hearts to the tragic situation of other mothers, works today as director of the research institute for human rights at the Universidad Atlántida Argentina and is head of the investigation on desaparecidos in the departamento of La Costa. Anita, the baby she carried when she was taken, came to visit me at the Vatican in August 2024. She is a woman now: “Don’t give up,” I said. “Hold on to the memory, the remembrance of what you have received, not just the ideas, but also the testimony.” Like her mother, like her grandmother whose portrait hangs in my small study in Santa Marta, like the other Mothers of Plaza de Mayo that have shown the way, she continues to fight for justice. I feel sure that, beyond the recognition of all humanity, God holds them especially to heart, all of them, because they are fighters. I pray for them. I pray for all men and women of goodwill who pledge themselves and fight to achieve a project for justice and fraternity.

—
ON June 8, 2018, I signed a decree for the beatification of Monsignor Angelelli, of Father Carlos de Dios Murias (an enthusiastic young man, full of life, of the Order of Friars Minor Conventual), of the French priest Gabriel Longueville, and of Wenceslao Pedernera, a catechist and organizer of the Movimiento Rural Católico. He was attacked in his home, in front of his wife and daughters, by four hooded men who burst through the door. He ended up with twenty gunshots and died in the hospital forgiving his murderers. Persecuted in the cause of justice and evangelical charity, and all of them killed by the dictatorship of aversion to faith, the four martyrs of El Chamical would all rise to the altars in April of the following year. Those who thought to celebrate their own triumph with the blood of these men would instead witness their own defeat.

—
THE remains of Alice Domon, Sister Caty, have never been identified.
She was thirty when she left for Argentina to devote herself to the care and catechism of disabled children. She and Sister Léonie had been presented to Videla before his promotion to general. He needed help for his son Alejandro, an epileptic and seriously mentally disabled child whom the two sisters looked after at the Casa de la Caridad at Morón.
She has never been found.
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No One Can Save Themself Alone











WE EVENTUALLY GOT our diplomas. In December 1955, the class successfully finished its courses and organized a grand farewell ball. The laboratory work also came to an end. It was now summer, and time to make decisions. I wasn’t sure how to tackle the question with my parents. My mother in particular felt sure I would go to university and become a doctor.

—
I
didn’t need to take the initiative: She started the conversation. One November day, she climbed to the roof above the terrace where I had set myself up so that I could study more quietly, away from the chaos of the bedroom I shared with my brothers. She hadn’t come to tidy up—that was a task that we children carried out—but she seemed to be guided by some intuition, her curiosity and suspicions aroused by something she couldn’t fully understand, something that escaped her, and to which that rooftop space might give a name. She found it full of books, and many were not what she had expected—theology textbooks above all, some in Latin.
When I returned indoors, Mamá was waiting for me. She didn’t look happy. “Didn’t you say you wanted to be a doctor?” she said. I replied that I was thinking of something else too. I was still thinking of being a doctor, I said, but for souls instead. That didn’t satisfy her either. She wanted me to go to university: “Graduate first, then you’ll get a better idea what to do,” she said. It wasn’t a quarrel, more of a short and frank exchange, but she wouldn’t alter her view even later. To the extent that she wouldn’t go with me to the diocesan seminary, nor would she be present on the day of the ceremony when I became a seminarian.
I cannot say that relations between us during that period were particularly strained, nor certainly that I had stopped being one of the fingers of her hand. This was her way of saying that she didn’t agree on the matter—neither in the timing nor the way I had done it—but that I was free all the same to choose for myself. We didn’t quarrel, but we saw each other only when I returned home. My mother never came to the seminary. She would accompany me only to Córdoba with my father when I entered the Society of Jesus, and she maintained a certain reserve in the early days.
With Papá, it was easier: He told me that if I really felt it was the right path, then he was happy.
But we had to go back over the question, all of us together.
I decided then to go to Father Pozzoli, and I told him everything. He examined my vocation, told me to pray and to leave everything in the hands of God, then gave me the blessing of Mary, Help of Christians.
A few weeks later, someone at home came up with an idea to bring an end to the impasse: Why don’t we go to Father Pozzoli? He was the family’s spiritual father, he was the priest who had baptized me nineteen years before…and I, looking as innocent as I could, then said: but yes, of course.
It was December 12, 1955; my parents were celebrating their twentieth wedding anniversary. First the celebration of the Mass at San José de Flores, just the two of them and we five children, officiated by Father Pozzoli, and then all together for a reception at Confitería La Perla de Flores, in Avenida Rivadavia, on the junction with Rivera Indarte, half a block from the basilica. Papá had also invited Father Pozzoli, who, already knowing what he was driving at, had accepted immediately.
Halfway through the reception, the main course—my vocation—was laid out on the table. Father Pozzoli began in a roundabout fashion: “University is certainly all right, it’s always a good thing,” he said, “though it’s also true that things should be done when God wants them done…” And without taking sides over the question, he started telling us stories about various vocations, then ending with his own. He told us how in just a few years he became subdeacon, then deacon and priest. And how that choice had also given him so much more than he had expected…He didn’t end by telling my parents they should let me go to the seminary, nor by urging them to decide. That wasn’t his way. He limited himself to clearing minds and softening hearts. The Spanish would say: “Una de cal y otra de arena,” which means balancing the positive and the negative. And the rest followed naturally.












                      
As a young seminarian at Villa Devoto                     
I entered the Inmaculada Concepción diocesan seminary at Villa Devoto in early 1956. Not before having told my grandparents, of course.
“I always knew you wouldn’t conform to a humdrum life, that you had the right ambition,” Nona Maria said. And she reminded me how I once, as a child, wanted at all costs to read a book by Giosuè Carducci that I had found in my father’s library: “Even if you found it hard to understand, you didn’t want to give up.”
Nona Rosa, though she already knew everything and pretended not to, was delighted. “If you’ve felt that God is calling you, it’s an excellent thing.”
I should not forget, she added, that the front door would always be open, if I ever decided to turn back.

—
LIFE at the seminary, like that of the boarding school, was one of full immersion, all-embracing: from study—Juan Carlos Scannone, a Jesuit, one of the leading exponents of the theology of the people, was my teacher of Greek and literature—to the celebration of the Eucharist and prayer, as well as games of soccer. We lived as a community, as “boarders,” and we left only on the weekend. I was at once made responsible for the youngest pupils, those who entered at the age of twelve.

—
I
enjoyed the seminary, even though I left it. Or rather, they carried me out of the seminary: on a stretcher, on the point of death. “Feet first,” as they say.
In August 1957, the institute was hit by gripe, Asian flu, an epidemic that would cause millions of deaths that year throughout the world. We all fell ill. But while my companions recovered after four or five days, I gradually worsened. A high fever that wouldn’t go away. There again, the institute’s doctor, whom we nicknamed “the Animal,” had only three remedies: laxative, for any kind of stomach pain; iodine, for any kind of wound; and aspirin, for everything else. And the nurse, a onetime steam locomotive driver, gave his full consent to these prescriptions and doses. My paternal grandparents were preparing to celebrate their golden anniversary at that time, to be held on August 20, but I could not take part in that great family celebration. It was the prefect, a young priest ordained two years before, who finally took the situation in hand: “I am taking you to the hospital,” he said.
I was given urgent treatment at the Syrian Lebanese Hospital at Villa Pueyrredón.
My arrival in this world was thanks to a ship not taken: the SS Principessa Mafalda. But my survival was mainly thanks to a nun.
Cornelia Caraglio, the sister superior there at that Dominican hospital, took immediate care of me, and to fall into her hands was a true blessing. She was an experienced, cultured woman who had worked as a teacher in Greece, and she quickly realized the seriousness of my situation: She called the specialist, who drained one and a half liters of fluid from my lungs. It began a slow and unsteady climb back from the brink between life and death. To perform the endoscopy to my lungs without affecting my heart, they filled me with morphine: The world seemed distorted, people became miniature; that too was a terrible experience, one aspect of the nightmare into which I had fallen. I could feel that my condition was extremely serious. I hugged my mother, who had rushed to my bedside: “Mamá, tell me the truth, what have I got? What is happening to me?” I realized that their words were no more than pitiful lies.
The doctors in that Lebanese community hospital were marvelous: Dr. Apud; Dr. De All, a young doctor I would meet again many years later when I was archbishop; and Dr. Zorraquin, the tuberculosis specialist who drained my chest. But it was Sister Cornelia in particular who saved my life. It was that Italian nun, she too from Piedmont, from Beinette, in the province of Cuneo, who, when I was prescribed a certain dose of penicillin and streptomycin, as soon as the doctor had gone, said firmly: “Double it.” She had intuition and practical experience, and certainly no lack of courage.
My companions came from the seminary to visit me; some also gave me their blood for transfusions.
Gradually the fevers decided to leave me, and the light began to return.

—
IT was not the first time that I could feel the power of that religious and human experience; it was not the first time that the sisters took care of me. No one can save themself alone, in any sense.
The first time, indeed, was at the very start of my life.
Le Petites Soeurs de l’Assomption, founded in the second half of the nineteenth century by Father Étienne Pernet, had opened a community in Flores in 1932, in that barrio populated mostly by working-class families and immigrants. It devoted itself to serving the poor and the sick, also as domestics who went to the houses of those in need, worked patiently, nursing and helping children, taking them to school and preparing food for them. And then, as discreetly as they had arrived, they returned to the convent. With one of those sisters, Sister Antonia, who at that time was a young novice, I stayed in contact for the rest of her life, until her last day. She, however, came to me on my very first day, together with her fellow sister, Sister Oliva, an Irishwoman. Mamá wasn’t able to breastfeed me, I was crying, and Papá begged them to come to our house. Both were practical and experienced nurses. Sister Oliva felt my mother’s breast and said: “You’ll never have any milk, my dear…” and went straight off in search of donkey’s milk.
My family was extremely attached to those sisters, and we often went with my parents to visit them. The convent was about ten blocks from our house, in a lower-lying district that frequently flooded when it rained and was connected by small metal bridges that joined the two sides of the road. They were called las hermanitas del puente—the little sisters of the bridge. My parents and Nona also became active members of the lay groups attached to the congregation.
They were extraordinary women.

—
AFTER the Spanish Civil War, which was the dress rehearsal for World War II and the alliance between Hitler and Mussolini, many republicans sought refuge in Argentina, and some became my father’s colleagues at the factory where he worked. One day, one of these workers was taken seriously ill, with a festering and infectious sickness; his body was covered with sores, and he was in much pain. His wife needed to work; they had three children, and there was no one to care for the children and the husband. Papá went to the Sisters of the Assumption to ask for help, also explaining that the man was rabidly anti-clerical and a great blasphemer. “I’ll go,” said the French superior, Sister Madeleine. She arrived at the house, and the man welcomed her with the worst words imaginable, none of which would find any place in a dictionary. But she calmly set about helping him. Between one insult and another, she treated the wounds, tidied the house, took the children to school, and as soon as the wife came back from work, she returned to the convent. Day after day, little by little, with that mildness, she tamed her patient: The man apologized, and they eventually became friends. It went on like this for more than a month, until he was well and could return to his daily life.
Sometime later, as he was leaving the factory with his republican workmates, they saw two nuns pass on the other side of the street. When one of the two workers began swearing at them, he resolved it with a punch that knocked the man to the ground. And when the man got up again, my father’s work colleague explained the motive for his harsh lesson: “You can say what you like about God and the priests, but don’t ever insult Holy Mary and the nuns!”

—
THE Sisters of Mercy was another religious community to which we were very close, also geographically, since they were only a few hundred yards away. Sister Dolores Tortolo, my nursery-school teacher and my first catechist, gave me the gift of balanced and optimistic, joyous and responsible teaching. I am very thankful to her. And I went to visit her throughout her life, up to her death in 1986, when she was over ninety. On the day she died I was traveling back from Germany, where I had been for a period of study at the Philosophisch-Theologische Hochschule Sankt Georgen in Frankfurt, not knowing about her condition.
Those two congregations of nuns had a profound influence on me and on my entire family. They were companions and teachers at many happy and difficult moments of our lives.

—
IN September 1957, the Syrian Lebanese Hospital decided that my condition had improved sufficiently and that I could return home to convalesce. Once there, I could resume pondering a doubt that had troubled me even before I had entered the seminary. I thought again about my presence at Villa Devoto and felt a desire to be…I am not sure what: more of a missionary. And I didn’t want to journey alone. I didn’t see myself as a lone priest, a secular priest. I needed a community. It was a need that I always sensed, the feeling and awareness of being part of a fabric, woven into a totality, and not a loose thread.
The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman wrote that the word community gives out a pleasant feeling, whatever such a term might mean. Companies and societies may even be bad; community no. Community is always a good thing. It evokes everything for which we feel the need and which we lack in order to feel confident, calm, and self-assured.
No one can save themself alone. The aspect of community is not decoration, but an integral part of Christian life and of evangelization.

—
WHEN, as soon as I was elected, I took possession of the papal apartment, I felt an instinctive no well up inside me. The papal apartment on the third floor of the Apostolic Palace is not luxurious. It is old, tastefully done, large, though far from opulent. But in the end, it is like an inverted funnel. It is spacious, but the entrance is quite cramped. You squeeze in, drop by drop, and I—this is the point—cannot live without people around me.
This is why I chose to stay at Casa Santa Marta, the guesthouse to the left of Saint Peter’s Basilica, in Vatican territory. During the days of the conclave, I was given room 207. The room in which I would live as pope, room 201, a few yards away, on the second floor, was a room for guests. It overlooks a small square that leads to the rear entrance of the basilica. I like it there.
Obviously, at the time, I caused some minor turmoil. There were objections that Santa Marta was also used by priests who work in the Curia, and that by staying there I’d be in contact with them: but I replied that I was quite accustomed to having priests around me.
I celebrate Mass at seven A.M. in the chapel, with a small part of the people of God. I eat my meals with the other guests. Everyone knows that conviviality is a special part of Christianity. And it is naturally rooted in the community and in the family.
When a professor asked me a few weeks later, out of curiosity, what the underlying reasons for this choice were, I said: “Listen, there are psychiatric reasons why I can’t live in the Apostolic Palace. It’s my personality.”
I need to live my life alongside others.
Not even the pope can save himself alone. Throughout my life I have benefited from the presence of many saintly people next door, mostly simple people, who perhaps didn’t even go to church, or went two or three times a year, but who led a dignified life, earned their bread, cared for others. These testimonies have always struck me deeply: Berta, Mari, the women of the barrio, fathers of families, people of such extraordinary humanity, spirituality, substance. And here, now, at Santa Marta, in the Vatican, I meet many of them every day, men and women who work with humility, hidden away, with a genuine spirit of charity and service.
On the other hand, since I was a child, I have always tried to avoid those who gossip, those who speak ill of others: I have always regarded this as a grave sickness that anesthetizes the heart. In the words of the Book of Sirach: “Many have fallen by the edge of the sword, but not as many as by the tongue” (28:18), because gossip, mudslinging, is by no means an innocent vice: It is instead a plague that carries discord and suffering.

—
DURING my convalescence, the spiritual father of the seminary often came to visit and brought communion once a week. And meanwhile the idea of a life as a regular priest in a community returned and reaffirmed itself, with the uncertainty as to whether it would be better for me to opt for the Dominicans or the Jesuits.
I had never lost my vocation during the eighteen months spent in the seminary, and it had never occurred to me to marry. And yet my thoughts had happened to wander in the wake of the intellectual light and beauty of a girl I had met at an uncle’s wedding. I was surprised by it, and for a while, yes, she turned my head. I even found it difficult to pray without her image appearing, continually. I had to go back and ponder the option one more time, to struggle, and let myself choose the religious path once again.
It was something normal, indeed it would have been abnormal if I had not been through that kind of experience. Even today I think that if a boy or a girl feels a special calling of the Lord and doesn’t have some sense of uncertainty, of fear…then something is missing. In such cases, I’m rather suspicious. The Lord calls us to do great things, and if the enthusiasm is accompanied by a little fear, this is healthy, it does good.

—
AS for me, I was looking for something more.
I liked the Dominicans: I had friends among them. But the seminary was run by Jesuits, who I therefore knew well. Three things had struck me about the Society of Jesus: their community, missionary work, and discipline. Especially the last two: Even though I never went on a mission and would be broadly disobedient and undisciplined, the discipline fascinated me. Their way of ordering time. I felt I had to commit myself deeply, to be useful, to achieve something. What drove me, I would say, was what today we would call openness to the Church, being open to whatever they would order me to do.

—
I
discussed this with Father Pozzoli, who questioned me on my ideas and feelings, and eventually backed my decision.
I would still have to face other harsh trials before I could begin my journey.
At the end of October the doctors told me I had three large cysts on the lung, and it was essential to have surgery as soon as possible. In November I returned to the hospital, and they operated. It was extremely painful. Extremely. At that time, they did it by making an incision in the chest and then separated the ribs with a rib spreader. That already was a traumatic experience. Then they went ahead with the operation itself: They cut away the upper lobe of the right lung. The operation was successful, but the period of suffering was not yet over. I spent many days under an oxygen tent, with a catheter stuck into my lungs: The doctor arrived each morning with a large syringe and injected a physiological fluid to clean the pleura; the cannula was attached to a valve from which the liquid flowed, and the pressure released the sensor. But the pain was terrible. Family and friends came to visit, but what touched me and helped me most of all, far more than the polite words, was what Sister Dolores said: “You are imitating Jesus.”
It brought me peace.
The suffering didn’t go away, but it had a different value, a meaning.
Pain is not a virtue, but the way in which it is experienced can be virtuous. Our calling is fulfillment and happiness, and pain is a limitation in this quest. For this reason, the sense of personal pain is truly understood through the suffering of God who became man, Christ. Every attempt to relieve pain will achieve only partial results unless it is founded in transcendence.

—
WHEN I finally left the hospital, the choice had been made. I would enter the Society of Jesus as a novice.

—
BUT this would not happen until March.
Father Pozzoli was unhappy that I should remain at home all that time, much less during the vacation period. He spoke with the inspector and arranged for me, I don’t know how, to spend the summer on the hills of Tandil, where the Salesians had a large guesthouse, Villa Don Bosco, surrounded by a thick forest of trees. My shaken lungs would also benefit from it.
On January 25, 1958, I boarded a plane for the first time and flew two hundred and twenty miles from Buenos Aires to the heart of the Sierra. It was a DC-3, twin engine propeller-driven, a classic World War II airplane, and had seen better days. During the flight, a lady complained that she felt cold, and the steward promptly apologized: “You see, madam, the fact is that some parts at the rear of the plane have come off.” Pieces of frankly negligible importance, he hastened to add.
Those weeks flew by. On March 10, I packed my suitcase with just two changes of clothing, as I had been instructed, said goodbye to my brothers and sisters, and went with my parents to Retiro station to take the bus for Córdoba, to the great building the Jesuits had constructed half a century before in the former English Quarter.
The next day I would knock on that door.
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Resounding with the Deepest Vibrations











EL NOVICIADO DE la Sagrada Familia was as large as an entire block. It had sprung up almost half a century before on land that had once been filled with swamps and garbage dumps to the north of the city, which, like others in Argentina, was expanding in all directions, while its population multiplied. The district at that time was called Pueyrredón, named after a leading figure in the resistance in Buenos Aires and in Argentinian independence. My parents and I arrived at the double doors of the great house on the morning of March 11, 1958. Brother Cirilo Rodriguez, the doorkeeper, appeared and told us to wait in the room next to the porter’s lodge, then went off quietly to call the master of the novices, Father Gaviña.
A man in his fifties appeared and welcomed us with a brisk greeting. He recited the novitiate rules for guests over the next two years. Visits were permitted but would be quite brief, an hour at most. My parents or my brothers or sisters would be received there, in the visiting room, since they would not be allowed into the rest of the house without special permission. And except in serious or unusual circumstances, I could not return to Buenos Aires to visit them. I said goodbye to Papá and Mamá, we hugged one another, and when the main door closed, a novice in his second year took me through the whole building, briefly explaining the customs and practices of my new residence. “Angel” was the name of the task the master had given him.
The rooms of the priests were on the first floor. Those of the novices were in another wing. The bedrooms were very large and rather cold in winter. I was shown my bed in the room I would share with two other “brothers.” I was shown the infirmary, the two chapels, the library, the lecture hall with desks for twenty students, the storeroom, and then, on leaving, the kitchen, the large refectory with an enormous U-shaped table that could accommodate a hundred people, a courtyard, and here another building with a dirt pitch for soccer, and one for basketball. And at the far end, the community’s great church, which also had a public entrance. It hadn’t yet been fully built for lack of resources, so there was still a temporary roof thirty years later.
Father Cándido Gaviña, the master of the novices, was quiet and reserved, good and sensitive too, but…how can I put it: We didn’t “get” him. To such an extent that, sometime later, he would even say to me: “But why don’t you think about going back home, about having a nice family…” No, that wasn’t what I was thinking about. We just didn’t understand each other: I was very Argentinian, very direct, and he, who had trained in Colombia and had lived there for many years, instead had a totally Colombian mentality, and was very formal. It was like a northern Italian going to Sicily and wanting to impose his own ways and ideas.
But in July, Father Gaviña was chosen as provincial of the Jesuits, replacing Father Francisco Zaragozi, who had carried out those responsibilities in the previous years and would then become the new master of the novices at the great house at Córdoba.
He was fifty-four at the time, and would become like a father to me, to the extent that I would choose him as my sponsor at my ordination as a priest.

—
THERE were around twenty novices. And our life was very austere, with a rigid daily routine, marked out by rules, encouragements, exercises dense with meaning, rigorous timetables, and much silence.
The silence was key.
The climate was good, and I liked it there.
After the wake-up call at six, we would kneel for the first meditation in our rooms, and that was how we began the day. We would then walk in silence to the chapel for communal prayer and Mass; then have breakfast and begin the so-called humble offices, the tasks assigned to each novice: sweep the stairs and corridors, clean the bathrooms, wash the dishes and pans, or prepare food in the kitchen. Among all of these, we peeled several tons of potatoes. Then the lessons began, which included Latin in the first year and Greek in the second, as well as rhetoric. There was space for an individual examination of conscience, after which lunch began in the main refectory. There were precise rules here too, including silence, except on feast days. Then a brief visit to the chapel, a short period of recreation, and a half-hour rest before communal prayer to the Virgin Mary and afternoon lessons. These were followed by an afternoon snack and, three times a week, games of basketball or fútbol. We removed our cassocks and put on black trousers and dark smocks. I had made a good recovery from my operation and could play with all the others, usually basketball, or as goalie. Until the janitor called: “All off to wash!” and we ran to the showers. This wasn’t always a great moment: the woodburning boiler of the novitiate was small, and in winter the water invariably cold. Afterward there was spiritual reading and prayer in the chapel, and then supper, at the end of which we had fifteen minutes of leisure before the second examination of conscience. At ten o’clock, all to bed. It was a fairly hard life, yet I felt comfortable, and thanked Providence for having led me there.
Every Thursday, and for whole weeks during the summer, we went to the Quinta del Niño Dios, the agricultural estate owned by the society. The truck sounded its horn, and we jumped onto the back, as far as the farm. We harvested fruit or planted trees, boring through rocks in the ground, for hours: The shoots we planted back then are now large acacias, espinillos, chañares, eucalyptuses, pines…a woodland that has become a municipal reserve. And in summertime we took long walks along the San Roque Dam, made excursions into the mountains, went bathing in the river…
Meanwhile, on Saturdays and Sundays, we novices taught catechism.
We went out looking for children, local boys and girls in the district around the hospital at Tránsito Cáceres, which at that time was like a shantytown: We crossed ditches eroded by floodwater, over brushwood and rocks, to reach poor makeshift houses. After speaking to their parents, we assembled the children in groups of seven or eight, and during the morning, in a courtyard or under a tree, we gave lessons in doctrine. Sometimes we brought candies, though not always, as we had no money to buy them either. And at the end of the lesson, in the time left before lunch, we would all play soccer together. I still remember those children. There was a family originally from Sicily, three little brothers, Napoli, Antonio José, and Pedro, and then the Zanotte family, who all lived in Avenida Pringles, a few blocks away from the novitiate. The area was called “the gully.”

—
I
enjoyed doing catechism for children, and later as well, when I went to Chile. They were experiences that helped in my teaching for the rest of my life. The Kingdom of God belongs to such as these (Mark 10:13–16). Don’t harm a single one of these little ones…
From the very start of my papacy, I felt I was being called to take responsibility for all the evil committed by certain priests, who were many in number, even if they were a small part of all those who had been consecrated. But this certainly is not the point: Even if just one case of abuse were discovered in the Church, it would be monstrous enough on its own. With shame and repentance, the Church must seek pardon for the terrible damage that those clergy have caused with their sexual abuse of children, a crime that causes deep wounds of pain and powerlessness, firstly for the victims, but also for their families and in the whole community. “If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it” (1 Corinthians 12:26). After my apostolic journey to Chile in 2018, I would learn over the following months the full extent of the many abuses in the Diocese of Osorno, expelling the priest responsible and accepting the resignation of some of the country’s bishops. No silence or concealment can be tolerated on this question, neither outside the Church nor least of all inside it. It is something over which there can be no argument.
When I was vicar apostolic of Flores, in I think 1993, an episode was reported to me that involved a deacon who had arrived from abroad for training with a view to the priesthood. That young man had tried to take advantage of a paraplegic boy; nothing had happened because the boy, though paralyzed, was in no way submissive: He reacted forcefully…and gave the deacon what he deserved. I intervened immediately, summoned the deacon, told him to leave right away, and informed the bishop of his country about what had happened. Incidents like this must be taken extremely seriously, with neither hesitation nor any underestimation of what had happened. At the same time, we need to act discerningly, to avoid traps. I remember one case, once again in Flores, which pained me very much, of a slanderous allegation, an attempted extortion from a very good priest: A family threatened to report him for abuse in order to obtain money. We investigated, the police even installed a video camera, and that lie, that blackmail was eventually exposed.
Various measures have been taken taken in this respect for dismissal from the priesthood during my papacy, also with regard to cardinals, as in the case of the archbishop of Washington, Theodore McCarrick, but this is certainly not enough. Each case must and will be viewed with the greatest seriousness. The pain of the victims is a lament that rises to heaven, that touches the soul, and which for so long has been ignored, hidden, or silenced. In the justified anger of the people, the Church sees the reflection of God’s anger, betrayed and besmirched by these dishonest priests.
I have had occasion to say that the echo of the silent scream of those little children who have found torturers in their father figures and spiritual guides will shake those hearts that have been anesthetized by hypocrisy and power. Even though world statistics reveal that most abuse takes place in the family or in the local environment, and that this scourge is a drama that concerns all spheres of society, such a consideration can never relieve us from our own commitment or responsibility: This is our disgrace and our humiliation, as I declared in my visit to Belgium in September 2024, while others should think about the part for which they are responsible. Looking at the past, whatever measures are taken to seek forgiveness and try to repair the damage done will never be enough. Looking toward the future, every effort will be made to create a culture that will prevent any repetition of such situations, and to ensure they find no space for cover-ups. At the apostolic nunciature in Brussels, I had a private meeting with seventeen victims abused by members of the clergy: For two hours I listened to accounts of their injuries, I expressed my grief for what they had suffered as children, and my gratitude for their courage today. I told them that crimes such as these cannot be statute-barred by reason of time. The abusers are clearly responsible, but so too is a bishop who knows and does nothing about it. Covering it up is adding shame to shame.
Victims must know that the pope is on their side. And on this he will not take even one step back.

—
IN the first year of my novitiate we did a month of spiritual exercises, and in the second, in 1959, a month of pilgrimage. Three of us went off for a month, in the hands of providence, an exercise that novices have undertaken since the time of Saint Ignatius. And I was selected to go with two others. One of them, Pautasso, a novice whose family also came from Piedmont, would leave the society a few months later; the other, Santiago Frank, was already a priest but had entered the novitiate to become a Jesuit. We traveled southeast, venturing more than two hundred and fifty miles from Córdoba to Rosario, passing through villages and towns. We traveled with no money in our pockets, on foot or by hitching a lift, asking in the various parishes, town by town, for permission to stay in exchange for our service—which could be anything whatsoever, a church floor to sweep, a wall to whitewash, any kind of organizational help. We ate thanks to the generosity of others, and none of us died of hunger nor suffered the cold.
At Río Segundo, we stayed with the parish priest, Father Marcos David Bustos Zambrano. He lived in the parish house with his mother; his father, who was 104 and still in fine form; and a sister. Father Bustos Zambrano was a great man, a true Father, a good leader, attentive toward the circumstances of each parishioner. And he smoked like a chimney.
As soon as we arrived, he gave us accommodation in a room and sent us to do a census of the tombstones in the town cemetery. He was certainly a “hands-on” priest with an ability to remain close and to care for each of his flock, in death as in life.
Twenty years later, a few months before he died, he left a letter: “My family call me David, and here I’m called Father; I’m from Argentina, born from emigrant parents, a priest with a small p and I’ve always worked in the countryside. I’ve been in this parish for thirty-one years, I am quite old, but never stop learning; I wear the black cassock, one of those long ones…I’m a man of the earth and of heaven who carries peace, the fruit of justice and of love, and of the clear message of the Heavenly Father for Christ incarnate.” This priest gave so much to so many. One of his fellow clerics, Father Enrique Visca, was priest at the neighboring parish of Oliva for forty-five years, until he was dismissed by his bishop because it was said he had gone rather “soft in the head”: He had wanted to beatify his dead mother, things like that…The priest resented the way he had been dismissed. And so Father Bustos Zambrano invited him to his parish to pray at the funerals for the dead to whom he gave fictitious names, which he invented there and then—prayers that would then be prayers of suffrage for the souls in purgatory. And all this so that he could give him a little money, so that he would not lack support and would not feel cast out.
Father David was a great priest. To me, a young trainee novice, he gave advice that I still recall.

—
AS for Father Visca, James Craik village, which was part of the parish of Oliva, fell out with the new priest who refused to lead the procession during the village’s annual festivities. The parishioners then decided to search out the old priest, who was still living at Oliva, so that he might do it, and Father Visca agreed. He went to James Craik, calmly began the procession, and then prepared himself for the homily. It opened with words that none of those present would ever forget: “Great sons of a b…you have thrown me out and now you’ve come searching for me…” and so he went on, chastising the parishioners for not having defended him when he was thrown out of his church, and telling them that God had punished them and had forced them to retrace their steps. He devoted the whole of his homily to the importance of being loyal to their priests.
Stories such as these have remained with me and have helped me to see the reality of priests’ lives, also of those who are older and in difficulty.
Having left Río Segundo, we carried on toward Impira, a country village in the same departamento. Our arrival coincided with the local saint’s day. The ceremony for the Virgin, perhaps the first expression of popular piety that I had occasion to see outside Buenos Aires, left a lasting impression on me, and even today, more than sixty years later, I remember the hymn the people sang with great devotion during those rituals.
I learned so much during that month of pilgrimage, so that the vibrations of the Americas and their people still resound deep within me.

—
ON March 12, 1960, on the anniversary of the canonization of Saint Ignatius, I was considered ready to take the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. I made the promise, which I would subsequently complete with the solemn vows that bring full membership of the Society of Jesus, including the vow of obedience and commitment to the pope and to the society’s missions, on which I would go in April, thirteen years later.
At the end of the ritual of profession, as we were having lunch in the refectory, Father Zaragozi came up to me: “Prepare yourself, you’re going to Chile for your juniorate.” A few days later I left for Father Hurtado’s village, just a few miles from Santiago. I would remain there for the next twelve months. Alberto Hurtado, a modern-day saint, spent his life with the poor and with workers; a man who was also persecuted, who also had to face suffering, and yet he never lost his joy. He loved to say that the future largely depends on the capacity to listen. In Chile, I discovered this for myself.

—
MY experience at the Centro de Espiritualidad Loyola would be very different from that at Córdoba: It was above all a school that taught humanities. And friendship too. The Chileans made me develop more humanity—if I have a little of this, I owe it to them.
And the teachers were of a high quality, all of them. I remember a French teacher who gave lessons on Baudelaire: “Ma jeunesse ne fut qu’un ténébreux orage, traversé çà et là par de brillants soleils…” (“My youth has been nothing but a tenebrous storm, pierced now and then by rays of brilliant sunshine…”)
Or on Charles Péguy, the poet and essayist from Orléans who wrote such things as: “Social revolution will be moral, or it won’t happen”; or: “The most difficult thing is to hope. The easiest thing is to despair, and this is the great temptation”; and again: “There’s something worse than having a wicked soul. It is having a soul hardened by habit.”
Likewise, I would do much work on Virgil, about which I later wrote a long essay, which is still in Buenos Aires. The Aeneid is perhaps one of the classical texts that I studied most deeply, so much so that there is a small card at the entrance to my room with the famous line 462 of Book One: “Sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangent.” (“The world is one of tears, and human suffering confounds the mind.”)
My mind was not confounded, instead it was thrown open, it was opened to such great humanity.

—
ON weekends we went to the nearby villages to serve the poor. We nursed the sick, taught catechism; some children were so poor that they had no shoes; they went to school barefoot. During the winter they suffered from frostbite, and they were always hungry.
It was an experience that affected me deeply.
I was so struck by it that I wrote at once to my sister Maria Elena, who was still a child, to tell her about it. Our own life, so humble and modest, seemed so far removed from the ferocious poverty of those conditions.

—
BEFORE that, at Córdoba, I had spent a month at the hospital. We helped the patients, washed, fed, and shaved them.
It was there that I saw the first open sign of infidelity. I was already sufficiently experienced but touching that wound made me sick. I was nursing a man who was dying, he had an enormous laceration on his neck that we had to continually clean, and it was precisely there, at his bedside, that his wife, an attractive woman, younger than he, who spoke French because they were Middle Eastern, was making advances with the doctor.
Everything was so blatant that I could hardly believe it.

—
MY juniorate in Chile came to an end, and I returned to Argentina in March 1961 to begin a three-year course in philosophy at the Colegio Máximo de San José at San Miguel, to the west of Gran Buenos Aires, the gigantic urban workers’ belt that surrounds the capital. The classes were even larger there, with sixty or so students who came from Chile, Mexico, Uruguay, Bolivia, and Paraguay, as well as Argentina. Some of my classmates called me “El Gringo,” probably because my features were not exactly South American. One of my teachers at San Miguel was Father Miguel Ángel Fiorito, a great master, professor of metaphysics as well as spiritual teacher, and director of the journal Stromata in which professors from the faculty published articles. Father Fiorito’s intellectual and spiritual abilities made him the unquestionable point of reference for us students. For me he was the pre-eminent master, a personal guide in his discernment. My first reflections on popular religiosity, on a realistic view of the people of God that excludes those romantic and divisive notions, on the theology of the people, stem from him. He was a champion of dialogue and of listening and his influence has stayed with me through the years, and certainly also in many themes developed during my papacy.






        
With Father Fiorito (center), my wise master (I am on his right).       
I met him for the last time a few days before he died. It was a Sunday at the end of July 2005, shortly after his birthday. He was at the Hospital Alemán. He had been unable to speak for several years. He had lost that ability but could still communicate—he had an intense gaze, spoke with his eyes. Two tranquil tears ran down his face: Those tears were his gift to me. Even that farewell was instructive.



15.
The Only Way to Become Fully Human











IN THE PERIOD between my studies in philosophy, for which I obtained my diploma in 1963, and those in theology, I was sent to the Colegio de la Inmaculada Concepción at Santa Fe to teach literature, art, and psychology to youngsters in their last two years of high school.
A few months before, I had written to the superior general of the order, Father Pedro Arrupe, who had been the first Jesuit provincial in Japan and rector of the novitiate at Hiroshima. He was there when the atomic bomb was dropped.

—
HE told how, on August 6, 1945, at eight-fifteen, when the bomb exploded barely two and a half miles away from where he and other Jesuits and many young people were, he saw “a blinding light” and, as he opened the door, heard a formidable explosion “like the blast of a hurricane. At the same time doors, windows, and walls fell upon us in smithereens.” Those few seconds “seemed deathly,” though all those present survived. They ran through the rice fields to try to understand what had happened, but all they could see of the city was a thick cloud crossed by enormous flames. They climbed a hill to get a better view, and from there “we could see a ruined city: before us a decimated Hiroshima. The city was reduced to ashes.” An enormous pool of fire, which in a few minutes had turned to rubble. Those who escaped “were clinging to each other, without running, as they would have wished, to escape from the inferno as quickly as they could, due to the terrible injuries they bore.”
I was not yet nine on that sixth day of August, and my house in the barrio of Flores was more than twelve thousand miles away from that gigantic mushroom of death that had filled the sky of Japan. We were distanced by the barriers of language, cultural paradigms, and a whole immense ocean, the Pacific, which no one in our family had ever seen, and that I myself wouldn’t see until many years later. And yet I remember that day very well: I remember the tear-filled eyes of my mother and my father when the news reached them. They wept.
In a flash, “a luminous flash, as yellow and bright as ten thousand suns,” between seventy thousand and eighty thousand people were killed, and a number so large that it is impossible to estimate fell sick and died over the following months and years from injuries caused by exposure to radiation. Survivors recounted how, if you took an injured person by the hand, their skin would come off in tatters, like taking off a glove. The city, until a moment before, had been lively and bustling, a major commercial and industrial center on the island of Honshu, but was now a poisonous and dust-filled desert. No houses, no squares, not one of the many temples that lay dotted about: just a black hole of destruction and death. The journalist John Hersey would report a year later when he went to see what little remained of the city, that the outlines of human bodies could still be seen on the walls, like the negatives of film rolls. On the bridge by the science museum, a man and a cart had been immortalized by the radiation in a shadow that was so clear and precise as to indicate that at the exact moment when the explosion had literally vaporized them both, the man was whipping his horse.
This is the folly of nuclear war. Albert Einstein would note: “Mankind invented the atomic bomb, but no mouse would ever construct a mousetrap.”
Three days later, Nagasaki suffered the same fate.

—
THERE is a picture that for me has come to symbolize the inhuman barbarity of war: It shows a small boy, probably no more than ten years old, carrying a heavy weight on his shoulders as if it were a schoolbag—it’s his little brother, who is dead. His face is tense, stern, composed. He is standing, waiting his turn to take the corpse of the youngest member of the family, killed by the radiation from the atomic bomb over Nagasaki, to the crematorium oven. His whole anxiety is expressed in a single, almost imperceptible gesture: He bites his lip that oozes blood.


        
The Fruit of War: a picture worth a thousand words.       
When I saw that photograph for the first time, I was already pope. I think a journalist had sent it to me. It touched my heart. I have prayed much while looking at that child. Then I had the idea of having it printed, of making it into a postcard to distribute. The only thing I added was a title: “The Fruit of War.” And I distributed it everywhere, wherever I went. That photograph is worth a thousand words.
Surgeons working in war zones have seen that same expression on the faces of many children, caused by mines that look like toys at Kabul, or from bombings at Aleppo, in that beloved nation of Syria. Often, the pain of those children leaves no space for tears: Instead, they feel angry. Stunned and insulted. Deeply angered by the way they have been betrayed by the adult world that ought to protect them and, too often it seems, no longer feels angry about anything. This is why we need to look once more through the eyes of children (Matthew 18:1–5): In the face of injustice—and the greatest injustice that is war, however it is called—children are angry. They look through the eyes of God.

—
IN the days immediately after the explosion, Father Arrupe transformed the novitiate into a hospital camp, thanks to his earlier medical experience in Spain. He told Gabriel García Márquez, in an interview ten years later, that in the total absence of medical supplies a farmer had given him a forty-pound sack of boric acid. Diluted with water, he made it into poultices to soothe burns, which he used to treat many dozens of people.
For his service to the faith, his promotion of justice, and his preference to love those who lived in poverty, Father Arrupe would be an iconic figure for the Jesuits, even in difficult and turbulent times. He used to say that no one can talk about poverty unless they have direct experience of it in those places where it exists, and he expressed it clearly in one of his letters to the Centros de Investigación y Acción Social (CIAS). Unless this happens, there is a risk of becoming abstract, ideological, or fundamentalistic. He wrote that “only by being a man-or-woman-for-others does one become fully human,” and it is not possible to “condemn injustice while operating in a way that is contrary to the Gospel.” At the same time, he was a man of prayer. I remember that he prayed sitting on the ground, as the Japanese do. This aspect reassured me.
He would suffer a stroke in 1981, on the plane that was taking him back to Rome from Bangkok. Shortly before, at a refugee center, he said farewell to his fellow brethren by inviting us to pray—it was his wonderful swan song, his last legacy, before a long and exemplary decline.

—
IN 1963, as a young novice, I wrote to him expressing the desire to complete my period of apostolic work in a Japanese mission. It fascinated me: I had felt a warmth and affection for those lands since I was a child. But due to my lung problem I was not accepted.
Later, in November 2019, I would go to Japan during my thirty-second apostolic journey, which took me to Thailand and to the beloved Land of the Rising Sun. I had also been there, briefly, in 1987.
I would pray on the Nishizaki Hill, before the martyrs’ memorial, that sixteenth-century Golgotha on which twenty-six crosses were raised for Franciscan friars, Jesuits, and tertiaries, slaughtered and crucified, three of whom were just children. I went as a pilgrim, and to confirm and be confirmed in the faith by those brothers. That sanctuary spoke of the triumph of life, far more than of death. It was a Mount of Beatitudes and of Resurrection, which resounded with the testimony of men brimming with Spirit, free from selfishness or pride. The story of Saint Paolo Miki and his companions is not a glorious relic of past acts, but a memory and living fire in the soul of every apostolate in this land. Today more than ever, more even than in previous centuries, Christians in so many parts of the world suffer and are martyred on account of their faith. We need to fight and call out for religious freedom to be guaranteed to everyone in every corner of the world, and to condemn all manipulation and exploitation of religions, everywhere.
Still as a pilgrim, a pilgrim of peace, I felt the need to visit Nagasaki and Hiroshima. I did it carrying in my heart the pleas and aspirations of the men and women of our time, especially the young, and carrying humbly with me the cry of the poor, who are always the most defenseless victims of hatred and conflict. When we surrender to the logic of arms, and distance ourselves from dialogue, we tragically forget that weapons, even before they create victims and destruction, engender bad dreams. As Saint Paul VI said in his speech to the United Nations on October 4, 1965: “They call for enormous expenses. They interrupt projects of solidarity and of useful labor. They warp the outlook of nations.” We cannot love people with weapons in our hands. I prayed for the victims of the explosions. And I bowed before the strength and dignity of those who have endured the acutest suffering in their own flesh and in their own minds over many years.




        
My homage at the atomic bomb Hypocenter Park in Nagasaki       
I would hear an unspeakable description from the mouth of someone who had been fourteen years old at the time: “People walked side by side like ghosts,” Mrs. Yoshiko Kajimoto told me. “The bodies were so burnt that I could not distinguish between men and women, their hair straight, their faces swollen, their lips hanging, with both hands outstretched and their skin dangling. No one in the world can imagine such a scene of hell. In the next few days, the bodies began to rot and white smoke enveloped everything: Hiroshima had become a crematorium. For a long time, I could not remove the stench from my body and from my clothes…” Three days later, on the road home, the little girl happened to meet her father who, for three days and nights, had been desperately searching for her and thought she was dead. They hugged each other. She was so happy to find him again…But not long after, her father started to vomit blood, and he died. His wife would also follow him, after a long battle against the effects of the radiation. Nor would it spare the daughter, who had to face a lingering struggle against leukemia and cancer.
These accounts and these places should make us conscious of the pain that we, as human beings, are capable of inflicting. At the same time, they can be full of futures. No one, especially in the atomic age, can be blind to the destructive force of a culture incapable of dialogue. We must learn from the lessons of history. We cannot allow future generations to lose the memory of what happened: that living memory must be a guarantee and stimulus for building a future that is more just, that helps us to say from generation to generation: “Nunca más!” No more war, no more roar of weapons, no more suffering!
Today, more than ever, the use of atomic energy for purposes of war is a crime not just against humankind and its dignity but against every future possibility in this home that we share together. It is immoral, just as the possession of atomic weapons is immoral. We will be judged for this. Future generations will stand up and judge us for our failure if peace is no more than “an empty word” and if we haven’t achieved it through our actions with other peoples of the earth. There are still enough atomic weapons in the world to destroy the earth four times over, and enough chemical weapons to kill the world’s entire population five thousand times. But weapons—all of them—are not just messengers of death: They are also the thermometer of injustice. And injustice is the wicked root of poverty. We cannot talk about weapons without talking about the deep injustice that they spawn and shore up, the privilege of the few against the many. Refugees cry out, crowded onto boats, searching for hope, not knowing what ports will welcome them, in that same Europe that still opens its ports to ships that load sophisticated and costly weaponry that is capable of wreaking devastation from which not even children are spared. In a world in which millions of families live in inhuman conditions, the money that is spent and the fortunes that are made in the manufacture, modernization, maintenance, and sale of ever more destructive weapons are a continual aggression that cries out to heaven. As are the careers—including the political careers—of those who feed upon and benefit from such trade. If we ignore all this, then talking about peace is nothing but hypocrisy.
Remember, walk together, protect. Protect every life, recognizing its sacred dignity. Embodied in these moral imperatives is the lesson of Hiroshima. A lesson that is anything but utopian. On the contrary: It is cultural, social, and political realism. And it corresponds with the aspirations of millions of men and women everywhere. The creative path of dialogue, even in its blessed toil, is the only antidote to the destructive folly that we have known, and still know.
That lesson spoke to my heart when I was a child. And it would be imparted to me again seventy-four years later.

—
THAT year of 1963, therefore, instead of going to Japan, I remained in Argentina, and they sent me to teach. Maestrillo is what they call a trainee Jesuit.
I had been a chemical technician, so I thought they would send me to teach courses in mathematics or physics. Instead, I became a teacher in the humanities. I got through it, not too badly, I hope, making full use of the studies I had recently completed in Chile.
During the first year I focused on Spanish literature, including Gonzalo de Berceo and Cantar de mio Cid (The Poem of the Cid), Spain’s most important epic poem, passed down from medieval times by minstrels and wandering poets.
Then I expanded the picture to Argentinian authors, including contemporaries, from gaucho literature to María Esther Vázquez, Leopoldo Marechal, and Borges. I didn’t mind pupils exploring, and they were free to investigate whatever interested them. Those were the years of the Beatles, and four of them did their best to set up a band, composing music and writing lyrics: They called themselves the Shouters. But theater performances were also an important activity at the Inmaculada. The students at the school were all boys and the work chosen that year, an epic poem by the Uruguayan writer Juan Zorrilla de San Martín, required the participation of female characters. Until then, plays were performed with no female parts, even at the cost of making heavy cuts, rewrites, or, even worse, having female roles performed by boys. I felt that it was an impoverishment and humiliation of reality and of the image of women. So we asked the mothers and sisters of the actors to take part, and were soon able to perform the play in the way it was written, and as it deserved.
And then I liked the children not only to study literature but to try to do their own writing.
I like to say that educating, and teaching, means keeping two realities in mind: the sphere of safety and the area of risk. Education always implies an imbalance, and yet we must find a balance between these two requirements. We begin to make progress only if we take account of what we lack, because if we think we lack nothing then we make no progress. This is the balance to be found each time: We need to walk forward with one foot in the sphere of safety, in all that we have acquired and assimilated, but with the other foot to test out the areas of risk, which must be proportionate, and to venture forward, to move ahead.
Without risk, we don’t move forward. But nor do we advance very far by throwing ourselves into a ravine.
I was very fond of those sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds, my pupils; they never were or would be indifferent. And I thank them for all the good they did me.
I found teaching to be a great experience—an experience in two respects, because teaching also means learning. It means always being sufficiently open-hearted and open-minded to leave space for surprise.

—
I
spent two years at Santa Fe, then returned to Buenos Aires in 1966 as prefect for fourth-year students and as a teacher of literature and psychology at the Colegio del Salvador.
I then went back for three years, from 1967, to being a theology student at the Colegio Máximo, until my diploma in 1971.
These were the years of the Second Vatican Council, which opened in October 1962 and ended its proceedings in December three years later. The Church in Argentina also shared those moments of tension and hope, of receptiveness and hesitance. Those contrasts were also felt in theology. Dogmatic theologies were attempting to open to the new spirit, the biblical theologians were more or less in step, or ahead, whereas morality was still doctrine-based and backward-looking, and hadn’t yet had the opportunity to move forward.

—
THEY were years of general restlessness and fervor throughout the world, of social and civil conflict, of Martin Luther King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech in Washington, as well as years brimming with naïveté. With a little critical analysis, the weaknesses were apparent. I remember that one priest in Buenos Aires was jubilant when John F. Kennedy—a Catholic—was elected president in 1960, almost as if Pope John himself had been elected to the White House. Such naïveté infuriated me. And I was angered even more by the Vietnam War, whose deadly escalation was taking place at that moment, like the wars of today.
War is always incomprehensible. War is always useless massacre.
It made me, and makes me, ill. I feel it in my flesh.

—
FIVE months before I was ordained as a priest, in July 1969, the first man set foot on the moon. We all watched it on television, of course, but what struck me even more than those images during those years was the work of a film director, Ingmar Bergman. He opened even broader horizons: The Seventh Seal, with the unforgettable game of chess played between the knight on his return from the Crusades and the personification of death; The Virgin Spring, taken from a medieval legend; and Through a Glass Darkly, the disturbing journey into the labyrinth of the mind, inspired by a passage from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians: “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12).

—
AFTER my ordination I was sent, in August 1970, to Spain, to the Colegio San Ignacio at Alcalá de Henares, where Cervantes was born, in the community of Madrid, to do my third probation, the school of the heart, which completes the Jesuit training. My superior was Father José Arroyo, a man who did me so much good, whom I still admire today.
I would profess my last perpetual vows, the fourth, on April 22, 1973, at San Miguel, when I was already master of novices.
And just three months later, on July 31, 1973, I would become provincial superior of the order. I was thirty-six years old, and the youngest to have occupied that position in Argentina. I have often said that that appointment was madness, and it was. But in truth, it was impossible at that moment to do otherwise.

—
I
made many mistakes. And I would learn many harsh lessons from my errors.



16.
Like a Child in Its Mother’s Arms











FIVE OF US were ordained on that day, December 13, 1969: Hardoy, Ávila, Bergoglio, Grados Acosta, and Martensen—all of us together, in the open air, in the beautiful garden of the Colegio Máximo at San José, by the archbishop emeritus of Córdoba, Ramón José Castellano.
It was a Saturday afternoon, the feast of Saint Lucy.
Five years later, Father Ricardo Martensen would found the Movimiento de la Palabra de Dios, a pastoral community that is now present in many South American countries and in Spain. He is a few years older than me and, at the time of writing, is still alive.
Ávila would leave the priesthood and marry. He died a few years ago, as did the others.
As for me…it’s difficult to describe the true emotions of that day.
I was paralyzed.
It always happens when something big takes place.
I become quietly, peacefully, paralyzed—perhaps it’s my defense.
Emotions take form afterward.
In the days spent preparing for the ceremony, I had written a prayer, my personal confession of faith. I am writing it down here, today, as I did then:
I want to believe in God the Father, who loves me as a son, and in Jesus, the Lord, who has poured out his Spirit in my life to make me smile and to bring me thus to the kingdom of eternal life.

I believe in my life story, which has been penetrated by God’s loving gaze and, on the spring day of September 21, led me to the encounter to invite me to follow him.

I believe in my suffering, sterile due to egoism in which I take refuge.

I believe in the miserliness of my soul, which seeks to consume without giving…without giving.

I believe that other people are good, and that I should love them without fear, and without ever betraying them to seek security for myself.

I believe in religious life.

I believe I want to love much.

I believe in the daily death, which burns, from which I flee, but which smiles at me inviting me to accept it.

I believe in God’s patience, which is welcoming and good like a summer night.

I believe that my papá is in heaven with the Lord.

I believe that Father Duarte is also there, interceding for my priesthood.

I believe in Mary, my mother, who loves me and will never abandon me.

And I wait for the surprise of each day in which love, strength, betrayal, and sin will be manifested, which will accompany me until the definitive encounter with that marvelous face, which I don’t know what it is like, from which I constantly flee, but that I wish to know and love.

Amen.

My whole family was there that day. All those who were left. My mother, grandmother, brothers, sisters, in-laws, aunts, and uncles, even my nursery-school teacher Stella.
When they left San Miguel that evening, I went with several friends to my room, and we talked for a while. The next morning, I left early for Buenos Aires by bus where I would celebrate my first Mass, at the church of Nuestra Señora de la Misericordia, where I had taken my first communion.














                      
I have been a priest now for fifty-four years.                     
Everyone was there too. They would have liked to celebrate but—to their dismay and despite my own feelings—I was quite categorical: no party and no presents. After the service, the nuns from the school set up a table outside the church with a couple of bottles of orangeade: It was summertime and very hot. We drank a glass, said our goodbyes, and all went home.
My instinct has always been to avoid parties and celebrations. The same would happen when I was appointed provincial of the Jesuits, and on other occasions before and after. Many words could be wasted on my reasons why, or I could simply say: I just don’t want to. It wasn’t as if I’d won anything: I was simply beginning my service.
At the end of the Mass, once I had taken off my vestments, my mother knelt before me, asking for my blessing. And that gesture much affected me. She had begun visiting me, regularly, before and after that day. When I was studying theology and couldn’t leave the college, she traveled two hours by bus, to and from San Miguel, and when a Chilean friend of mine was in difficulty, Mamá gave him accommodation at home. She was a very generous woman.

—
NONA Rosa was radiant; she had ignored my instruction and, all the same, prepared a gift for the ordination ceremony. In fact, my grandparents had prepared it at least six years before, in case, after the death of their son, they too could not be there for the event they cared so much about. “The most important thing for a priest is to celebrate Mass,” Nona said to me one day when I returned home from the novitiate. She also told me about the advice of a mother to her son who was about to be ordained: Celebrate each day as if it were the first and the last.

—
SHE had wrapped the small gift—a viaticum case for communion and for anointing the sick—and, with it, a card with precise instructions that it was to be given to me on that very day.
But it was she herself who gave it to me, at the end of the Mass.
Nono Giovanni had died in the meantime, five years before.
I still have that card that Nona wrote in a mixture of Spanish, which she spoke fluently but had difficulty writing, and Italian.
“On this wonderful day, in which you will hold Christ the Savior between your consecrated hands and in which the privileged path toward a deeper ministry opens to you, with this modest gift, of little material value but the highest spiritual worth, your noni Rosa and Juan, though physically distant, are very close in spirit.
“May God bless you.
“May God haga santo you.”

—
AND in the same way, for over half a century, I have carried with me the spiritual testimony that Nona gave me one Christmas, eight years before she died:
San Justo 25-12-66, Día de Navidad. May these grandchildren of mine, to whom I have given the best of my heart, have a long and happy life. But if one day sorrow, illness, or the loss of a loved one should fill them with affliction, may they always remember that one sigh in front of the Tabernacle, where the greatest and most august martyr is kept, and one sight of Mary at the foot of the cross can make a drop of balm fall onto the deepest and most grievous wounds.

I keep it in my breviary, and I often reread it. For me, it is like a prayer.

—
MY father’s parents suffered much during their last few years. Nona had several Italian women friends who came to visit. She also embroidered, every month she received a magazine from Italy called Mani di Fata (A Fairy’s Hands), and she could do wonderful things with her hands. Nono Giovanni used to play bowls with the men from the barrio. But they generally lived a very solitary life. And it was a life intermixed with a long succession of misfortunes, tribulations, and upheavals. They closed the store and took over a baker’s shop. They went to live with my parents at Rivadavia. After the sudden death of my father, their only son, they returned to living by themselves. Then they sold the bakery and took over the running of a stationery shop, the San Giuseppe. In the end, they both moved to the Italian Hospital. It had several apartments that were rented to the elderly, who could also receive a certain amount of care and assistance. Nono died there. As soon as Nona Rosa became a widow, she moved back to live with Mamá. Mother-in-law and daughter-in-law got on well together, and Nona stayed with Mamá until the end.

—


        
At Mamá’s house in the 1970s       
Only in the last few days did she have to be admitted to the San Camillo sanatorium, in the barrio of Caballito. She stayed there until her death, in the early hours of August 1, 1974. She used to tell us children that “a shroud has no pockets” and that she had never seen a moving van follow a funeral cortege: We take with us only what we have shared with others. She was ninety. I gave her the blessing. Her face was serene.
In Rassa nostrana, the beautiful poem in dialect by Nino Costa about those who emigrated from Piedmont to other parts of Europe and the New World, so many characters appear on the scene: mechanics and builders, miners and farmers, fair-haired blue-eyed youths, slick wheeler-dealers, mountain folk with nerves of steel and cheerful ruddy faces…But when I think of my grandparents, it is the echo of the last line that comes to mind most of all: “Ma
el pi dle volte na stagiun perdüa / o na frev o un malör del so mesté / a j’incioda ant na tumba patanüa / spersa ant un camp-sant foresté.” (“But more often a lost season, or a fever, or misfortune at work, nails them up in a barren tomb, lost in a remote foreign graveyard.”)

—
FOR me, the faces of my parents and my grandparents, of those who bring up children, of those who earn a living for their family, of the sick, of elderly priests who bear many wounds but keep the smile of those who have served the Lord, or the faces of nuns who toil away unseen—these are the holy face of the Church, of the people of God. The Church, a house for everyone, not a small chapel that can hold just a group of the select few. For the bosom of the Universal Church must not be reduced to a cozy nest for our mediocrities.
I had just been appointed auxiliary bishop of Flores, in 1992, when Buenos Aires held a great celebration for the sick. I was there to hear confessions, and toward the end of the service, an elderly and very humble woman approached me. Her eyes gleamed. Abuela [Grandmother], do you wish to confess? I asked. “Yes.” But if you haven’t sinned…“We have all sinned,” she said. And if the Lord does not forgive them? “The Lord forgives everyone,” the woman replied. Certainly, I said. But how do you know, señora? “If the Lord did not forgive everyone, the world would not exist.” She could not have been wiser if she had studied at the Gregorian University. For hers was the wisdom given by the Holy Spirit: the inner wisdom that is open to God’s mercy.

—
“THE people” is not a logical category. Nor is it a mystical category, if we mean it in the sense that everything that the people say and do must inevitably be good and right, a kind of exalted category. No. If anything, “the people” is a mythical category. A mythical and historical category. The people are part of a process, created with commitment, with a view to an objective or a shared project. History is built from this slow process over successive generations.
There is a great difference between a true myth, which is always a contemplative way of opening to reality, and an account, which is a narrative-historical communication that expresses a reality, a life. There is also an imaginative account, namely the construction of stories that are mere justifications for something that has to be imposed, a narration created to pass off as true what is probably not true. The account, in this sense, is a justification. It is, for example, the method often used by power to justify itself, above all when it is illicit or unjust. The account becomes a disguise, and it disguises life.
Myth, on the other hand, is a way of knowing the truth, for reaching the truth. It is timeless because it is linked to human nature viscerally. It questions us, it stimulates us, it digs deep, it encourages dialogue and is ever-changing, because it is sure in itself.
We need a myth in order to understand the living reality of the people.
I have loved Dostoyevsky since I was a child. Then, since my time as rector of the faculty and philosophy at San Miguel, I have also loved Romano Guardini’s interpretation and study of the great Russian writer and his religious world. The people of Dostoyevsky and Guardini are “mythical beings,” free from any idealization. However much they are sinners, however wretched, they represent authentic humanity, and they are strong and healthy despite their baseness because they are part of the fundamental structure of existence, in a shared vocation, in a sense that goes beyond it. In this respect, they are “close to God.” And they are in profound contact with the created, in which “we feel the mystery of God’s love for the world,” the sense of a creative and redemptive action that is continually renewing itself.
In Dostoyevsky’s religious world, the destiny of the characters is staked on belonging to the people or on being detached from them. And the fundamental trait that gives identity to the people is the Gospel. He states paradoxically in one of his letters that his belief is very simple. “It is the belief that there is nothing finer, profounder, more attractive, more reasonable, more courageous and more perfect than Christ, and not only is there not, but I tell myself with jealous love that there cannot be. Even if someone were to prove to me that the truth lay outside Christ, I should choose to remain with Christ rather than with the truth.”
All of Dostoyevsky’s characters experience the tensions of life, evil, pain, degradation, sin, and yet Versilov’s companion Sonya in The Adolescent, or her husband, the pilgrim Makar; or Sonya, the friend of Rodion Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment; or the mystical Zosima in The Brothers Karamazov, embody the sanctity of a population of sinners. Because, in the heart of the people, there is Christ. And transformation doesn’t occur through force; the real force of transformation is the living and humble love that originates from God: “Loving humility is a terrible force: It is the strongest of all things, and there is nothing else like it.”

—
ENTERING into harmony with the soul of the people is an antidote to every form of sectarian populism that reduces that soul to a narrow and ideological element. It is a form of approach that doesn’t have its origins in distance but stems from moving with the people. And the encounter offers another form of understanding, in which the people are no longer an object, but the subject. In a shared and fraternal project. In communion.
The people are the subject. And the Church is the people of God traveling in history, with their joys and sufferings. This is the “feeling with the Church” that Saint Ignatius of Loyola refers to in his Spiritual Exercises. The image of the Church that I like is that of God’s holy faithful people, of a faith in which every theologian must feel immersed and must also feel supported, transported, and embraced. It is a definition that I often use, and is also that of the Lumen gentium,
the second of the four dogmatic constitutions of the Second Vatican Council. Belonging to a people has a strong theological value: God in the story of salvation has saved a people. There is no full identity without belonging to a people.
As the English poet John Donne wrote: “No man is an island, entire of itself.” God attracts us in consideration of the complex fabric of interpersonal relationships that are formed in the human community. He enters this popular dynamic. There is a sense of the reality of faith that belongs to the whole people of God, even to those who have no particular intellectual talents for expressing it, and who ask to be involved and listened to.
God is not ashamed of his people: He is not ashamed of walking in history. He sought to involve himself with ours, to mix himself up with our sins, with our failures. And man has been created to make history, not to survive in the jungle of life. Not wanting to make history, watching life and the world from the balcony, is a parasitic attitude.
To me, the phrase “each of us is born with our destiny already written” seems as unjust as it is intolerable. It is not true. Not at all. Life isn’t handed to us like an opera libretto: It is an adventure into which we must throw ourselves. Failures cannot hold us back if we have fire in our hearts. We must allow ourselves to encounter life and God.

—
I
dream of a Church that is more and more a mother and shepherdess, in which its ministers know how to be merciful, how to take care of others, how to look after them like the Good Samaritan. God is greater than the sinner, always. This is the Gospel. A Church that reflects in this way is anxious to make clear to women and men what is the center and fundamental core of the Gospel, namely “the beauty of the saving love of God made manifest in Jesus Christ who died and rose from the dead” (Evangelii gaudium n. 36). Organizational and structural reforms come later. The first reform must be that of attitude. Bishops, in particular, must be men who can patiently support God’s steps among his people in such a way that no one is left behind, but also to accompany those people, that flock, that is drawn toward finding new paths. Not just a Church, then, that welcomes and receives, keeping the door open, but also a Church that seeks and finds new roads, that is able to go beyond itself.

—
MY roots are Italian, but I am Argentinian and Latin American. In the great body of the Universal Church, where all its spiritual gifts “are a marvelous wealth of grace,” the Church in South America is particularly lively in its music, its colors, in the subtleties that represent a wealth, as expressed in the proceedings of the great Latin American assemblies of bishops.
The Latin American continent is marked by two realities: poverty and Christianity; it is a continent with many poor people and many Christians. This means that faith in Jesus Christ assumes a special color in those lands. Processions followed by huge crowds, the fervent veneration of religious images, the profound love for the Virgin Mary, and many other manifestations of popular piety provide an eloquent testimony. When we keep watch over our people like a good shepherd, when we come not to judge but to love, we find that this cultural way of expressing Christian faith remains alive, especially among our poor people. And this beyond any kind of idealism over poverty, beyond any theological pauperism. It is a fact. It is a great wealth that God has given us. In 2007 the Aparecida episcopal conference took a step forward in recognizing this: It is called “popular spirituality.”
From a historical point of view, if we look back over the last five centuries, we see that popular spirituality is an original path on which the Holy Spirit has guided and continues to guide millions of our fellows. These are not simply manifestations of religious feeling that we must tolerate, they express a spirituality that must be strengthened in their own ways. It is not like Cinderella. They are not the ones who do not understand, who do not know, whom “we need to educate.” Aparecida reminds us that many of those men and women, “beaten, ignored, dispossessed, hold their arms aloft. With their characteristic religiosity, they firmly adhere to the immense love that God has for them and that continually reminds them of their own dignity.”
Popular piety is the opening of the memory of a people. To devalue that spirituality, to regard it as a secondary form of Christian life, is to forget the primacy of the action of the Spirit and the gratuitous working of God’s love. The priests of the villas miserias, those who share their lives and their work in the more populated districts, happy to be able to live the Gospel in a concrete manner with those who suffer, with those oppressed in dignity and rights, certainly don’t regard that spirituality as an obstacle but as a theological context, a trampoline for emancipation and transformation.
Roberto José Tavella, who from 1935 and for almost thirty years was bishop of Salta, in the northeast of Argentina, in the foothills of the Andes, used to tell this story. One day he went into his cathedral and saw a Native praying with great concentration before the Virgin of the Miracle. He recited his office, and the Native remained there, calm. The bishop was curious and waited to see what would happen. He had to wait for quite a while before the Native ended. Then he approached him. “The blessing, padrecito,” the Native said. They started talking. “What were you praying?” the bishop asked. “The catechism, padrecito,” answered the Native. It was the catechism of Saint Turibius, a sixteenth-century text.
The Church’s preferential option toward the poor must also bring us to know and appreciate their cultural way of living the Gospel. Man is a social being by nature. In the words of Saint John Paul II, we can say that all people are “both child and parent of the culture in which they are immersed.” In this, faith makes no exception. Faith is always expressed culturally. Faith is, above all, a divine grace, but it is also a human act, and therefore a cultural act. When, as members of the Church, we get close to the poor, we discover—beyond the enormous difficulties of everyday life—a transcendent sense of life. In a certain way, they have not been trapped by consumerism. Life is directed toward something that goes beyond this life. The transcendent sense of existence that is seen in popular Christianity is the antithesis of secularism and worldliness. This is a key point. Aparecida tells us that it is “a powerful confession of the living God who acts in history.” In the spirituality of those men and women there is a “rich potential of holiness and social justice.”
I recalled in the apostolic exhortation Evangelii gaudium that the mission of being in the heart of the people is not a badge, an “extra,” or just another moment in life. It is much more: It is something I cannot uproot from my being without destroying my very self. Every Christian and every community is called upon to be an instrument of God for the liberation of all people and the advancement of the poor. If we turn deaf ears to this plea, we oppose Our Father’s will and his plan. This implies much more than a few sporadic acts of generosity: It presumes the creation of a new mindset that thinks in terms of community and the priority of the lives of all over the appropriation of goods by a few. Jesus wants us to touch human misery, he wants us to touch the suffering flesh of others, so that we enter into the reality of other people’s lives and know the power of tenderness. When we do so, life always becomes marvelously complex and we feel the intense experience of being people, the experience of belonging to a people—a people that is liberated or fighting to be free.

—
BRINGING Christ and Mary together is certainly not difficult in the way that the faithful think. The Puebla Document, the final message of the third general conference of the Latin American Episcopate in 1979, indicates that Mary “is the point of contact between heaven and earth. Without Mary, the Gospel becomes disembodied, defaced, and transforms itself in ideology, in spiritualistic rationalism.” Mary was a humble woman of the people, from the fringes, a girl from Nazareth, a small village of Galilee, on the outskirts of the Roman Empire and on the outskirts of Israel too, who lived for her work and for that of her husband. When the Angel called her “favored one” (Luke 1:28), she was “greatly troubled,” because in her humility she felt herself to be nothing before God. Humility, in the words of the Italian writer Mario Soldati, “is that virtue which, when you have it, you don’t think you do.” On singing the Magnificat
(Luke 1:46–55), Mary teaches us that the Lord brings down the vanity and pride of those people who think themselves to be pillars of rock.
One day a confessor told me the story—having obtained permission to retell it—of a girl from a simple family. The girl suffered from mysterious ailments, and they took her to a hospital in Buenos Aires. She began to have heart attacks, and after a week in the hospital, her father was told: “Nothing more can be done: She has a few hours to live.” It was late afternoon. The man, a simple laborer, went to the Basilica of Our Lady of Luján, but when he arrived the doors and the gates were already shut. He clung onto the sanctuary gate and began praying, praying, praying. He stayed there through the night, without even realizing it. At dawn he took the bus back to the hospital. He entered and found his wife in the waiting room: “I don’t know what has happened,” she said. “They say the fever has gone. They don’t know why.” The girl was discharged a few days later.
Prayer too can be a real battle.
The poor. Mary listens to the poor. She is mother of the poor and the helpless. She knows that the Lord raises them up. She knows what is truly important. Even in her earthly life, though she experienced great suffering, she continued to serve. To understand her, to speak to her, we need to choose this approach. There again, Marialis cultus, the apostolic exhortation of Paul VI, expresses Mary’s relationship with the liberation of the poor: “a woman of strength, who experienced poverty and suffering, flight and exile (Matthew 2:13–23). These are situations that cannot escape the attention of those who wish to support, with the Gospel spirit, the liberating energies of mankind and of society.”

—
THE Church is called upon always to be the open house of the Father—not a customs post but a father’s house, where there is room for everyone with their life of toil, a house that strives to welcome and liberate that toil. If the whole Church assumes this missionary zeal, it must reach everyone, without exception. But who should it favor? When we read the Gospel, we find very clear guidance: We should not favor friends, neighbors, equals, “ours,” so much as the poor, the sick, and those who are often despised and forgotten, those who are unable to repay (Luke 14:14). There must not be any doubt, or any need for explanation that might weaken such a clear message as this. Today and always, “the Gospel is addressed in a special way to the poor,” as Benedict XVI recalled.

—
THE Church is female—it is not male. We clerics are males, but we are not the Church. The Church is female because she is the bride. And she is the holy faithful people of God: men and women together. For this reason, identifying new methods and criteria for ensuring that women are more fully involved and play a key role in the various spheres of social and ecclesiastical life, so that their voices have an increasing weight and their authority is increasingly recognized, is a challenge that is more urgent than ever before. We must move forward. At this moment the secretary-general of the Papal State is a woman, Sister Raffaella Petrini, and she and two other women—Sister Yvonne Reungoat and a lay member, Maria Lia Zervino—are members of the Dicastery for Bishops, which chooses the pastors for dioceses throughout the world. Other women play important roles at the Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development, at the State Secretariat, and at the Dicastery for Communication. The director of the Vatican Museums is also a woman.
If we clerics don’t understand what a woman is and what a woman’s theology is, we will never understand what the Church is. One of the great sins we have committed has been to “masculinize” it. The Church therefore needs to be “demasculinized”—while knowing, at the same time, that to “masculinize” women would be neither human nor Christian, since the other great sin is certainly clericalism. It is therefore not a question of co-opting all women into the clergy, of making everyone become deacons in holy order, but of enhancing the Marian principle, so that it is even more important in the Church than the Petrine principle: Mary is more important than Peter, and the mystical nature of the woman is greater than the ministry.
As has been stated in the concluding document of the Synod on Synodality in October 2024, at which I chose for the first time not to make my apostolic exhortation, considering it to be immediately operative, there are no reasons to prevent women from assuming guiding roles in the Church: That which comes from the Holy Spirit cannot be stopped. The question of access by women to diaconal ministry, with regard to which it is necessary to act with discernment, remains open to study. Whereas it is necessary to favor in every way the presence of women in the training of new priests: Seminarians will certainly obtain great benefit from it. It is true that women already provide a brilliant contribution to theological research and are present in positions of responsibility in ecclesiastical institutions or as community leaders, but it is necessary to give immediate and full concreteness to all opportunities provided, particularly where they remain unimplemented.
And so, rather than some artificial worldly reform, we will give more complete testimony of that God who “is father; and even more is He mother.” These are the words of Pope Luciani, John Paul I, the smiling face of a Church that never closes its doors and never looks back nostalgically at the past—words filled with tenderness in a world torn apart, then as now, by useless massacres.

—
THE position of women in our society is often also a particular form of poverty. The female body, a symbol of life, is not infrequently attacked and disfigured even by those who ought to be the custodians and life companions of the victims. The many forms of violence, of slavery, of mutilation of the female body, of turning it into a commodity, of criminal degradation that reduces it to an object to be sold and exploited, as well as the discrimination and professional limitation of women, are a disgrace to our societies that pride themselves on being modern and developed.
This is the true scandal against the Gospel, a disgrace that we must do all we can to fight against.

—
I
told the priests and laity of Buenos Aires many times: Go out, go out, I prefer a Church that is broken, wounded, and dirty for having gone out on the streets, rather than a Church that is feeble and sick for having closed itself up and clung on comfortably to its safety. This is true for the whole Church.


        
I wash the feet of children and mothers at Buenos Aires in 2005.       
Those who don’t go out themselves gradually become intermediaries, managers, instead of being mediators. And they become sad. They become sad priests who turn into collectors of antiquities, or of novelties, which is the same in the end, rather than being shepherds with “the smell of the flock.”
In the second chapter of Joel, it states: “Your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions” (Joel 3:1). In the dreams of the elderly there’s the possibility of the young having new visions, and of all having a future once more. Yet the Churches, especially those in certain countries, are sometimes too closed up in their programs, in pre-arranged calendars. I am well aware that programs are necessary, but I find it difficult to place much hope in an organizational chart. The Spirit is ready to urge us on, to move forward. And the Spirit expresses itself also in the capacity to dream and in the capacity to prophesy. We are rejuvenated only if we avoid closing ourselves up, if we enter into dialogue. This is true for all of us, even for young people, who otherwise risk becoming old before their time, who watch life passing them by. In life, we must know how to dream and how to risk: living means struggling, it means refusing the eternal compromise of mediocrity. This is why I have often encouraged young people to talk to their elders. If older people know how to dream, young people can prophesy. And if the young don’t prophesy—to the Church and to the whole of society—life becomes suffocating.

—
REALITY is better seen from the margins rather than from the center. This includes personal reality, the existential peripheries: You may have a well-structured thought, but when you talk with someone who doesn’t think like you, somehow you need to find a way of justifying that thought of yours; the discussion begins, and the margins of the other person’s thought enrich you. Fruitfulness in life doesn’t occur simply through the accumulation of information or solely through the road of virtual communication, but comes from changing the concreteness of existence. Virtual love does not exist. Love is a concrete requirement and experience.
All people can change. This includes people under great stress, everyone. This is not optimism. It is a certainty in two things: first in mankind, in the person. The person is the image of God, and God does not scorn his own image—he somehow redeems that image, he always finds the way to restore it when it is clouded. Second, in the strength of the Holy Spirit that changes conscience. This is not optimism, I repeat: It is faith in the person, who is a child of God, and God does not abandon his children.
We children get up to all kinds of things, we make mistakes, we sin, but when we ask for pardon, God’s mercy embraces us and forgives us, always. He never tires of embracing and forgiving us. And He changes us. It is we who sometimes grow tired of asking for pardon.
I am a sinner like everyone else.
A brutal sin against love is that of disowning someone. There’s a person you love, and you reject them, you treat them as if you do not know them. They love you and you push them away. Therefore, rejecting God is one of the worst sins that exists. And yet Saint Peter committed that very sin, he disowned Jesus Christ…and they made him pope! Setting eyes on Jesus once again changed his heart and his life, more than before.
What more can I add? Nothing. I move onward. I journey. Onward!
It was for the challenge to fulfill this commitment, this journey with the people of God, that I became a priest fifty years ago.

—
IF there is something that still worries me today, it is the fear of being unfaithful, because I feel that the Lord has given me many opportunities to do good and I am worried that I do not always manage to achieve it.
But it is a peaceful sentiment, not an anxiety.
It is a tension that makes me say: Beware, be careful.
Yet I feel much confidence in the hands of God, as the Psalm says: “like a weaned child to its mother.” At other times, praying in those arms, I fall asleep.



17.
That You May Remember and Be Ashamed











I HAVE LIVED a long life—longer than my parents, longer than my brothers and sisters. And it is a life that I would not have even remotely imagined as a child. Gratitude and unworthiness are the feelings that accompany this reflection, these thoughts.
And these are not just words. Not at all.
I feel unworthy.
I feel ungrateful, because in the face of so much good that I have received, I have made so many errors, so many mistakes.
I also feel fortunate, disproportionately fortunate, because not all of my brothers and sisters have had the same human fulfillment: Certainly none of them died of hunger, none of them were held in disregard, but they had their difficulties, some more than others, with moments of suffering, separation, remarriage.
I am a man who has been forgiven. I always am. During my life I have had moments of crisis, of emptiness, of sin, periods of worldliness. And then the Lord was able to take me away from them. When I cast my mind back to those moments of existential or moral darkness, I wonder how I managed to survive. And yet I did: I survived, I continued my journey.
If I consider what is the greatest gift that I desire from the Lord, and have experienced, it is the gift of shame. My life is described in those final verses of chapter 16 of the Book of Ezekiel (16:62–63): “For I will re-establish my covenant with you, that you may know that I am the Lord…that you may remember and be ashamed.” That you may remember and be ashamed.
I feel I have a reputation I do not deserve, a public esteem of which I am not worthy. This, beyond doubt, is my strongest sentiment.
I have been brought here through nothing that I have done, and this idea is accompanied as much by shame as by astonishment.

—
AN astonished astonishment, which carries with it the contradiction of great tranquility: I was aware of this when I was elected to the Throne of Saint Peter.
To say that I expected nothing like this, never in my life, or even at the beginning of that conclave, is certainly an understatement.
Yes, I knew that I was—as they say in Vatican circles—a “kingmaker,” that as a Latin American cardinal I had the authority to influence a number of votes for this or that candidate. But no more than that.
I wasn’t mentioned. The main candidates being suggested and sought out by journalists during those days in March 2013 were others: Angelo Scola, the archbishop of Milan; Seán O’Malley, the cardinal from Boston; Odilo Scherer, the archbishop of São Paulo; and Marc Ouellet, the Canadian cardinal who is now emeritus president of the Pontifical Commission for Latin America…
On March 10, the Sunday before the conclave, all four of them, like many others, had celebrated Mass in their parishes in Rome. Each cardinal had one assigned to him—mine was San Roberto Bellarmino, a modern church in rationalist style, in Piazza Ungheria, whose original high altar was donated by the tenor Beniamino Gigli. But it was something I didn’t much feel like doing at the time. So I celebrated it early that morning in the chapel of the Domus Internationalis Paulus VI, the house of the clergy where I was staying in via della Scrofa, then went for lunch at the home of Lella, the sister of Monsignor Ubaldo Calabresi, who had been apostolic nuncio in Argentina for twenty years and, before that, secretary at the nunciature, and with whom I was a close friend up to his death. Each time I went to Rome I was invited to lunch with Lella and her granddaughter: I was one of the family. After lunch, the rest of the family would arrive—children and grandchildren—and we would all chat. About all kinds of things, though never about the conclave. On the following morning, Monday, there was the last of the general congregations, the preparatory meetings of the College of Cardinals. I had spoken during the previous meeting, on Saturday, the penultimate speech, which I hadn’t prepared, lasting four or five minutes. And which, as I discovered on that Monday, had stirred interest, attention. But I imagined they were little more than kindnesses, courtesies. One cardinal came up to me and said: “That’s right, we could do with someone who will do things like that…” Yes, but where do we find him? I asked. “You,” he replied. I laughed: Ha ha ha, okay, ciao, and best wishes to the folks back home!

—
NEXT day, Tuesday, March 12, the conclave began.
That morning, I arrived at Santa Marta with my suitcase, in which I had put the two cassocks I kept in Rome, and not much else. I had left everything in Buenos Aires—the books I had just started to read, the homilies I had prepared for Palm Sunday and Maundy Thursday, and everything left rather untidily. And I had already bought the ticket for my return on Saturday the 23rd. No pope will take over during Holy Week, I thought, so I decided to fly back on that Saturday. I’ll go back home. Full stop.
The cardinals were queuing at the entrance to Santa Marta to have their bags searched and check in. No telephones, computers, or other devices were permitted. Nor newspapers. Throughout the conclave there is absolute secrecy. All windows are kept shut and mobile radio frequencies blocked.
They let me through: “Carry on, Eminence, we’ll have your suitcase taken in.” Everywhere was sealed off, at Santa Marta as well as the Sistine Chapel. The porter came and handed my case to me. “Cardinal Bergoglio?” he asked. I was told later that someone behind him had commented: “Let’s hope he accepts…” Maybe some cardinals were already discussing it, in some way. But I certainly heard nothing, nor had that thought even crossed my mind.
Thinking about it later, I also remembered that during the previous days, in via della Scrofa, an archbishop had come to ask me what I thought about the situation. But there again, we were all asking more or less the same question. I had replied vaguely: I don’t know, there are the names that we all know…“And if it were you?” he had asked. Okay, let’s be serious. “But would you accept?” I cut him short: Look, today, in this moment for the Church, no cardinal can say no…That was all. I simply wanted to get out of the embarrassment of that conversation.
At ten o’clock on Tuesday morning, the Mass pro eligendo Romano Pontifice, which marks the beginning of the proceedings, was celebrated in the Basilica of Saint Peter. It was followed in the afternoon by the procession from the Pauline Chapel to the Sistine for the solemn swearing in.
The conclave held its first vote that evening, which is, generally speaking, more or less a matter of form. A vote for a friend, for a person of respect…It starts off a mechanism that is fairly well known and established: When there are several strong candidates, those who are still undecided, like I was, vote for someone who won’t make it. In substance, these are “holding” votes, cast in the expectation that the situation will develop and become clearer. For this reason, I had some votes but was well aware they were stopgap votes. And was totally calm.
On the following morning, Wednesday the 13th, at the second ballot, I still had “stopgap” votes. On the third, there were a few more. The situation was clearly fluid, uncertain, and for this reason there was nothing that particularly surprised me. I thought that all would go smoothly, so that I could catch my flight to Buenos Aires and celebrate Palm Sunday and Easter there.
After the black smoke, I moved toward the refectory for lunch, but went first to find Jaime Lucas Ortega, archbishop of Havana, who had asked if I could bring him the text of the speech I had given to the general congregations. There was nothing in writing, so I briefly reconstructed what I had said, in four points: “Oh, thank you,” he said. “I now have a memento of the pope to take home with me.” I still thought it was a joke.
Ortega asked me if he could circulate the text, and I said yes.
I met another cardinal in the elevator, he too from Latin America. “Have you prepared your speech? Prepare it well, eh?” But what speech? I said. “The one you have to give from the balcony!” Another quip? The sort of thing people say?
Maybe simply his own preference…

—
CARDINAL Ortega would later publicly read my notes during the course of the Chrism Mass that he celebrated two weeks later, in the cathedral in Cuba:
Se hizo referencia a la evangelización…Reference is made to evangelization. It is the Church’s reason for being. “The sweet and comforting joy of evangelizing” (Pope Paul VI). It is Jesus Christ himself who urges us from within.

1) Evangelizing presupposes apostolic zeal. Evangelizing presupposes a desire in the Church to come out of herself. The Church is called to come out of herself and to go to the peripheries, not only geographically, but also the existential peripheries: the mystery of sin, of pain, of injustice, of ignorance and indifference to religion, of intellectual currents, and of all misery.

2) When the Church does not come out of herself to evangelize, she becomes self-referential and then gets sick (cf. the deformed woman of the Gospel according to Luke). The evils that, over time, happen in ecclesiastical institutions have their root in self-referentiality and a kind of theological narcissism. In Revelation, Jesus says that he is at the door and knocks. Obviously, the text refers to his knocking from the outside in order to enter…But I think about the times in which Jesus knocks from within so that we will let him come out. The self-referential Church seeks to keep Jesus Christ within herself and does not let him out.

3) When the Church is self-referential, inadvertently, she believes she has her own light; she ceases to be the mysterium lunae and gives way to that very serious evil, spiritual worldliness (which, according to de Lubac, is the worst evil that can befall the Church); that living to give glory only to one another. Put simply, there are two images of the Church: the Church that evangelizes and comes out of herself, the Dei Verbum religiose audiens et fidenter proclamans [“the Church that religiously heeds and faithfully proclaims the word of God”], or the worldly Church that lives within herself, of herself, for herself. This should shed light on the possible changes and reforms which must be carried out for the salvation of souls.

4) Thinking about the next pope: a man who, from the contemplation and adoration of Jesus Christ, helps the Church to go out from herself to the existential peripheries, that helps her to be the fruitful mother who gains life from “the sweet and comforting joy of evangelizing.”

Rome, March 9, 2013

The elevator reached the refectory area.
Several European cardinals were sitting at a table, and one place was still vacant. They called me: “Come, Eminence, come and sit with us.” They started to ask a thousand questions, of all kinds, about Latin America, about its peculiarities, about liberation theology…
My thoughts went back to that terrible time: to the constant repression of Peronism in the early 1960s, to the birth of extreme right-wing groups often linked to Nazi refugees, to the campaign of anti-Semitic violence and attacks in Argentina, and then the guerrilla warfare, to when I was master of the novices at Villa Barilari, in San Miguel, in 1972, and it was discovered that a Jesuit student kept weapons locked in his wardrobe…A long and tragic period.
At the table we talked a little about everything. I explained what had happened. They asked many questions. So that I found myself thinking: Hah, it seems like an exam…And in fact it probably was. They were examining me: It was I who hadn’t understood.
We ended our discussion, and I stood up to leave, when a Spanish-speaking cardinal approached me: “Eminence, Eminence!” Yes. “Do you have a lung missing?” he asked. No, I replied, they cut away the upper lobe because I had three cysts. “And when did it happen?” A long time ago, in 1957, I said. The cardinal turned red, uttered a swear word, and clenched his teeth: “These last-minute maneuvers!” he exclaimed.
It was then that I began to understand.
I understood at least that the danger was there.
I went up for my siesta, or pennichella as they say in Rome, and I slept well. In peace. Then, at three-thirty, I got up and made my way to the Sistine Chapel on the first available shuttle bus.
I was one of the first to arrive, so I sat chatting with Cardinal Ravasi, the emeritus president of the Pontifical Council for Culture, waiting for all the others to return. We began talking about the Book of Job, because I too had taught the sapiential books and he is a great expert, and we were so carried away with our conversation that we lost track of time.
So much so that they had to call us: “Come on in, you’re the last ones!”
The door was closed, and the fourth ballot began.
When the votes were counted, the scrutineer began as always to read the names, reading each one out loud. You are given a sheet of paper listing the names of all the cardinals to track the voting results, to write down the numbers, a document that you have to give back at the end. This is burned, whether it is written on or not, and the smoke comes from these sheets of paper and the ballot slips when they are set on fire. I never filled it out, however, nor in the previous conclave. I prayed the rosary, in peace. The vote counting is also tedious to follow—it seems like a Gregorian chant, but much less harmonious. I began to hear Bergoglio, Bergoglio, Bergoglio, Bergoglio…The Brazilian cardinal Cláudio Hummes, prefect emeritus of the Congregation for the Clergy, who was sitting on my left, patted me on the back: “Do not worry, it’s the way of the Holy Spirit.” I reached 69 votes, I think, and I understood.
The majority to be reached was 77 out of 115, two-thirds. We therefore proceeded to the fifth vote, the second that afternoon. But when it came to counting the ballot slips, before the counting began, there was found to be one extra slip: One had finished on top of another, two slips of paper had stuck together during someone’s vote. “What do we do?” asked Giovanni Battista Re, the prefect emeritus of the Congregation for Bishops. It was done again. Even if that voting slip was blank, the whole procedure had to be repeated. They were all set on fire without even being opened, and the vote was immediately repeated. Once again, the members of the conclave each moved from their table to vote, one by one. Each knelt before the altar, declared that his vote was given to “the one whom, according to God” he believed should be elected. Then he stood up, placed his folded voting slip on the silver plate on the altar, from where it was put into the urn, and returned to his place. All of this 115 times, until the three scrutineers, drawn by lots from among the electors, took the large urn and started counting the ballot papers, and then read out each name.
When my name was pronounced for the seventy-seventh time, there was a burst of applause, while the reading of the votes went on. I don’t know exactly how many votes there were in the end, I was no longer listening, the noise covered the voice of the scrutineer. But at that moment, while the cardinals were still applauding, Cardinal Hummes, who had studied at the Franciscan seminary of Taquari, in Rio Grande do Sul, stood up and came to embrace me: “Don’t forget the poor,” he said.
Those words of his remained with me, I felt them in my flesh.
It was then that the name Francis appeared.
I had never imagined that the conclave could affect me directly, and in no way could I have thought about a name as pope. During the days of the conclave, a homeless man was wandering around Saint Peter’s Square with a placard around his neck. On it was written “Pope Francis I.” But that image came back to mind only many days later, when the photograph appeared in several newspapers.
I stood up and went to embrace Cardinal Scola. He deserved that embrace. Then they made me move to the front. It was just past seven P.M. and the counting was complete.
Cardinal Re approached me with the fateful question: Did I agree to be elected as supreme pontiff? Accepto, I answered. I found myself at peace, calm. “And what do you wish to be called?” the cardinal asked. Vocabor Franciscus. I shall be called Francis. There was another round of applause.
The assistants placed the ballot papers into the stove and loaded the cartridges for white smoke, which rose from the Sistine chimney as evening began to fall.
Then I went to the sacristy, known as the “Room of Tears,” for the robing. I was wearing my cardinal’s ring, which I took off, but I had in my pocket the ring from my episcopal ordination, so I put that on. They wanted to give me another: No, no, I’ll keep this, thank you. They offered me a beautiful golden cross and I said: I have this nickel silver one from my episcopal ordination, I’ve been carrying it for twenty years. Even for the Consistory of 2001, I hadn’t wanted a new cassock: The one belonging to my predecessor, Cardinal Quarracino, could do perfectly well—a tidy-up, a couple of adjustments here and there, and it was perfect. The red shoes? No, I have orthopedic shoes. I’m rather flat-footed.
But nothing had been thought out beforehand. I was simply doing what I felt, spontaneously. Likewise, I didn’t want the velvet mozzetta, nor the linen rochet…They were not for me. Two days later they told me I would have to change my trousers, wear white ones. They made me laugh. I don’t want to be an ice cream seller, I said. And I kept my own.
After the robing, I went out and walked straight to Cardinal Ivan Dias, who was in a wheelchair, and maybe because I wasn’t yet at ease in my new clothing, I tripped on a step. My first act as pope…was to stumble. But I didn’t fall. I embraced him. Then I turned back, without ever sitting on the throne that had been prepared before the altar. John Paul II had done the same thing: I remained standing, in order to embrace each one. There is something medieval about someone kneeling in front of you and kissing your hand. Instead, this was something simple, something between brothers. We all prayed together in the Pauline Chapel.
I didn’t know the protocol, so I said to the vicar-general of Rome, Cardinal Agostino Vallini, and to my friend Hummes: Accompany me! According to the ceremonial rules, Cardinal Re and others should have done this, but I hadn’t realized.
And so I went out onto the balcony overlooking the square. I had no idea what I would say.


        
On that March 13, 2013, I asked for the blessing of the people of God       .
I had started thinking about it only during the prayer in the Pauline Chapel. But I was at peace. Calm. A feeling that has never left me.
Everybody has seen what happened on the balcony.
I asked for the blessing of the people, the holy faithful people of God, for their bishop. Together we start this journey of the Church of Rome, which leads all the churches in charity.

—
ARCHBISHOP Agostino Marchetto, who I consider to be one of the best interpreters of the Second Vatican Council and have known since the time when we both resided at the international house of the clergy in via della Scrofa, where I stayed when I came to Rome as a cardinal, has said something like: “I had only one doubt about Bergoglio, that he never laughed…and now he does it all the time, he always has a smile.” Señora Cristina Kirchner, president of the Argentine Republic at that time, made more or less the same point, except, shall we say, in more colorful and trenchant terms: “Does anyone understand this pope? When he was in Buenos Aires he had the face of a…[and here she used a rude word], and now he smiles to the whole world!”
What can I say? I have always liked being with people; I have always smiled when I’m with people. I find it strange when someone says I always looked serious, but maybe there’s some truth in it…Evidently, I was rather too anxious as a cardinal, worried about making mistakes, maybe more self-conscious.

—
ONCE back inside after the blessing, on that evening of March 13, I went downstairs with all the cardinals. Below, a limousine was waiting for me, all lit up. But I said calmly: No, no, I’ll go with the cardinals. We all took the minibus together and returned to Santa Marta. I saw no more of the limousine.

—
ONCE back at Santa Marta, before dinner, I asked to call Benedict XVI, to greet him, to thank him, and to pray for him. Then, immediately after, I called the apostolic nuncio at Buenos Aires and said: Please tell the Argentinian bishops not to come to Rome on March 19 for the start of the papacy; and instead, that they donate the money to the poor and pray for me. Some of them came just the same, since that’s always what happens.
I then called my sister Maria Elena. “But how are you, how do you feel?” she asked. I smiled: I’m fine, I’m fine, relaxed. The words had difficulty coming out. We gave each other a hug by telephone. We are always together, we said, in each other’s hearts.
At Santa Marta we all dined together, and at the end of the meal Cardinal Becciu, who was the substitute for general affairs at the Secretariat of State, approached me: “The pope must make a toast…” All right; I smiled and raised my glass: “May God forgive you!” I said.

—
I
had asked, for the following day, to be able to go straight to the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, to Our Lady; I always went there as cardinal, and I go there still, before and after apostolic journeys too, so that she will keep me company, as a mother, and tell me what to do, and watch over my actions. With Our Lady I can go safely. It is said there are more than nine hundred churches in Rome, including those in private buildings, and the city has the largest number in the world. At that time I knew very few of them: Saint Peter’s, obviously, Santa Maria Maggiore, the Church of the Gesù, Sant’Ignazio, San Luigi dei Francesi, which is close to via della Scrofa, San Roberto Bellarmino, which was my Roman parish church, and then I was once taken, while I was traveling through Italy in 1970, to see Michelangelo’s Moses at the church of San Pietro in Vincoli, on the Oppian Hill.
No others. I still know very few—it’s difficult getting to know a city when you’re a pope.
I asked to go early in the morning and—please—in a normal car. They provided me with a blue Ford Focus, which I used for quite some time after that. In Santa Maria Maggiore I prayed before the icon of the Salus populi romani (Salvation of the Roman People). I entrusted the diocese to Mary, and then asked to be taken to the Domus Paulus VI in via della Scrofa, where I had been staying before the conclave, to collect some books that I had left there, and to pay the bill. “Don’t worry, we will sort that out,” I was told. But I wanted to go myself, since it was right that I should. I went up to my room, collected my things, packed my bag, and paid, saying goodbye to everyone. In the same way, I telephoned my news vendor in calle Bolívar, Buenos Aires, thanking him and canceling the delivery of the newspapers that he dropped through the gate of my residence each morning, because…Well, you’ll know what has happened, I said. He asked if they would be seeing me again soon in those parts, and I replied that I would always be with them.
That afternoon I celebrated my first Mass in the Sistine Chapel, with all the cardinals, putting on the sacred vestments with them in the Loggia delle Benedizioni. The master of ceremonies brought me a long sermon, written in Latin, which I was supposed to read; I thanked him very much and left it there. It doesn’t matter, you needn’t worry about me, I’ve been celebrating Mass for many years, I said. But keep close to me, in case I need anything. Instead, I gave my sermon off the cuff, in my Italian as it was then, which was even worse—if that’s possible—than I would speak it later, taking my inspiration from the Readings.
Then, that evening, I was taken to see the papal apartment, which had been sealed up since Benedict had left it.
And once inside, with Father Georg, who at that time was prefect of the Papal Household, I immediately said to myself: I won’t be staying here.
I said nothing on that occasion. I thanked him very much for the visit. But I started thinking about a solution.
In prayer, always speaking with the Lord to give proper consideration to all things, I tried to understand where to go, what I could do. I discussed it with Cardinal Bertello, president of the Governorate of the Vatican, who told me that if I wished to stay with him there was room in his apartment at Palazzo San Carlo in the Vatican Gardens, but that place too seemed rather isolated. Then, by chance, on my return to Santa Marta, I saw they were cleaning a room that was directly opposite the one I had occupied for the conclave. And what is this? I asked. “It’s the guest room. We are preparing it for Bartholomew, the patriarch of Constantinople.” I looked inside: There was a reception area, not very large, a small bedroom, separated by a sliding door, and a small study; all very simple. And I immediately thought: This is for me. I went and spoke to the director, telling him what I had decided. At first, in total surprise, he said: But no, it just isn’t possible. Then, hesitation. And finally, yes.
And so, just a few days after Bartholomew the Patriarch had vacated Room 201, it became my papal residence.
“Until further notice,” the Vatican spokesperson, Father Federico Lombardi, announced in April.
Years have passed since then. I’m happy at Santa Marta because I have people around me. And if there are small inconveniences, they can be resolved.
I’ll be there so long as God wishes. So far as my death, I have a very practical approach. And it’s the same when anyone talks to me about the risk of possible attacks upon my life.
When it happens, I will not be buried in Saint Peter’s but at Santa Maria Maggiore: The Vatican is the home of my last service, not my eternal home. I will go in the room where they now keep the candelabra, close to the Regina della Pace from whom I have always sought help, and whose embrace I have felt more than a hundred times during the course of my papacy. They have confirmed that all is ready. The funeral service was excessive, so I have arranged with the master of ceremonies to lighten it: no catafalque, no ceremony for the closure of the casket, nor the deposition of the cypress casket into a second of lead and a third of oak. With dignity, but like any Christian, because the bishop of Rome is a pastor and a disciple, not a powerful man of this world.
Though I know that He has already given me many blessings, I ask the Lord for just one more: Look after me, let it happen whenever You wish, but, as You know, I’m not very brave when it comes to physical pain…So, please, don’t make me suffer too much.



18.
All Out and All In











IF THE CONCLAVE is the moment of extra omnes, of exclusion, the Church is characterized by intra omnes, by inclusion. And one second after the white smoke, it is just the same for the new pope. The Church belongs to Christ. And Christ belongs to everyone, He is for everyone: “Go out, therefore, into the main roads and invite to the feast whomever you find” (Matthew 22:9). All are invited. Everyone. And so: Everyone inside. Good and bad, young and old, healthy and sick. For this is the Lord’s plan. With a clear preference, however, for the latter: not the healthy who need no physician, but the sick; not the righteous, but the sinners (Mark 2:17). And these are no doubt good tidings even for those who want to turn the Lord’s house into a club with a strict door policy. Because everyone is a sinner: At the hour of truth, put your own truth on the table and you’ll see that you too are a sinner. This is another reason why I don’t much like descriptions such as “pope to the poor”: They are no more than an idealization, or a caricature. The Gospel is addressed to everyone, and it doesn’t condemn people, classes, conditions, categories, but rather idolatries, such as the idolatry of wealth that produces injustice, of insensitivity to the cry of those who suffer. Yet the pope is for everyone. Especially for poor sinners, beginning with me.
The holy faithful people of God are this: It is not a supposed gathering of those who are pure. The Lord blesses everyone, and His Church must not, cannot, do otherwise. “Lord, take me as I am, with my defects, with my shortcomings, but make me become what you want me to be.” These words of John Paul I, which I recalled during the homily for his beatification on September 4, 2022, resound in each one of us.
It is our task as pastors to take others by the hand, to accompany them, to help them to discern, and not to exclude them. And to pardon: to treat others with the same mercy that the Lord reserves for us.
I have now been a priest for fifty-four years, and only once have I not given absolution: I was in Buenos Aires, finishing my doctoral thesis on Romano Guardini, and in the afternoon I would go down to the church of the Jesuits to hear confessions. A man appeared one day: He would have been around thirty and was a lawyer. In an arrogant tone he began to recount trivial incidents, and then surreptitiously, and in the same tone, between one trifling detail and another, he casually slipped in that he had taken advantage of the female servant. “These people are of use for more or less everything, they are not like us,” he said. When I tried to intervene, he stood up and left, exasperated. Pride is the most disturbing of vices, a self-exaltation that poisons the feeling of fraternity and exposes the pathetic, absurd pretense of making oneself God.
There’s another episode, of an opposite nature, that comes to mind when I think back to that period and to that church: that of a Japanese boy, an economics graduate, who was working for an important company. He wasn’t a Christian, but one day he appeared at the confessional to tell me he had started to read the Gospel, that he was impressed by it, and would like to confess and receive holy communion. I told him to proceed gradually, that I would accompany him on his journey, and that he could return to me whenever he wished. And so he started coming once a week. Until one day he arrived, agitated and out of breath, and said: “My company is moving me somewhere else, I want my faith, I want to be baptized.” I asked him to calm down and told him that he could continue his journey elsewhere, but the boy would listen to no reasoning. He knelt down. So I took him by the arm, led him to the sacristy, opened the water tap, and baptized him. He was the picture of joy.
Baptism is always a rebirth. A few years later, as cardinal, I found myself baptizing the seven children of a woman on her own, a poor widow who worked as a servant. She had had them with two different men. I met her at the feast of Saint Cajetan, in the barrio of Liniers, at the sanctuary closest to the heart of the Argentinian working class since the times of the Peronist labor movement. “Father, I am in mortal sin,” the woman said. “I have seven children, and I have never had them baptized, since I have no money for godparents and for the celebration…” I hugged her. We met again, and after a short catechism, I baptized them all in the archbishop’s chapel. She was deeply moved: “I cannot believe it, you make me feel important,” she said. But señora, what have I to do with it? It is Jesus who makes you important.
It is love that restores life, that saves. Our faith is not stopped before the wounds and errors of the past but overcomes prejudices and sins. A nonjudgmental view that had already been shown to me quite naturally in my own family. When I was a child, in Buenos Aires, it was customary not to visit families who lived in irregular situations or were separated, or belonged to other religions, and there was a kind of total exclusion on the part of those who preached. But Mamá and especially Papá, also through his work connections, were on friendly terms with everyone. And Nona Rosa too: She was involved in Azione Cattolica and knew evangelical women in the Salvation Army. “They are good people,” she used to say. Although I was probably more rigid as an adolescent, the instinct to understand, to recognize the complexity of existence, and to be receptive, began to form within me from what I witnessed in my own family.

—
RECEPTIVENESS, and certainly not relativism, nor any change of doctrine, is the spirit and heart of Fiducia supplicans, the declaration of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith on the blessing of couples who live in irregular situations, which I signed in December 2023. It is the people who are blessed, not the relationships. It arises from the wish not to ascribe one situation or one condition to the entire life of those who seek to be illuminated and accompanied with a blessing. Everyone in the Church is invited, including people who are divorced, including people who are homosexual, including people who are transgender. The first time that a group of transgender people came to the Vatican, they left in tears, moved because I had taken their hands, had kissed them…As if I had done something exceptional for them. But they are daughters of God! They can receive baptism on the same conditions as other believers and can perform the responsibilities of godparents on the same conditions as others, and likewise be witnesses to a marriage. No provision of canonical law forbids it.
More than sixty countries in the world treat homosexuals and transexuals as criminals, a dozen or so with the death penalty, which is sometimes even carried out. But homosexuality is not a crime, it is a human fact, and the Church and Christians cannot remain indifferent in the face of this criminal injustice, nor can they respond faintheartedly. They are not “children of a lesser god”; God the Father loves them with the same unconditional love, He loves them as they are, and He accompanies them in the same way that He does with all of us: being close by, merciful, and tender.
If the Lord says everybody, who am I to exclude anybody? “Tell me who you exclude and I’ll tell you who you are,” Don Luigi Di Liegro, founder of the Rome branch of Caritas, was fond of saying. He too was the son of a migrant who landed in South America in search of work and was turned away several times. Throughout my pastoral life, I have always welcomed and accompanied these brothers and sisters in just the same way as others. And if some people have had personal experience of “the refusal of the Church,” I would like them to know, however, that this was the refusal of one person in the Church: because the Church is a mother who calls and gathers together all of her children.

—
BUT if God loves us in our humanity and in our differences, any ideological colonization is extremely dangerous, such as gender theory that seeks to cancel differences on the pretext of making everyone equal. In the same way, any practice that turns human life—which is, at every stage, a gift and an inalienable right—into a contractual object or illicit trade is unacceptable, as happens with so-called surrogate motherhood, a global business based on the exploitation of a situation of material necessity for the mother, which seriously harms the dignity of the woman and the child.
Men and women are not parts of a mechanical system, nor simply the sum of needs and desires, with no conscience and no will, as in that prophetic early twentieth-century novel The Lord of the World, written by Robert Hugh Benson, the youngest son of the archbishop of Canterbury, which became a classic of dystopian fiction. It tells a story in which everything is reduced to units of production, and where the administrators of euthanasia, given as if it were an unction for the sick, are the new priests of the time. I was deeply struck when I read it, and today as then it is an antidote to teenage progressivism, to that worldly totalitarianism that leads to apostasy. It reminds us that canceling difference, in the end, means canceling humanity.

—
WHEN the time comes to make a decision, there is often a small price of solitude to be paid, but, in reality, the progress of reform and government during these years of papacy has never been separated from the people of God or from the College of Cardinals: The most difficult, most burning decisions have been made after consultation and reflection, through a spirit of synodality. Steps shared are steps that are safe, gradual, irreversible.

—
THEN, of course, there is always some resistance, often linked to inadequate knowledge or some form of hypocrisy. I am thinking of the apostolic exhortation Amoris laetitia—which opened the doors for new pastoral challenges in regard to the family—and that note on the possibility of divorced people having access to the sacraments, which made some people throw their arms up in horror. Sexual sins tend to cause more of an outcry from some people. But they are really not the most serious. They are human sins, of the flesh. The most serious, on the contrary, are the sins that have more “angelicity,” that dress themselves in another guise: pride, hatred, falsehood, fraud, abuse of power. Even Satan, as Paul writes in the Second Letter to the Corinthians, “masquerades as an angel of light” (11:14).
This reminds me of A Special Day, that masterpiece of Italian cinema with Marcello Mastroianni and Sophia Loren, the story of two “outcasts,” a homosexual and a woman, who are left alone in a deserted apartment while the rest of Rome awaits Adolf Hitler’s visit to Mussolini as he prepares to drag the world into the catastrophe of war and the abomination of extermination. Whereas Mussolini and Hitler are greeted with jubilation, the two central characters are treated with public scorn, relegated to insignificance. What a diabolic reversal…It is strange that nobody worries about the blessing of an entrepreneur who exploits people, and this is a grave sin, or about someone who pollutes our common home, while there’s a public scandal if the pope blesses a divorced woman or a homosexual.
Opposition to pastoral open-mindedness often uncovers these hypocrisies.

—
FROM a sociological point of view, it is interesting to consider the phenomenon of traditionalism, this “backwardism” that regularly returns each century, this reference to a supposed perfect age that each time is another age.
With the liturgy, for example.
It has now been ruled that the possibility of celebrating Mass in Latin, following the missal prior to the Second Vatican Council, must be expressly authorized by the Dicastery for Divine Worship, who will allow it only in special cases. For the reason that it is unhealthy for the liturgy to become ideology.
It is curious to see this fascination for what is not understood, for what appears somewhat hidden, and seems also at times to interest the younger generations. This rigidity is often accompanied by elegant and costly tailoring, lace, fancy trimmings, rochets. Not a taste for tradition but clerical ostentation, which then is none other than an ecclesiastic version of individualism. Not a return to the sacred but to quite the opposite, to sectarian worldliness. These ways of dressing up sometimes conceal mental imbalance, emotional deviation, behavioral difficulties, a personal problem that may be exploited. The papacy has had to intervene on this problem in four cases over recent years, three in Italy and one in Paraguay: dioceses that accepted seminarians often already sent away from other seminaries, and when this happens there is generally something wrong, something that leads people to hide their own personality in closed or sectarian environments.
A cardinal in the United States told me that two newly ordained priests came to him one day and asked for authorization to celebrate Mass in Latin.
“Do you understand Latin?” the cardinal asked.
“No, but we will study it,” the two young priests replied.
“All right,” said the cardinal, “but before you learn Latin, look at your diocese and see how many Vietnamese migrants there are—and study Vietnamese first of all. And when you have learned Vietnamese, consider also the multitudes of Spanish-speaking parishioners and you will realize that learning Spanish will be very useful for your service. After Vietnamese and Spanish, come back to me, and we’ll talk about Latin…”
The liturgy cannot be a rite that is an end in itself, detached from pastoral considerations. Nor the exercise of an abstract spiritualism, wrapped in a vague sense of mystery. The liturgy is an encounter, and it is a new start toward others.

—
CHRISTIANS are not those who go backward. The flow of history and grace go up and down like the sap of a tree that bears fruit. Without this flow there is fossilization, and going backward is not conducive to life, ever. There is no progress, there is no movement. Life, whether vegetal or animal or human, dies. Progress means change, dealing with new situations, accepting new challenges. Vincent of Lérins, the fifth-century saint venerated by Catholics as well as members of the Orthodox Church, wrote in his Commonitórium primum that the dogma of the Christian religion follows these laws: It progresses, solidifying with years, growing with time, deepening with age. Human understanding changes over time, and the way that people perceive and express themselves changes—it is one thing for a man who expresses himself by carving the Winged Victory of Samothrace, another thing for Caravaggio, yet another for Chagall and then Dalí. And so too does human conscience deepen. Let us think of when slavery was allowed, or when the death penalty—which is unjustifiable, and is in no way the solution to the violence that can strike down innocent people, but instead poisons societies—raised no problem. We therefore grow in the understanding of truth.
Tradition is not a statue. Nor is Christ a statue. Christ lives. Tradition means growing.
Tradition means moving forward.
The Church cannot be the congregation of “happy bygone days”—which, as the French thinker Michel Serres reminds us, are certainly not bygone, nor were they necessarily happy in every respect. Our responsibility is to journey in our own time, to continue growing in the art of meeting needs and providing for them with creativity of Spirit, which is always discernment in action.
The Church is certainly not an orchestra in which everyone plays the same note but one in which each person follows their own score, and it is precisely this that must create harmony. It is wonderful that brothers and sisters have the courage to form their own ideas, to discuss them, to say what they think: Aspiring to unity does not mean uniformity. But then, we must still sit around the same table.
In many respects, it can be said that the last ecumenical council has not yet been fully understood, lived, and applied. We are on the way and need to make up for lost time. When anyone asks me whether the time is right for a new council, for a Vatican III, I reply not just that the answer is no but that we still need to fully implement Vatican II. And need to sweep away even more the culture of courtliness, in the papal court and everywhere else. The Church is not a court, it is not a place for coteries, favoritism, machination, nor is it the last European court of an absolute monarchy. With Vatican II, the Church became a sign and instrument for the unity of the whole human race.

—
THOUGH there has been no shortage of problems over these years, I have never lost sleep. Every now and then, I have read some imaginative reconstructions, but reality is often far simpler than it might seem from outside.










                      
With John Paul II at the apostolic nunciature in Buenos Aires in 1987.                     
One day—it was April 2, 2005—I was on a bus traveling to a villa miseria on the outskirts of Buenos Aires when I heard news of the death of John Paul II, which was being broadcast around the world. I arrived at the shantytown and, during the Mass, asked that we pray together for the departed pope. Then, at the end of the celebration, an extremely poor woman came up to me. “Will they make a new pope?” she asked. Yes, señora. Then I told her that I would have to leave for Rome, and I told her about the conclave, about the meetings of cardinals, about the white smoke. “Listen, Bergoglio,” the woman interrupted, “you must promise me one thing: When you become pope, the first thing you must do is get a dog.” I replied that this certainly wouldn’t happen, but why should I get a dog? “Because when they bring your food, you must give a small piece first to him. If everything is all right, you then carry on eating.” It certainly raises a smile. But it also illustrates how disruption and scandal can provoke certain actions, internal strife, financial misdoings, among God’s people.
The Church is and remains strong, but questions of corruption—of the financial and emotional kind—or clericalism—which is a perversion, the ideology that replaces the Gospel—are deep-seated problems that go back over centuries.
At the beginning of my papacy, when I went to visit my predecessor, Benedict XVI, at Castel Gandolfo, he gave me a large white box: “Everything is in here,” he told me—documents relating to the most difficult and painful situations: cases of abuse, corruption, dark dealings, wrongdoings. “I have arrived this far, taken these actions, removed these people, now it’s your turn.” I have continued along his path.


        
Benedict passes to me the large white box full of documents.       
As cardinal, I had already taken part in the general congregations of 2005, which were the first moment of grace, of growth, and then those of 2013, after Benedict’s resignation. On that occasion, we all made very concrete requests to whoever would be elected. What I have done in these years of papacy has been to give substance to the requests of the general congregations.
The Council of Cardinals that I announced exactly a month after my election has had precisely this task: a shared, synodal work that gives full attention to the whole Church, not just to us priests, who are only 1 percent, but to the laity. Synodality is not a fashion, nor a slogan to be exploited: It is a way of listening to one another, carried out at all levels, involving all people of God. It is not for collecting opinions, for carrying out investigations, but for journeying together and having ears to catch the wind of the Spirit, which creates crises, brings surprises, opens doors and windows, knocks down walls, breaks chains, opens borders. A bishop or a priest who is out of touch with the people is not a shepherd, but an official. Saint Paul VI loved to quote the words of Terence: “I am a man: I regard nothing human as alien to me.” There is much resistance to overcoming the image of a Church rigidly divided between leaders and subordinates, between those who teach and those who must learn, forgetting that God likes to reverse positions. Mary says: “He has thrown down rulers from their thrones but lifted up the lowly” (Luke 1:52). Traveling together means that the line is rather more horizontal than vertical. The synodal Church clears the horizon where our sun, Christ, rises, while erecting hierarchical monuments means covering it. True shepherds walk with their people: sometimes in front, sometimes in the middle, sometimes behind. In front to guide, in the middle to encourage and not to forget the smell of the flock, and behind because the people have a “nose” for finding new paths for the journey, or for finding the road again when they are lost.
The reform of the Roman Curia was the most demanding, and for a long while there was the greatest resistance to change—in financial management, for example, it was not easy to move away from the curse of “it has always been done like this”—but now, at last, it is set upon the right path. On the Council for the Economy, seven lay members, six of whom are women, sit alongside cardinals, and together they have brought clarity with regard to resources and procedures. The path has been marked out, and Cardinal Pell provided brilliant and decisive input in this respect. We must continue our journey. I have been summoned to a battle; I know I must wage it, but it is in no way a personal struggle, nor is it solitary.
The Church belongs to Christ. We are simply asked to listen to His will and to put it into practice. In this respect, I have often thought of a passage in the homily that Benedict XVI gave at the Mass at the beginning of his papacy: “My real program of governance,” he said, “is not to do my own will, not to pursue my own ideas, but to listen, together with the whole Church, to the word and to the will of the Lord and to be guided by Him.” Because the pope is not a chief executive officer, nor the head of a non-governmental organization.
The path is not always easy, but fortunately it is Jesus himself who indicates what to do, in chapter 25 of the Gospel of Matthew: “For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in prison and you visited me.” It is on this that the Lord, when he wishes, will take stock—of our lives, and of my papacy too.

—
BENEDICT was a father and a brother to me. Our relationship was always genuine and deep, and regardless of a few tales that were made up by those determined to tell the opposite story, until the very end he helped, advised, supported, and defended me. He broadened horizons, stimulated discussion, always with respect to our roles. He did not deserve the exploitation that was made at the moment of his death, during the very days of his funeral. It was something that caused me much pain.
Even in his last days, when his body was increasingly frail and his voice increasingly feeble, I could feel the force of his tenderness. We met for the last time on December 28, 2022, three days before he died. He was still conscious but unable to speak. We remained there, looking at each other and holding hands. I spoke words of affection, I blessed him, his bright eyes gleamed with the same sweetness and intelligence as always. The intelligence of one who has witnessed how God is always new, surprises us, brings news. I thank the Lord for having presented him to me and to the Church.



19.
Walking through Valleys of the Shadow of Death











THE GIRL WAS standing in front of me, in the mission building of the apostolic nunciature in Kinshasa. She had arrived from North Kivu province, which holds the Democratic Republic of Congo’s largest tin reserves and some enormous gold mines, an area I couldn’t visit on that occasion, my fortieth international apostolic journey, in February 2023, because of the eternal ravages of that monster that is war.
The story she was about to tell was a terrible one, and to do it she needed the voice of the friend who stood beside her. “My name is Bijoux Mukumbi Kamala, I am seventeen, but the ordeal of my suffering began when I was fourteen. It happened at Musenge, one of the villages in the Walikale territory. As we were going to get water at the river, we met some rebels. They took us into the forest, each chose the one they wanted. The commander wanted me. He raped me as if I were an animal, several times a day, an appalling suffering. There was no point shouting since no one could come to help me. It went on for one year and seven months, until by a stroke of fortune I managed to escape. The friends of mine who were abducted with me that day haven’t returned.” She lays a mat beneath the altar, like the one onto which her torturer used to throw her. Then Ladislas speaks. He is the same age as she. He tells of his brother who was killed, he doesn’t even know how, and of his father, murdered in front of his eyes, his severed head placed in a basket. He hasn’t been able to sleep since then. They kidnapped his mother. “She hasn’t returned, we don’t know what they’ve done with her. My two little sisters and I, we are orphans.” And then Emelda. And Desiré. And Léonie, who still goes to elementary school, and under the cross of Christ she places a knife, just like the one that killed all the members of her family. A compendium of horror, rape, destruction, pillage, indescribable brutality. And of orphans.
I am shocked, I remain in silence before such an abyss of pain.

—
IN silence like at Auschwitz, seven years earlier. Silence and prayer.
“Señor, ten piedad de tu pueblo. Señor, perdón por tanta crueldad!” (Lord, have mercy on your people. Lord, forgive such cruelty!)











                      
In silence at the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp.                     
In silence as with Lidia Maksymowicz, one of three thousand children whom Josef Mengele used as guinea pigs for his eugenic experiments at Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. Her grandparents went straight to the gas chambers, her mother was sent to do forced labor, while Lidia was allocated to the children’s hut. She was then five. Three years ago, at the age of eighty-one, she came to meet me at Saint Peter’s. She rolled up the sleeve of her clothing and showed me her arm on which they had marked a number: 70072. What words were there? I said nothing: I kissed her arm. Out of three thousand children, only two hundred had survived when the camp was liberated on January 27, 1945. Survivors in the abyss of pain.
Many Jews who escaped persecution found refuge in Argentina. It is reckoned there were at least two hundred and fifty thousand of them between the end of the nineteenth century and the end of World War II. And before that, there were those from Morocco, from the Ottoman Empire, from Syria, and later also from Egypt. For me, in the barrio of my childhood, they were a daily presence: playmates, parents of classmates. From my earliest childhood, and then just as naturally when I was a priest, archbishop, and cardinal, I formed real friendships with ordinary people, leading figures in the Jewish community, and rabbis in Buenos Aires. With people such as Abraham Skorka, rector of the rabbinical seminary and rabbi of the Benei Tikva community, in the barrio of Belgrano. Together, we recorded thirty or so TV transmissions on the Bible, which were broadcast on the archdiocese channel. Then, in early February 2013, we said goodbye as the summer vacation period began, and we arranged to meet for the next recording in March, which was to be about friendship. But the Spirit, as we know, changes the course of events, creates the most unlikely situations…I didn’t return to the archdiocese that March, so the last transmission was never made. Abraham was one of the first people I telephoned, the same evening that I was elected bishop of Rome: “They are keeping me here, take note of my new address,” I told him. And even with an ocean between us, the friendship has remained solid, molded by the quest for ways to serve humanity, which both of us feel to be the highest, most sublime form of service to God.
The dialogue between Jews and Christians has to be more than interreligious, for it is a family dialogue. We are bound to each other before one God, and through our conduct we are called to bear witness to his love and his peace. We have worked jointly with the Jewish community of Buenos Aires on many cultural, religious, and social initiatives, such as the provision of food for the poor managed by rabbis and priests together. And together we also went through the suffering, in the long terrible night of the dictatorship that afflicted my country: of thirty thousand Argentine desaparecidos, almost all of whom passed through torture rooms in which it was not uncommon to see photographs of Hitler on the walls, at least two thousand belonged to the Jewish community, and many others came from Jewish origins: or were their friends, or their siblings. Our older brothers and sisters.

—
AT Kinshasa I kiss the stumps of hands and feet that have been chopped off. I stroke heads. Listen to sighs. I admire the courage of those testimonies: Their tears are my tears, their pain is my pain. And all together we say: Enough! Enough of the atrocities that cast shame on the whole of humanity! It is time to stop regarding Africa as a mine to be exploited and a land to be pillaged. It is time to stop the scandal and hypocrisy of businesses that continue to prosper while causing violence and death!
The war in Congo has brought over five million deaths since the end of the 1990s. It is the largest conflict since World War II: It has left wounds unhealed for years, over which, with the scandalous interference of multinational companies and foreign powers, ethnic forces fight to the death over natural resources and power.
And there are hundreds and hundreds of thousands of victims, along with millions of homeless and refugees, from the war in South Sudan, which today is the youngest country in the world, a land in which the peace treaty signed in 2018 still meets difficulty in being fully implemented. Hundreds of thousands of people have lost their loved ones and their homes; families have been torn apart forever; there are children, old people, women, men, who have experienced unspeakable suffering.
I had already met its president, Salva Kiir Mayardit, during a visit to Uganda in 2015: He had asked for an immediate, unscheduled appointment and I received him at night, in Kampala. Then, in April 2019, I met him once again at Santa Marta, together with the vice presidents designate Riek Machar, leader of the opposition, and Rebecca Nyandeng de Mabior, the widow of the South Sudanese leader John Garang, killed in war, for a spiritual retreat arranged in conjunction with the archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, and the moderator of the Church of Scotland, John Chalmers. At the end of the meeting, breaking protocol with a gesture that came from the heart, I knelt down and kissed the feet of all of the leaders of South Sudan. Remain in peace, I begged of them as a brother.












                      
Kneeling before the leaders of South Sudan to beg for peace.                     
Peace is possible, I will never tire of repeating it. It is the fundamental condition for respecting the rights of every human and for the full development of every nation. I pray that the seeds of that spiritual retreat will ripen and then bear fruit. I know that there are many difficulties. Even the day before my visit to Juba on February 3, 2023, as a pilgrim of reconciliation, the guns did not go quiet. And yet we must continue the campaign: We must campaign and protest so that the vital course of peace in that country so dear to me, and elsewhere, is not impeded by the flood of violence, obstructed by the swamps of corruption, or thwarted by the inundation of poverty. Corruption is an accomplice of the horror. The hoarding of natural resources is an accomplice of the horror. The lack of democracy is an accomplice. And silence is an accomplice too.

—
LILIANA Segre, now an Italian senator for life, was thirteen when she was interned at Auschwitz, together with her grandparents and her father, whom she never saw again. When she was asked what word should be written on platform 21 of Milan station, from which trains left for the Nazi concentration camps after the abomination of the Italian racial laws, she had no doubt: “Indifference,” she said. Nobody had thought of that word. But it was with the cowardly indifference of so many that the massacre of at least fifteen million people then took place, and it is often in silence and in our globalized indifference that the massacres of today occur.

—
THE language of horror, of abuse, of misery, of decay, of the darkest valleys into which men and women plunge on their journeys, is almost always fed by the same words, and even more often by what is not said, because indifference doesn’t even need a voice: It is nothing to do with me, it is not my problem, look the other way…
Just save yourself, just look after yourself, just think about yourself. It’s the same as the story of humanity that crucified Our Lord (Luke 23:35–37), and of a society that is profoundly sick. Because selfishness is not just anti-Christian. Selfishness is also a form of self-harm. The shortsightedness of a selfishness with no imagination or creativity loses itself in expenditure on rearmament, in conflict, in destroying the environment, which is an immensely greater wealth. “When people start to bleed themselves physically, they are already half-bled financially. To kill costs, suicide needs money. Stupidity is a luxury. And stupidity gives intellectual cover to hatred,” wrote Igino Giordani, co-founder of the Movimento dei Focolari (Hearth Movement) and precursor of the season of Vatican II, in regard to the uselessness of war.
Selfishness is stupid.

—
ALL is related, all is connected. Today more than ever. This incontrovertible fact is at the heart of the two social encyclicals of my papacy: Laudato si’ and Fratelli tutti.
And the coronavirus pandemic, in early 2020, into which we all precipitated, ought to have taught us this once again.
The announcement of the end of a war, a man’s first step on the Moon, the collapse of a wall that split Europe for thirty years, the terrorist attack by two airplanes that crashed into two skyscrapers, creating a hole that swallowed up thousands of lives in an act of senseless destruction: These news items crystallize the moment and fix the memory for each one of us in time and in space.
This event was different, at Santa Marta as it was everywhere else. It was a crescendo.
It began with talk about a strange pneumonia in a densely populated city of eleven million people called Wuhan, in Hubei, east-central China. A small news story, at first, which grew in intensity from day to day. New infections among many of those who worked at the fish and animal market. In early February, at Angelus, I raised my prayer “for our Chinese brethren who are suffering from this cruel sickness.” It still seemed an isolated phenomenon, but in February, Italy itself became dramatically aware that this wouldn’t remain the case. In Lombardy, in the north of the country, the hospitals suddenly filled, while the virus moved like a swarm of bees from one region of the country to another, and then from one region of the planet to another. The picture everywhere became more disturbing: people begging for help from balconies, hospitals on the point of collapse, corpses piling up. By March 11, the number of countries affected had reached 114, and the World Health Organization officially declared a state of pandemic. The whole world was rediscovering words like isolation and quarantine, which hadn’t been heard for generations. The sound of ambulance sirens became the soundtrack for deserted streets and humanity distanced, shut up in their homes, sometimes banished to new isolation hospitals. After three successive years, the number of victims was estimated at over twenty million people. A world war.

—
THE pandemic brought us in touch with our personal and social fragility, and at the same time it showed us once again how, among the storms of history, we are all in the same boat.
For me, as for everyone, it was at first a moment of frustration; I would have liked to do so much, and I felt rather like a pope “in a cage.” Meanwhile the diary was inevitably altered by anti-Covid regulations: Angelus from the library of the Apostolic Palace, and not from the window, broadcast live on screens in Saint Peter’s Square; morning Mass without a congregation. I placed my trust yet again in prayer. I felt the urgency, a universal urgency.
It was for that reason, one afternoon in March, after informing security and the head of the press office at the last moment, that I left Santa Marta on my way to Santa Maria Maggiore: I knew that once again Mary, the Virgin Salus populi romani (Salvation of the Roman People), would embrace our anxieties and our wounds. I felt that I could once again entrust myself, the city, Italy, the world, to her and to her motherly protection.


        
I walk toward the church of San Marcello in a Rome deserted due to the pandemic.       
I spent a long while beneath that icon so dear to me, which tradition attributes to Saint Luke the Evangelist, patron saint of artists. Then, in an almost deserted Rome, kissed by the first rays of spring sunshine, in a surreal calm accompanied here and there by the rustle of a bicycle or the cry of a gull, I walked along via del Corso to the church of San Marcello, which houses the crucifix that in 1522, at the time of the Great Plague, was carried in procession through the quarters of the city.
I would like to have had them with me—the icon of the Virgin and that miraculous crucifix that carries upon it the visible signs of the affection and suffering of those who have venerated it—when, two weeks later, while the world’s televisions were connected live, I walked across an empty Saint Peter’s Square, shining from the rain, for the Statio Orbis, to respond to the virus pandemic through the power of prayer, of compassion, of tenderness.
I walked alone, and in my heart, I could say that I felt everybody’s solitude, I felt their footsteps in mine, their feet in my shoes. In that silence I felt the echo of millions of pleas and a universal need for hope. “Evening drew on” (Mark 4:35), the time of the storm, the time to unmask false and superfluous certainties, and all together we found ourselves arm in arm, as if anchored to Christ who would overcome fear and give succor. “Meté mano,” I say to him, an expression very much my own, which I often use in prayer. “Give us a hand, please. You did it in the sixteenth century, you know this situation.” Every so often my eye was drawn toward the colonnade to the right and to the monument to the Migrant, which, since the previous year, I wanted to be positioned there so that it would help us, at the center of Christianity, not only to meet the evangelical challenge of receiving, but to interpret the signs of the times. The sculpture in bronze and clay, with the title Angels Unawares, represents people of every age, of various cultures, and from different periods of history: They stand shoulder to shoulder, packed tightly together, on a raft, with faces marked by the drama of escape, of danger, of the uncertain future. Now, all of us were on that raft, with just the same anxiety, not knowing how many would reach the shore, nor when. We were all together. In that square, for this reason too, I never felt truly alone. I kissed the feet of the crucifix, and this gave me hope—it always gives me hope. I asked the Lord to banish evil with his hand, and for the gift of creativity to know how to open new forms of fraternity and solidarity, even in this situation that was unfamiliar to us. So that, in me and in the whole Church, the urgency of prayer is accompanied immediately by that of service. Especially to those who are weaker, in difficulty: the homeless, prisoners, hospital patients, the elderly.
The Church responded, played its part.
I remember the agitated telephone call of a rather inflexible bishop: “I have a problem,” he said. “They won’t let me into hospital to hear confessions, or into care homes, what do I do?” I suggested that he should think about what happened on ships during a shipwreck: Even if the boat was letting in water, a priest could stand at the stern and give absolution to everyone, from a distance; and in the same way you can give it from the entrance, or from the porter’s lodge. “And for communion?” he asked. You can deliver the eucharist in closed envelopes to a nurse, who can administer it. That bishop was still not satisfied. In the face of human suffering, we organized ourselves, we adapted to change.
How many laypeople, how many parish priests bore witness to the courage of service, looking after those who were most alone, bringing comfort and medicines, showing the fine face of a friendly Church, of one that cares…By the end of the first year, almost three hundred priests had died in Italy alone, not just through the frailty of old age, but paying with their lives for being close to their people, being in those places most exposed to the virus. And how many martyrs among doctors, nurses, how many unsung heroes. Our lives, everybody’s lives, were assisted, saved, by people who generally don’t hit the news headlines, who don’t appear on catwalks or in shows, but who were writing the crucial events of our history: health workers, supermarket staff, cleaners, transport drivers, the police…

—
THE only way of honoring the sacrifice of so many—beyond empty rhetoric—is by not forgetting the lessons learned from the pandemic.
The first thing it has taught us is that peace must not be a consequence but a prerequisite. I immediately supported and promoted the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2532, which, for the first time in its history, unanimously demanded a global ceasefire, as well as asking for humanitarian corridors to be opened to provide aid for the most vulnerable. This awareness is none other than the proof that war makes every solution more remote, it magnifies every problem, makes it more chronic and sometimes unresolvable. With war, everything can be lost.
And the second thing it has taught us is our interdependence, each upon others, like a human family, and all of us dependent on the planet. In addition to making us aware with painful immediacy how deeply we rely on communications that cannot just be virtual, that for our very existence must necessarily be “physical,” the pandemic has highlighted the errors, the imbalances, the arrogance of our global economic system. An economy that kills, that excludes, that starves, that concentrates enormous wealth in a few to the detriment of many, that multiplies poverty and grinds down salaries, that pollutes, that produces war, is not an economy: It is just an emptiness, an absence, a sickness. It is a perversion of economics itself and of its vocation. In the words of a Spanish proverb: “Cría cuervos y te sacarán los ojos” (If you breed ravens, they will rip out your eyes). We have polluted and plundered, putting our own lives at risk.
Significant evidence of this perversion comes from the fact that, paradoxically, the period of the pandemic coincided to a large extent with the time in which our planet, our common home, began to breathe once more: For a few months, carbon dioxide emissions dropped as never before.
We mustn’t allow ourselves to think that this was just a passing wonder. In Greek tragedy, the background that produces terrible consequences is hubris, arrogance, that overweening state of mind that makes people unaware of their own limitations. Everything is connected: a perverse system of meaningless development, deforestation that proceeds illogically and illegally and makes us lose an area of prime forest the size of Belgium every year, the destruction of entire ecosystems, the attack on biodiversity, the indiscriminate transformation of the natural environment to meet human needs…Until we reach a point that the scientific community now regards as certain: Degraded environments harbor more viruses that can infect humans. There aren’t two separate crises—one environmental and the other social—but one single and complex socio-environmental crisis that is destined to result more easily in health disasters. To restore dignity to those excluded from society, to fight poverty and exploitation, to care for the environment, and to protect our own lives are needs that certainly cannot be separated, nor even less can they be regarded as conflicting. On the contrary, they must guide us toward one single integrated approach, which must now be considered unavoidable.
The global catastrophes of Covid and of climate change are screaming out to us that we can wait no longer: The moment is now. The pandemic, in its drama, should have taught us that we have the means to tackle the challenge and that we will be more resilient if we all do it together.

—
WE have all had our bereavements. I too have lost loved ones, in Argentina and in Italy—relatives, friends. Such as Professor Fabrizio Soccorsi, who was my personal doctor.
Moving on does not mean forgetting.
Who will ever forget the columns of army vehicles that transported caskets out of the cities in which there was no more room even for the dead, the grief of doctors defeated by the unrelenting disease, faces deformed by protective masks and by tiredness, the harrowing solitude of parents and grandparents in nursing homes and hospitals?
Moving on means changing.
Because “the year in which we went nowhere” brought us face-to-face with the tragic reality of the road that leads to self-destruction.



20.
Your Rod and Your Staff, They Comfort Me











THE PANDEMIC UPSET everyone’s plans, including my own. Some appointments were canceled, others were kept but “remotely,” and apostolic journeys were postponed. But there was one that I was determined not to miss, as soon as the opportunity arose: Iraq, the land of the two rivers, the home of Abraham. To meet that martyred Church and those people who had suffered so much. And together with other religious leaders, to take a new step toward fraternity among believers.
Almost everyone advised me against the journey, which would be the first by a pope in the Middle Eastern heartland devastated by extremist violence and jihadist desecration. Covid-19 had not entirely loosened its grip, and even Monsignor Mitja Leskovar, the papal nuncio in that country, had recently tested positive for the virus. Every source, moreover, had emphasized the high security risk—deadly attacks had been carried out even on the eve of my departure.
But I wanted to gain a deeper understanding. I felt I had to.
I expressed it in family terms, saying that I felt the need to go and visit our grandfather Abraham, the common ancestor of Jews, Christians, and Muslims.
If our grandfather’s house is on fire, if his descendants risk their lives or have lost them, the right thing to do is reach the house as soon as possible.
And there again, it would be unfair to disappoint those people who hadn’t been able to greet John Paul II twenty years earlier. The journey with which he had so hoped to open the Jubilee Year in 2000 had been prevented by Saddam Hussein after an initial sign of encouragement.
I remembered well that shattered dream.
And I remembered equally well the prophetic vision of Saint John Paul who, three years later, now old and sick, tried everything, through appeals and diplomatic initiatives, to avert the new war—a war that, with lies about weapons of mass destruction that were never found, would multiply the levels of death and destruction and plunge that country into chaos, transforming it then, for decades, into a den of terrorism.
The people and the Church of Iraq had waited too long. It was necessary to increase every effort to pull that region away, at least, from its submission to conflict, its submission to the law of interference from whoever was the strongest, its submission to the impotence of diplomacy and law; and all the more at a moment in which the impact of the pandemic seemed to have hidden that crisis, like many others, from the world agenda.

—
IT was probably also one story in particular—of Nadia Murad—that gave me the crucial motivation. I had met this young Yazidi woman—who would be awarded the Nobel Prize in 2018—at the Vatican in 2017, together with Archbishop Paul Gallagher, the secretary for relations with states and international organizations: “I want to be the last,” Nadia had told me, “the last woman on earth with a story like mine.” Because her story, though not unique, was truly terrible. A young life suddenly devastated one day in August 2014 when, at the age of little more than twenty, she was kidnapped in northern Iraq during the genocide campaign of the self-proclaimed Islamic State against minorities, in particular the Yazidi people. Militiamen burst into her village, Kocho, with brutal violence and set fire to houses. They rounded up the adult males, killing six hundred with Kalashnikov fire, and captured the women, loading them onto a bus with darkened windows. She lost her mother and six brothers and stepbrothers that day. And immediately after, a new ordeal began for her and her sisters: She was deprived of all dignity, sold at the sabaya, or slave market, and bought by other militiamen who raped and resold her many times. Almost miraculously, after four months of torture she managed to escape, and in November of the following year she arrived in Germany thanks to a humanitarian program. A few months later, she was already before the United Nations Security Council in her battle against human trafficking, and since then she has never stopped.
I had listened to her own account of her story, had read her book, and those words continued to work within me. Along with many other considerations, they were what spurred my decision to go there.
I met Nadia in Iraq, and again later at Santa Marta. I admired her campaign, which knows no prejudice. And as well as hers, I heard many other terrible stories about Daesh massacres.

—
MOSUL was a wound to the heart. It struck me deeply already from the helicopter: one of the oldest cities in the world, brimming with history and tradition, which had seen the passage of successive civilizations over time, and was emblematic of the peaceful co-existence of different cultures—Arabs, Kurds, Armenians, Turkmens, Christians, Assyrians—in one and the same country. Before my eyes was an expanse of rubble after three years of occupation by the Islamic State, which had chosen it as its fortress. As I flew over, it seemed from above like the snapshot of hatred, one of the most efficient sentiments of our time, because it frequently self-generates the pretexts that unleash it: politics, justice, and always, in blasphemous form, religion. These are the false, outward, short-lived motivations; because then, just as in those fine lines by the Polish poet Wisława Szymborska, hatred “gets its own momentum going.”


        
The sight of Mosul struck me deeply.       
And even after that devastation, the wind of hatred still did not subside.

—
I
felt it the previous day, as soon as we landed in Baghdad. The police had informed the Vatican Gendarmerie Corps of information received from the British secret services: A woman carrying explosives, a young kamikaze, was traveling to Mosul to blow herself up during the papal visit. And a truck had set off at high speed with the same intent.

—
MY journey went ahead.
There were meetings with the authorities at the presidential palace in Baghdad. There was a meeting with bishops, priests, clergy, and catechists in the Assyrian-Catholic church of Sayidat-al-Nejat (Our Lady of Salvation), where two priests and forty-six believers were massacred eleven years earlier, for whom the process of beatification is in course.
There was a meeting with the country’s religious leaders in the plain of Ur, the expanse of desert where the ruins of Abraham’s house stand close to the stairway tower of the wonderful Sumerian ziggurat: Christians from different churches, Shia as well as Sunni Muslims, and Yazidis met together at last in the same tent, in the spirit of Abraham, to recall that the most blasphemous of offenses is to defile the name of God through hating our brother. Hostility, extremism, and violence are always betrayals of religion. It is for us, and, above all, for us believers, to convert instruments of hatred into instruments of peace; it is for us to point out the sinister operations that revolve around money and arms trafficking; it is for us to have the courage to look up toward the stars of Abraham’s promise.












                      
Barefoot in the residence of Ayatollah al-Sistani at Najaf.                     
Earlier, I had been to the holy city of Najaf, the historical and spiritual center of Shia Islam, where the tomb of the Prophet’s cousin Ali is situated, for a private meeting that was particularly important to me, for it would represent a milestone in the path of interreligious dialogue and understanding between peoples. The Holy See had been preparing that meeting with the Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani for decades, without any of my predecessors managing to achieve it.
Ayatollah al-Sistani welcomed me fraternally in his house, a gesture that, in the East, is even more eloquent than declarations or written documents, for it means friendship, belonging to the same family. It did good to my soul and made me feel honored: Never had he received heads of state, and never had he stood up, and yet that day, significantly, he had done so with me several times, while with the same feeling of respect I entered his room without shoes. He struck me immediately as a man of wisdom, of faith, concerned in the face of violence and committed to raising his voice in defense of the weakest and persecuted, affirming the sanctity of human life and the importance of unity among people. I sensed his anxiety about the mixture of religion and politics, a certain aversion, which I feel we share, toward “clerics of state” and, at the same time, the entreaty to the great powers to relinquish the language of war, giving priority to reason and to wisdom. I recall one particular phrase that I carried with me as a precious gift: “Human beings are either brothers by religion or equals by creation.” In brotherhood there is already equality, but in any event, below equality it is not possible to go. For this reason, as with true development, the path of peace can never be binary, never “against,” but only inclusive, deeply respectful.

—
WHEN I asked the Gendarmerie, the next day, what was known about the two bomb attackers, the commandant replied tersely: “They’re not there anymore.” The Iraqi police had intercepted and exploded them. This also shocked me deeply. This too was the poisoned fruit of war.

—
AT Hosh al-Bieaa, the square of the four churches, an expanse of rubble symbolizes the drama of an entire population. Likewise, Qaraqosh, on the plain of Nineveh, was home to the largest Christian community, prior to the fury of the Islamic State that destroyed homes and transformed the Church of the Immaculate Conception into a shooting range and forced 120,000 Christians to flee, many to Iraqi Kurdistan. And yet, everything provided powerful testimony not just of the incalculable damage caused by the tragic decimation of Christ’s followers, but also that the Church was and still is alive, that the living Christ was active in that martyred and faithful population.
I encountered so many courageous testimonies during that journey.
So many saintly people that live next door.
I remember a mother who had lost her son in one of the first bombardments by Daesh, and the first thing she said was: “I forgive.” Despite the enormous difficulties, despite the deep wounds of yesterday and today, terrorism and war have not had the last word. They never do. Fraternity is stronger than fratricide, peace is stronger than war, hope is stronger than death.

—
SO long as I live, Iraq will always remain with me: We must be worthy of the commitment of those Christians and the sacrifice of those people.
While the pandemic began to recede, thanks to the assistance of vaccines—together with the strong appeals that they be made available to everyone in every region of the planet, especially the weaker and poorer—that journey was a blessing and a new stimulus for better understanding the reality of our interdependence, and with it the need also for a vaccine for the heart.
The plague of Covid-19 has also forced us to face up to the plague of indifference and to a stony reality: We are not in this world to die, but to generate life and to care for it. It has shown us that teaching to care is fundamental to our own survival: care for what has been created, care for others, care for our own relationships. It has shown that the sickness of globalized selfishness can be criminal and is always useless.
But it has also told us that a cure exists.
In an essay on the uselessness of selfishness, the American writer George Saunders invites us firstly to be patient with ourselves: “Seek out the most efficacious anti-selfishness medicines, energetically, for the rest of your life; find out what makes you kinder, what opens you up and brings out the most loving, generous, and unafraid version of you—and go after those things as if nothing else matters.” Because, apart from being potentially criminal, selfishness is also counterproductive.
Just before my departure for Baghdad, twelve Iraqi refugees housed at the Community of Sant’Egidio came to see me at Santa Marta, accompanied by the papal almoner, Cardinal Krajewski. One of them had an artificial leg because he had been crushed by a truck as he escaped. Migration is always a double right: a right to find the conditions for a respectable existence in your own country, and a right to move away when those minimum conditions do not exist. And yet—and I could not ignore this as I returned by car from Qaraqosh, among the swarms of young people from whom everything had been stolen apart from hope—the world has still not woken up to this universal truth in front of infernos such as these.
Once, referring to the demographic winter in Italy, a sociologist told me: “Within forty years at most, we will have to import foreigners so that they can work and pay our pensions with their taxes.” This is true for many European and Western countries.
But people continue in many respects to regard migration as an invasion. They play ping-pong with the lives of human beings who are instead essential also for our salvation, and they adopt an attitude that is not only profoundly inhuman but is harmful to themselves.
It is a matter of increasing urgency to adopt measures to ensure that people have the means to live in their own countries. And at the same time it is important to adopt measures to preserve the right of migration. Integration is the key to this process, and Sweden, as long as forty years ago, was one of the prime examples of this. I myself have seen and experienced it from close at hand: How many fellow Argentinians, how many Uruguayans, how many Chileans have fled there from military dictatorships in their time. I have helped some of them personally to escape. Brothers, co-nationals, who have been welcomed, integrated. And when I made an ecumenical journey to Lund in 2016 to commemorate the Reformation of 1517, the government representative who came to say goodbye to me at the airport, Alice Bah Kuhnke, the minister of culture and democracy, was a person with magnificent African features, the daughter of a Swedish woman and a migrant from Gambia. This second-generation migrant was so integrated as to become a government minister. Stories such as this must become examples, so much a part of the roots of Europe itself that migration and interaction become essential elements for its cultural and political development. In the same way that Lebanon and Jordan are examples…

—
AND with these thoughts in my mind, a few months after Iraq, I returned to Lesbos, the Greek island that housed the Moria refugee camp, the largest in Europe, which for too long has represented the face of defeat in Europe’s migration policy. I had been there five years before, in 2016, on a lightning visit with Bartholomew the patriarch of Constantinople, Ieronymos the archbishop of Athens, and then Greek prime minister Alexis Tsipras, a man for whom I have deep respect, a politician who knew how to fight for the good of his people. “We’re going to see the greatest catastrophe since World War II,” I said on that occasion.
The camp looked immediately like one of the circles of Dante’s hell: human suffering, rags, mud, corrugated iron, misery. They came from Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Africa, from countless other countries. Many were children, many of whom had been forced to witness the death of their parents and companions drowned at sea. A little girl’s colorful poster said: “We are Yazidis, we need help, help, help.” Three times.
We embraced them, shook everyone’s hands that day. I still remember the story of a young man with his two sons, he was a Muslim married to a Christian girl: They loved each other, they respected each other, he said, between tears…that man couldn’t stop crying. But one day terrorists burst into their house and his wife, who didn’t want to renounce her faith, had her throat slit before his eyes. A conscious martyr, among countless martyrs who were not…
It was there, at Moria, that Tsipras, the prime minister, told me about three refugee families from Syria: Their migration papers were in order, but they could find nowhere to go. Twelve people in all, six were children. “I’ll take them with me,” I said. We hurriedly collected their papers, obtained Greek and Italian government visas, and three hours later they were all on the plane for Rome, guests of the Vatican and of the Community of Sant’Egidio.


        
At Lesbos in the Moria refugee camp, the largest in Europe       .
During the flight, they told their stories: the lives of those who had lost everything: home, work, memories.
Ramy and Suhila came from Deir ez-Zor, the region on the border with Iraq, the scene of one of the most brutal massacres committed by the jihadists during the civil war in Syria. He was a teacher, she a seamstress: Overcoming countless dangers, they and their three children reached Greece, passing through Turkey.
Osama and Wafa, on the other hand, were from Zamalka, in the district of Damascus, from which they were forced to escape on the day their house was bombed. They had two children with them: The mother said that the trauma had caused the younger daughter to stop talking for a long while, and she still woke crying every night.
And then there were Hasan and Nour; he a garden designer, she from a Syro-Palestinian family, with a degree in agriculture: They had escaped from the outskirts of Damascus with their two-year-old son. “Before the war,” Nour Essa told me, “my country was a symbol of peaceful co-existence. We are Muslims, but our best friends include Christians, Druze, and Alawites. We celebrated Christmas and the Islamic feast of Eid all together. Then my husband was called up for military service, but neither he nor I wished to kill our brethren.” Their odyssey lasted months: escaping from the bombs, then in the clutches of traffickers, of ISIS, of the regime, and finally the terrible journey by sea, several times driven back, the boat capsized. “Peace alone is sacred,” Nour said. “War is an abomination.”
However strong the shock of all they had experienced, once the plane had landed, they were reluctant to disembark, still paralyzed by fear, even though they were now on their journey to safety. I also remember a telephone call with Tsipras just before we boarded. As we were saying goodbye, he told me about another list of refugees, they too with their papers ready: “But I know all seats on your plane are already taken,” he added. “Don’t worry,” I told the prime minister, “you sort it out and I’ll receive them.” And that was what happened: A couple of months later, nine more Syrian refugees arrived at Rome airport in collaboration with the Greek Ministry of the Interior; and another forty-three refugees, this time from Afghanistan, Cameroon, Togo, would arrive in December 2019, once again from Lesbos, through the Apostolic Alms Office.
In Rome, Nour Essa graduated in biology with the help of a study grant and now works as a biologist in the Bambino Gesù children’s hospital. Having once risked seeing her child drown in the Mediterranean, she saves the lives of other children in a specialist center for the diagnosis and treatment of rare illnesses.

—
I
went back to that Aegean island once again in 2021, because for me it represents the challenge of a disaster that we need to avert at all costs: the disaster that brings ruin to our civilization. We can no longer allow that flow of containers, of humanity driven back, fraternity denied, to continue to represent us, to represent the disgrace of the European Union. We can no longer allow the Mediterranean, which for thousands of years has united different populations and distant lands, to be transformed into a cold cemetery of unmarked graves. We can no longer allow the mare nostrum to become a desolate mare mortuum, a theater of hostility rather than a place of goodwill. Those who are frightened of the faces that I saw at Lesbos are those who have never had the courage to look them in the eye, who have never looked their own children in the eye.
I remember a woman holding her young child with a cleft palate, a malformation that produces serious disabilities unless treated promptly, preferably in the first year. I wanted to help her but was not sure how best to go about it. So I decided to ask the commander of the Gendarmerie to contact the Bambino Gesù hospital: That woman and her child left immediately, that same day. It was a great gift to me.
We must feed hope through the force of gestures, instead of placing our hope in gestures of force. And we must at all costs shun any propaganda that instills fear of other people in the public mind. That propaganda, far from being innocent, feeds on wars that are lavishly financed, on secret operations for trafficking and trading in arms, on financial deals made against the interests of the people.
The fight should be against the distant causes, not the poor people who pay the consequences. And to do so, these momentous changes need to be approached with great vision, knowing that, apart from mean electoral interests, there are no easy answers to complex problems.
We must be convinced, above all, of one thing: When poor people are driven back, peace is driven back; and when this is done, we create our own ruin with our own hands. Because we have learned from the bitter lesson of history that closure and extreme nationalism always bring disastrous consequences for those who implement them.

—
THAT year of 2021 was also one of personal suffering. For some while I had been feeling strong abdominal pains and fevers, and for the second time, after what had happened in 1957, it was a nurse’s experience that saved my life. Although other opinions suggested that I should simply continue with antibiotics, Massimiliano Strappetti, who is now my personal medical assistant, told me firmly: “You must have surgery.” That insistence was crucial because the surgeons who removed the diverticular stenosis that was causing me pain would then find some necrotic tissue. In July I underwent three hours of surgery to the transverse colon, which then required a second operation two years later: They opened me again and washed the adhesions well—I saw the film, the only thing missing was soap.
This stopped me for a while, and also psychologically it rather knocked me back, but my mind was always clear and my enthusiasm for work—to continue plans, give instructions—helped me much. Now I am well, and can eat everything and the reality is, quite simply, that I am old. Indeed, it was the pain in my knee joint that I found to be the heaviest physical humiliation. It was embarrassing at first to have to use a wheelchair, but old age never arrives by itself, and it must be accepted for what it is: The Church is governed using the head and the heart, not the legs. I do physiotherapy twice a week, I use a walking stick, do as many steps as I can, and I carry on. Above all, I depend upon the Lord: His rod and his staff “they comfort me” (Psalm 23:4). And if I cannot run as I did when I was a child, I know that He marches before me, never fails me, nor forsakes me (Deuteronomy 31:6–8).
Each time a pope takes ill, the winds of a conclave always feel as if they are blowing, but the reality is that even during the days of surgery I never thought of resigning, except to say that it is always a possibility, since at the moment of my election I delivered a letter of resignation to the camerlengo in the event of impediment for medical reasons, as Paul VI had also done. If it should ever happen I would remain in Rome, as emeritus bishop.
At the beginning of my papacy I had the feeling that it would be brief: no more than three or four years, I thought. I said this in an interview with a Mexican television journalist. It was a vague yet fairly strong feeling that stemmed from the conviction of having been elected because the conclave was rapid: I had no other explanation. I never imagined that I would write four encyclicals, and all those letters, documents, apostolic exhortations, nor that I would have made all those journeys to more than sixty countries. The first to Brazil was already astonishing to me. And yet I did it, and I survived.
The truth is that the clock of life is the Lord. In the meantime, I continue on.
I feel that my whole experience is veined with hope, and even in the darkest moments—I think of the dark night at Córdoba, where I returned as confessor between 1990 and 1992—I never felt I had lost it. Never. And certainly it is the same as pope, even in the hardest, most complex moments. The business of a property deal in London, the so-called Sloane Avenue scandal, for example, was certainly painful, a truly terrible moment, but I always felt that I had to go on, and without covering up anything. The decisions that I made in that respect were not easy, I was sure there would be problems, but I also know that the truth must never be hidden and being opaque is always the worst choice.
Therefore, onward.
Our time is pressing: When you want to seize today, it is already yesterday; and if you want to seize tomorrow, it is not yet there. These years of my papacy have been a life of tension, looking beyond. But old age is always a time of grace and even of growth: Old people have the capacity to understand more difficult situations, and this is why their prayer is frequently strong, powerful.
The journey of the Church, our lives, the foundation of our joy, the reason for our hope—these are dependent on the Lord, and certainly not on convenience or trends. And when we are rather more tired, the Lord knows even when to take us in his arms.



21.
The Scandal of Peace











TWO WOMEN WALK together in the amphitheater that had been consecrated to the memory of Christian martyrs back in the Jubilee Year of 1750. They move forward in the darkness, between flaming torches, on a cold April evening. They are both young, both with long auburn hair, both wrapped in black coats. From this angle, they seem indistinguishable. Neither of them speaks. According to other people, they should consider themselves enemies, but this is not what Irina, a Ukrainian nurse, and Albina, a Russian trainee medical specialist, have themselves chosen. They remain together. Together they pause beneath the Cross, together they carry it. The aftereffects of bronchitis have forced me to spend a short time in the hospital and I am prevented from taking part in the Via Crucis at the Colosseum that year, and yet I am with them. At Santa Marta, in prayer, I watch a double scandal on the television screen: that of the Cross and that of peace.

—
AT the beginning of 2022, the fragmented web of the Third World War widened into a new and terrible scenario, transforming itself more and more into a global conflict: Armed forces of the Russian Federation invaded Ukraine at dawn on February 24, shortly after recognizing the independence of the People’s Republics of Donetsk and Lugansk, two self-proclaimed states in the Donbass region. War has reached the heart of Europe and swept away the last illusions about the “end of history” that, twenty-four centuries after Thucydides, had accompanied the fall of the Berlin Wall. As in 1962, the year of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the world once again faces the specter of nuclear destruction, under the real threat of weapons whose possession alone should be considered immoral.
It was no time to worry about protocols or rituals. Even if the pope generally receives ambassadors only at the moment in which they present their credentials, on the morning after the invasion I canceled all audiences and went personally to the Russian embassy at the Holy See. It was the first time that a pope had done this. My knee was still acting up, and it was therefore a limping pope who presented himself to Ambassador Avdeev in order to express his full concern. I pleaded for the bombing to be suspended, I called for dialogue, proposed a Vatican mediation between the parties, saying that I was willing to go to Moscow at the earliest opportunity if only Putin, whom I have met three times during my papacy, would leave open a small window for negotiation. The ambassador carefully listened to me, but Foreign Minister Lavrov would later write to tell me, with formal courtesy, that it wasn’t the right moment.
At the same time I telephoned Ukrainian president Zelensky, whom I would receive in the Vatican the following year and yet again in October 2024, to express my sorrow, my sympathy, my closeness to his people.
I was and remain available, as a worker, prepared to do whatever is necessary for the purpose of peace. This is also the reason why the Vatican has never left its office as diplomatic representative in the Ukrainian capital—the only one to have done so—even during the most brutal bombardments.
The people of Ukraine have not only been invaded but have been martyred, persecuted back in the days of Stalin with a “genocide by starvation,” the Holodomor, which led to millions of victims. In these years of conflict, the Holy See has taken steps in many ways to try to alleviate the new and enormous suffering. The missions to Ukraine by Cardinal Czerny, in the border area with Hungary, and by Cardinal Krajewski, in that area close to Poland, have been a concrete expression of solidarity and commitment. And likewise, the visit by Monsignor Gallagher, secretary for relations with states, and missions not just to the two countries but also to Washington and Beijing by Cardinal Zuppi, who has been working in particular for the return to their homes of Ukrainian children deported to Russia by the occupying authorities, for which an ad hoc mechanism has been created to resolve specific cases. I myself took immediate action to encourage exchanges of prisoners between Moscow and Kiev, in the first place for those wounded or sick. Two years after the start of the conflict, I also met the new Russian ambassador Soltanovsky at the Holy See, in the constant search for a diplomatic solution.
But I know this is not enough, that we need to multiply efforts, starting from the European and the international community who must assume the effective task of identifying paths for dialogue, negotiation, mediation. We know it is not possible to obtain results at any cost, but we also need to know what great responsibility there is upon everyone. Imperial interests—the interests of all empires—cannot be given precedence once again over the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. The Lord will call us to account for all those tears shed in Ukraine. Too many orphans, too many widows, too many refugees, too much destruction. After having consecrated both countries to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, recalling the need to turn battle lines into bridges, the following year, a new year of death and destruction, I wept in front of all that pain during the annual prayer in Rome, at Piazza di Spagna, on the feast day of the Immaculate Conception. Each day in which weapons still roar is a day of defeat and of senseless and culpable suffering.
Kiev, Kharkiv, Mariupol, Izium, Bucha are martyred cities, sites of horrendous cruelty inflicted upon defenseless civilians, women, children, victims whose innocent blood cries out to heaven and implores: “Enough! Enough of this madness!” At the beginning of the bombardments at Kharkiv, even the zoo was a theater of devastation: The explosions shattered panes of glass, and monkeys, deer, cats, birds, rushed out into the park, in the grip of panic. A young boy told how he had seen a red wolf scavenging in a garbage bin. They stared at each other, he said, both immobile, both bewildered, and both sure that the world had gone crazy.

—
THE way of peace certainly has its risks, but there are infinitely more risks in the path of arms, in the compulsion to repeat an eternal arms race that stains the soul and takes away enormous resources that could be used in fighting malnutrition, in guaranteeing medicines for all, in building justice, in following the only true path that in short can prevent humanity’s self-destruction. Anton Chekhov said that if a gun appears in a story, it has to be fired, thus illustrating a fundamental principle of every piece of fiction or theater narrative. The same thing happens in life, in that of societies, where the number of firearms in circulation is proportional to the number of those killed, and in that of states.
There are now fifty-nine wars being fought in the world—fifty-nine declared conflicts between nations or between organized ethnic or social groups. Some do not get into the news, but not because they are any less terrible: I think of Kivu, Yemen, Myanmar with the Rohingya, the Karabakh region in the Caucasus, the Tigray region in Ethiopia. In all, almost a third of the planet’s nations are directly involved, and a far greater number indirectly. Sometimes they are even hypocritically called “peace operations.”
It has been like this for a long time, for too long a time.
This consideration ought to be enough to expose the senselessness of war as an instrument for resolving problems: It is a simple madness that fattens the merchants of death, and for which innocent people pay the cost. If no weapons were manufactured for a year, the world’s hunger would completely end; one single day without military spending would save thirty-four million people; and instead, governments choose to increase military spending like never before…and to manufacture hunger.
I am old enough to have seen with my own eyes that war is always a road to nowhere: It opens no prospects, resolves nothing, turns everything to gangrene, leaves the world poorer each time than it found it. A criminal lack of reason for which it is necessary today, more than ever, to repeat Pope John XXIII’s prophetic warning in his encyclical Pacem in terris. In the light of the terrifying destructive force of modern arms, and of the tens of thousands of nuclear weapons now forty times more destructive than those of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it is ever more apparent that relations between states must be regulated, not by armed force but according to the principles of honest reason, namely of truth, justice, and a determined cooperation.
And yet, before this manifest lack of reason, the word peace seems to have become even more inconvenient, at times banished. Artisans of peace and justice are even viewed with suspicion, attacked as if they were supporters of the “enemy” with a style of communication that shows it is unable even to avoid contemplating the perverse and “illogical logic” of war, and might prefer the Church to use the language of this or that policy rather than the language of Christ, or to turn the pope into a military chaplain of the West rather than the pastor of the Universal Church.
At times, nothing seems to cause more scandal than peace…
It is important, however, not to surrender, not to tire of sowing the seeds of reconciliation. Nor to give in to warmongering rhetoric or hysteria, because the destiny of humanity cannot be that of building kingdoms armed to the teeth, which oppose one another in fear.
It is true, the Church is often vox clamantis in deserto (Mark 1:3), a voice crying out in the wilderness: Suffice it to recall the last thirty years, the unheeded appeals of John Paul II in the face of imminent war in Yugoslavia and in two Gulf wars, of his prophecy ignored at that time and which then emerged in all its dramatic truth, recognized too late by everyone. After more than half a million useless deaths, in the latter case. But we must cultivate the certainty that every seed of peace will bear its fruit. In the same way that every action of war, even the war of words, distances the moment in which “justice and peace will kiss” (Psalm 85:11).

—
ART, too, often has the gift of prophecy. Pablo Picasso said that “art is a lie that makes us realize truth,” because it can capture the deeper reality of things. I can visualize a late-nineteenth-century painting that fully represents the anguish and tragedy of the wars of the next century, and those of today. It depicts a man with his head between his hands, under an unnaturally red sky. On closer examination, it is hard to say whether the man is young or old, or it may even be a woman; it is an ageless and genderless profile, made just of eyes and mouth wide open, incapable of doing anything but screaming: That is all. The Scream by Edvard Munch is the feeling that we all have in front of the slaughter of innocent people and the humanitarian catastrophe in the Holy Land.
A new savagery resumed with the massacre of October 7, 2023, when Hamas militiamen crossed the barriers that divide the Gaza Strip from Israel and shot Israeli soldiers and civilians. Over a thousand people were killed, and in the most diabolical and brutal manner, in their homes, or while they were trying to escape, and many others were taken hostage, including women, children, babies. I too lost Argentinian friends in that carnage, a double grief, people I had known for years, who lived in a kibbutz on the border with Gaza.
And then, added to that suffering, that barbarity, there was another immense barbarity, through Israeli raids, tens of thousands of innocent deaths, mostly women and children, hundreds of thousands evacuated, homes destroyed, people on the brink of starvation.
I have always been in regular contact with Gaza and with the Holy Family Church, whose parish priest, Gabriel Romanelli, is also Argentinian. Even the church complex, which shelters families and those who are sick, has become a theater of death. A mother, Nadha Khalil Anton, and her daughter, Samar Kamal, who was the cook at the home for special-needs children looked after by nuns from Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity, were killed by gunfire from an Israeli army sniper as they approached the convent, one of them killed as she tried to drag the other to safety. Others too were killed in cold blood in the parish precincts, a small Christian community that grieves the loss of more than twenty people. This too is terrorism. War that kills defenseless and unarmed civilians—including volunteer workers for Caritas involved in distributing humanitarian aid—that relentlessly torments the civilian population, produces an identical, senseless terror.
From Gaza, the conflict has farther widened, expanding from Palestine to Syria to Iran to Lebanon, adding victims to victims and refugees to refugees. To hundreds of thousands. In the shameful incapacity of the international community and the more powerful countries to bring an end to this disgrace, the wave of hatred has become a tsunami of violence. The bloodshed increases fear and anger, as well as the thirst for revenge, in a criminal spiral that feeds giddily upon itself, devouring in its jaws even the future. In the city of Tyre, not far from Beirut, the Franciscan convent of the Custody of the Holy Land became a center for refugees, irrespective of color or religion, for a number beyond count. The parish priest, Father Toufic Bou Merhi, before he abandoned the building, along with a caravan of refugees, taking the relics and the blessed sacrament with him to the capital, launched a moving and dramatic plea during Mass, addressed to the weapons themselves: “Dearest bomb, I beg you, leave us alone. Dearest missile, do not explode. Do not obey the hand of hatred. I am turning to you because the hearts of those who are in a position of responsibility have hardened, and the brutal treatment of people has spread, therefore, listen to me, I implore you. They call you smart bombs; be smarter than those who use you.” There is no one left to kill, he said. Families are exterminated. Sila, a girl of six, lost her father, mother, her little sister of eighteen months, her grandfather, grandmother, and her uncle with all his family. The day before that homily, a rocket destroyed nine houses fifty yards away from the convent. Stones fell into the courtyard where the refugees were staying. Terror, screaming, crying, and fear mingled with the blood of the injured.
I am with them. I am with those forced to leave their homes, with their families tormented, in ruin. I am with those who are forced to abandon their schools and their work, to wander in search of some place where they can escape from the bombs. I am with mothers who grieve for their dead children, and with children who are even denied the right to play. I am with those who are afraid to look up, because fire rains from the sky.
All of them are in my thoughts each day, in my prayers, and sometimes in my tears.
Faced with the flood of violence, while tears run down their faces, the mouths of children, in every part of the world, repeat Munch’s scream each time: “Enough!” The same cry that I make, the same prayer that I have repeated in telephone calls to heads of state, in appeals to those who have the grave responsibility to govern nations. “Enough! Bring an end to the noise of weapons. Think of the children.”
Some time ago, I was shown a drawing that illustrated the eternal conflict in Afghanistan. It was the outline of a maimed child, with a dotted line in place of the face. By it was written: “If you want to understand what war is, stick a photograph of your child here.” This is the war, the terror that is not captured on the films taken by drones but in the wards of field hospitals: in Kabul or in Kiev, in a kibbutz or in Gaza, or Tyre. To think of all those children as your own children is the antidote to the dehumanization that transforms every just claim to existence into an increasingly bloody battle for the non-existence of the other.
No salvation can be built on words and actions of revenge; life can be built only on words and actions of justice that avoid humiliating the adversary.
Several times in the Vatican, I have met both the families of Israeli hostages and the relatives of victims from Gaza, and have seen the same desire for peace, for tranquility, for justice.
I met the fathers of two adolescent girls, an Israeli and a Palestinian who had lost their daughters because of the war, one a girl of fifteen, the victim of a bomb attack, the other of ten, killed by a soldier outside her school, and I saw an identical grief and the same resolve: to bury hatred in search of another path so that their grief would not be in vain. These two men, these two fathers who had experienced the same crucifixion, have become friends, bearing witness that another world is possible—indeed, the only world possible.




        
At Jerusalem I leave my prayer in a crevice in the Wailing Wall.       
For the Holy Land, the only possible path is the one outlined in the Oslo Accords of 1993, which remained a dead letter after the assassination of the prime minister Yitzhak Rabin by an Israeli extremist. It is the wise solution of two clearly delineated borders and with a special status to Jerusalem. Otherwise, any solution built upon revenge and violence, wherever they are, can never bring peace, and will only scatter new seeds of hatred and resentment, generation after generation, in an endless chain of subjugation.
In June 2014, in the second year of my papacy, together with the Israeli president Shimon Peres, the Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, and the patriarch Bartholomew, we planted an olive sapling in the Vatican Gardens to invoke peace in the Middle East.
Shortly before, I had been on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. At Jerusalem I had prayed at the Wailing Wall and among its crevices, as is the custom, had placed a small piece of paper, on which I had written the verses of the Lord’s Prayer in Spanish: perdona nuestras ofensas, como también nosotros perdonamos a los que nos ofenden—forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. Each of us must forgive one another’s trespasses—only in this way will we be delivered from evil. Then, during the journey to Bethlehem, I came across another wall, the one that separated Israelis and Palestinians for hundreds of miles. I asked the driver to stop—causing a few security worries—and got out to pray, rested my forehead against the barrier, surrounded by a group of young Palestinians. It was at Bethlehem that I expressed a wish to meet the leaders of the two populations to perform a meaningful and historic gesture of dialogue and peace, offering my home in the Vatican as a place of prayer.












                      
On the road to Bethlehem I rest my forehead on the wall that divides Israelis and Palestinians.                     
Ten years have passed since that dream in Bethlehem. In June 2024, I wanted to commemorate that meeting by inviting the entire diplomatic corps into the Vatican Gardens, and in particular the ambassadors of Israel and Palestine, as well as the rabbi and the secretary-general of the Rome mosque: That olive sapling has grown into a tree over fifteen feet tall, and even if the guns have not been silenced, even if we see so many innocent people dying before our eyes, thousands and thousands of Palestinians and Israelis of goodwill haven’t stopped hoping that a new day will come. We mustn’t give up, we mustn’t stop protesting and building relations of fraternity, anticipating the dawn of a world in which all people turn their swords into plowshares; and at the same time, now more than ever, we must know that peace needs hearts that are transformed by the love of God, which dissolves selfishness and shatters prejudices. As John Paul II proclaimed, there is no peace without justice, but there is no justice without forgiveness.
Forgiveness is not betrayal and is not weakness—quite the contrary. As I said in my speech before the United States Congress in September 2015, to imitate the hatred and violence of tyrants and murderers is the best way to take their place. Ours, instead, must be a response of hope and healing, of peace and justice. Let us treat others with the same passion and compassion with which we would wish to be treated. Let us seek the same possibilities for others that we seek for ourselves. Let us help others to grow, just as we ourselves would wish to be helped. In a word, if we want security, we give security; if we want life, we give life; if we want opportunities, we provide opportunities. The measure that we use for others will be the measure that time will use for us.
We must replace the cowardice of arms with the courage of reconciliation.
War is a feminine noun in many languages, but it never has a womanly face: We need the eyes of mothers; we need their courage. And we need planners who know how to embody this awareness and this vision. Because we cannot allow the next pope to find himself still needing to water that olive tree in another ten years.

—
I
say to men and women of every part of the world, especially young people: Don’t believe those who tell you that nothing can change, or that those who fight for peace are naïve people, “good souls.” Don’t yield to those who will have you believe that it makes sense to live a life against others or without others, against peoples or without them. Those who claim this pretend to be strong, but they are weak. They may even pretend to be wise, but they are mad. Sometimes they are interested madmen, who look after the schemes and the interests, often sinister, of those who manufacture violence and trample on peace with deals: Behind so many wars carried out “for the people” or “for security” there are above all petty personal or political dividends. Don’t be satisfied with their feeble, deceptive dreams that are destined to create new nightmares. Instead, dream bigger dreams. War is madness, peace is rational, because it reflects and fulfills human nature and people’s natural aspirations. It is a dream that is dreamed with eyes open, in the light of day, dreamed together, always in the plural.
We do not claim that conflicts don’t exist, we do not try to hide them, we do not ignore them, we do not marginalize them: because we know that the final outcome of such cancellation will be to increase injustice and generate reactions of malaise and frustration, and can also be turned, in individual as well as collective experience, into violent action.
We make no confusion between the attacker and the victim, and we do not deny the right of defense: We firmly declare that war is never “unavoidable,” and that peace is always possible.
We invoke the ius pacis as well as the right of all to settle conflicts by “repudiating war,” as is also stated in the constitution of Italy, the country in which I am bishop.
We are not neutral: We are on the side of peace.
We know that peace will never result from the building of walls, from pointing weapons at one another. We know that a real and lasting peace is the consequence of an economy that does not kill, that does not produce death, that cultivates justice, that never yields to technocratic models or to the culture of profit at any cost. As Saint Paul says: “A person will reap only what he sows” (Galatians 6:7).
War, every war, is sacrilege because peace is a gift of God—but it is a gift that needs to be cultivated through the work of men and women. If our civilizations at this moment are sowing death, destruction, fear, injustice, disillusion, it means that we must be artisans of a change that affirms the rights of people and of populations, starting from the weakest, from those who are cast out, and of creating our common house, turning wells of hatred into fraternity.
We have to convince those who seek to steal the future that the only possible future belongs to men and women who are united, and to peoples who live fraternally, and that the only possible authority is that which represents a service to this cause, because authority is not a service: It is a dictatorship.
War is not only a spectacle of lies—since it is always preceded and accompanied by lies, and truth is its first victim. War is a lie in itself. It is no surprise that the great Russian writer Leo Tolstoy, in one of his writings, “Patriotism, or Peace?,” compares it with hypocrisy: “The most fearful evil in the world is hypocrisy. Not in vain did Christ, once only, show anger; and that against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees.”
The truth is that a future cannot exist except in the realism, in the reasonableness, in the practicality, of sowers of peace and of hope.
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Hand in Hand with a Steadfast Child











“ARE YOU BOTH sure?”
We were about to arrive at Iquique, the last leg of my apostolic journey in Chile, a journey that had not been easy and, for this reason, was even more necessary. The airplane was quiet, I was looking out of the window, through the clouds, at that land to which I owe so much, and which I love so much, when Carlos appeared for the traditional greeting to the crew.
I had met him the day before, during the return flight from Temuco, the capital of the Araucanía region, to Santiago: I had wanted to get up for a moment to stretch my legs, and the steward had hurried forward to ask me, with slight embarrassment, to return to my seat because they were starting the descent for landing. I looked at his badge and saw that his name sounded familiar.
“Which part of Italy do you come from?” I asked.
He told me his grandparents were from Liguria. Like my mother’s parents.
“We’re like cousins, then,” I said to put him at ease.
In short, we started talking, mostly about Chile. Then I asked if I could say hello to the pilots. I went into the cabin and gave them the benediction.
The following day, during the next leg of the journey, when it came to the moment for the photographs, Carlos Ciuffardi approached with a young woman: He wanted to introduce Paula to me.
“You’ve brought your wife on the plane?”
He explained that they had met eleven years before, when Paula was his chief steward on board, and that was still her role.
“Between you and me, she’s the boss at home too, right?” I asked with a smile. Carlos smiled back and nodded: “That’s why it works,” he said.
They asked if I could give them a blessing, and it was then that they told me their story.
They had two children and had only been through a civil marriage because, on the very day set for their religious marriage, early on the morning of February 27, 2010, the roof of their church collapsed as a result of the disastrous earthquake that hit Chile, the strongest recorded in South America over the past fifty years, so powerful that seismologists have confirmed that it shifted the axis of the earth by eight centimeters. Thousands of houses, schools, places of worship, public buildings, and hospitals were irreparably damaged, and Paula and Carlos’s church would reopen its doors only a year later. While the numbers of dead and missing were counted, and millions were left homeless, almost half of the region was declared a “catastrophe zone” and curfews were even proclaimed in certain areas.
I well remembered the ferocity of that tragedy, the shock waves felt as far as Buenos Aires, seven hundred miles away, and the difficult task of restoring life to the living.
I listened to them and felt that if the Spirit had brought them to me, on that plane, it was because their story needed to be given a conclusion.
“Would you like me to marry you here, now?” I asked.
They gave a look of amazement even more than excitement.
“Yes,” they said in unison.
“Are you really sure?”
“Yes!” they said again.
I asked them a third time and they said that that love was what they had wanted all their lives, and for the rest of their lives.
“Then we need witnesses,” I said.
Carlos went to call the head of the airline company; Monsignor Rueda, the organizer of the journey, was the other.


        
On the flight to Iquique I join Paula and Carlos in marriage.       
After the formalities and confession, I performed the rites between the seats of the aircraft, holding their hands, and then we wrote out the wedding certificate on a sheet of paper, which would be registered by the apostolic nuncio in the following days.
“You are witnesses to the beauty of being a family,” I said at the end.
The Christian family is a factory of hope, and even more so in this time when meaning is scarce. It’s the same for the whole of society. And without hope, everything becomes feeble, temporary, or lost, and even faith is empty.
Hope was the meaning of Carlos and Paula’s story; this is how their story was waiting to end, a conclusion that needs to be renewed every day. Hope, hope, and then hope again. The discreet and invincible force of hope is, in the end, what we had celebrated at the foot of the Andes, in the diocese of the sky that had become that aircraft.

—
FOUR years after that day in January 2018, it was a letter that took my heart and mind back to the mountains of the Andes. This too was about an airplane: The letter had been sent to me by one of the survivors of the Uruguayan Air Force flight 571 crash, which would be remembered as the “Miracle of the Andes.” I remembered that tragic event, which had happened fifty years earlier, in 1972, the year that had been marred by the massacre at the Munich Olympics, by the Watergate scandal, and by the dramatic protests, repression, and state of emergency that ravaged Argentina. I was master of the novices at Villa Barilari, in San Miguel, at the time. It happened one October afternoon: A charter plane heading from Montevideo to Santiago, with forty-five passengers and crew on board, including nineteen members of the rugby team from the Old Christians Club, with their families and friends, crashed as it flew over the area between Mount Sosneado and the Tinguiririca Volcano on the border between Argentina and Chile. Having hit the wall of the mountain, the plane lost one wing and then the other, and finally came to land on a steep snowy slope close to the Las Lágrimas glacier, at an altitude of over eleven thousand feet. In those extreme conditions, with nighttime temperatures dropping to -30 degrees Fahrenheit, in a climate lashed by violent storms and with so little oxygen that it was hard to breathe, the thirty-two survivors of the crash, injured and with few provisions, organized themselves in what remained of the fuselage, protected with a makeshift barrier of seats, suitcases, and pieces of wreckage, waiting for help that still did not arrive. They would remain alone, alone in what would become their “society of the snow,” to face a desperate challenge, amid great suffering, new bereavements, fraternity, mutual support, and daily prayer. In an extreme and mutual pact of love—on whose lawfulness, to bring an end to a certain morbid controversy, Paul VI himself would pronounce—the companions who hadn’t managed to survive would become sustenance and hope for those who were still alive.
Two months after the accident, when it was now clear that search operations had been abandoned, that no one would be arriving to save them, and only sixteen passengers were left, three of them decided to set off on an expedition that seemed almost impossible in those conditions: to scale the mountain that rose in front of them to the west, a peak fifteen thousand feet high, behind which they thought they would find Chile. They left the skeleton of the aircraft, which meanwhile had been struck by avalanches that caused other victims, and equipped with no more than sleeping bags made from cushions sewn together, a sledge made from a suitcase, two aluminum rods to use as walking sticks, and wearing three layers of clothing, they walked off into the unknown. When, despite lack of oxygen and dehydration, after days of agonizing climbing, they finally reached the top, they discovered that what awaited them was not what they had imagined but, instead, a new intricate succession of mountains and mountains, which stretched out for dozens of miles before them.
They didn’t surrender even then. They calculated together that the provisions they had brought would not be sufficient for the three of them, so one returned to the camp, sliding down on the suitcase-sledge as far as the fuselage, between ice boulders and crevasses. More incredible still, the other two proceeded, ever more exhausted, staggering, grasping onto each other so that the two of them moved as one, until when, after another seven days, they saw first the remains of a tin can, then a cow, and finally a herdsman, who was even more incredulous than they were in front of what seemed the sight of ghosts.
It was salvation. For them, and for all their friends still alive after seventy-two days on the mountain.
On the fiftieth anniversary, one of the survivors, Gustavo Zerbino, who at the time of the crash was just nineteen, wrote to me on behalf of them all. On the mountain, he recalled, they had formed a united community and worked side by side according to the same values of loyalty, friendship, and solidarity that they had experienced in their families and in their parish in the barrio of Carrasco, in Montevideo—a bond that, in those extreme circumstances, was sealed every night with the shared recital of the rosary.
Those men and women had hoped together, drawing from the power and support of prayer and from being a team. In the harshest conditions, they were witnesses and prophets of a shared hope. And when it all ended, even the agonizing grief of the mothers of those who didn’t return from that mountain knew, as Easter shows us, how to transcend oneself to become an example of service to others, in our deeds and our speech.

—
HOPE is a real and tangible experience. Even secular hope.
The scientific community now considers that this characteristic of the human species is one of the most powerful survival mechanisms existing in nature, for example in reacting to illness. It is one of the most complex qualities, which ensures that our brain is equipped with chemical targets upon which social interaction, words, and thoughts can have an effective impact. In light of the most recent discoveries, it has been found that trust, expectations, positive feelings move a myriad of molecules, and that this important psychological component uses the same mechanisms as medicines, activating in the end the same biochemical paths. In short, human hope is far more than an illusion and is far more even than simple trust: It is in fact a medicine and a cure.

—
BUT Christian hope is infinitely more than this: It is the certainty that we are born no longer to die, that we are born for the pinnacles, to enjoy happiness. It is the awareness that God has always loved us, and will always love us, and never leaves us alone. The apostle Paul says: “What will separate us from the love of Christ? Will anguish, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the sword? […] No, in all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through him who loved us” (Romans 8:35–37).
Christian hope is invincible because it is not a desire. It is the certainty that we are all traveling, not toward something that we want to be there, but something that is already there.
It is thanks to my mother that I have always loved opera, and when I was a cardinal in Buenos Aires I often invited the great soprano Haydée Dabusti, regarded as the “Argentinian Callas,” to breathe life into the cathedral Masses, or to give concerts. I love Bellini, Verdi, and Puccini in particular…and yet I consider a passage in his masterpiece Turandot to be a fundamental misrepresentation of hope, which is not at all “a phantom” that every night is born and every day dies, and for this reason “always disappoints,” as is sung in response to the first of the three riddles for which the princess demands the answer. On the contrary, it is something that cannot disappoint because it is already fulfilled (Romans 5:5).
Hope never disappoints.
Optimism is a valuable asset, an attitude of the mind, a quality of character that makes us lean toward a more positive view of things. But all the same, it is something that can be betrayed. Hope cannot.
God cannot deprive us of hope, because He cannot deny Himself.
Along the road, Paul says once again that hope is also the “helmet” of salvation (1 Thessalonians 5:8), namely protection for the head, for our thoughts, from our fears. Because, like every goodness in this world, like every virtue, hope also has its enemies, who invite us to desist, to give in, to yield to the night, and often the first of these enemies is not outside us but within. It is that bitter, dark thought that sometimes leads us astray. It is that temptation that surprises us when we least expect it and that the monks of ancient times called the “noonday demon,” which comes to wear out even a life of commitment, as the sun burns high in the sky. It is that slothful and indolent voice that discourages, that empties, that wants us to believe that commitment is useless. It is, in its final stage, that apathy, that sloth that can erode life from within until it is left as an empty shell. Hope is a “helmet” since these conditions are never to be accepted lying down but are to be fought. As Martin Luther King reportedly said, “Even if I knew the world would end tomorrow, I would plant a tree today.” Hope is a supreme value, and its opposite is hell on earth, so that Dante significantly placed above the gate of hell the words: “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”

—
A
famous myth of ancient Greece, recounted by Hesiod, which then became a metaphorical expression in popular culture, tells of when Pandora, the first mortal woman to appear on the earth, opens a box and unleashes countless misfortunes for the history of the world. Few, however, remember the last part of the story: Once all evils have flown from the box, a tiny gift seems to win over all the evil that floods out. Pandora catches sight of the last: The Greeks call it elpìs, which means “hope.”
That ancient myth testifies that hope—that which is left over—is supremely important for humanity. It is often said that “so long as there is life, there is hope,” but the truth, if anything, is the opposite: It is hope that keeps life going, protects it, takes care of it, helps it to grow. If men and women hadn’t always cultivated this virtue, if they hadn’t been encouraged by it, they would never have left their caves and would have left no mark in history. It is the most divine thing that can exist in the human heart.

—
CHARLES Péguy, an early twentieth-century French poet, devoted some magnificent pages to hope. In The Portal of the Mystery of Hope, he recounts how God is not so surprised by the faith of human beings, which responds to the evidence of all that shines in creation. And not by their charity, which, he says, “can walk on its own,” so that “to love your neighbor you just have to let yourself go,” and to not love him, “you would have to do violence to yourself, torture yourself, torment yourself, frustrate yourself. […] Distort yourself. Run yourself backwards.” What really fills him with wonder and emotion, however, is people’s hope: They “see how things are going and believe that tomorrow things will go better.” Faith, he writes, “is a loyal Wife. / Charity is a Mother,” but Hope “is a little girl, nothing at all,” who “moves onward between her older sisters and no one notices her.” And yet it is this little girl, this irrelevant little girl who is not even noticed, “who will endure worlds.” “She alone, carrying the others,” that child “who still goes to school, and walks lost among her sisters’ skirts.” It is she, Hope, “the little one, who carries them all. / Because Faith sees only what is. But she, she sees what will be. / Charity loves only what is. But she, she loves what will be.”
To my eyes, it is the image of a multitude of farmers, artisans, laborers, migrants, in search of a better future, of a more worthy life for themselves and for their loved ones. It is the worn face of my grandparents, of my parents, of the many who have struggled despite the bitterness of difficult days, who have struggled for their children.
The words of a song by a singer-songwriter of the “Genoa school,” the Ligurian city from which my family set sail for Argentina, form a kind of letter from a father to a son, an invitation to dream, not to follow the rules or to be disillusioned, to cast his eyes toward the largest horizons. In it he tells him: “As soon as the sea rises, men without ideas are the first to go under.” The same is true of men without hope. Christian hope is that humble and strong virtue that sustains us and doesn’t let us drown in the many difficulties of existence.
Hope is an anchor: That is how it was painted by Christians in the early centuries, when they were forced to assemble underground, in those catacombs where many of our oppressed brothers and sisters, in many parts of the world, are still forced to gather. In Rome, magnificent ancient depictions of it can still be admired, for example, in the catacombs of Domitilla, of Callixtus, of Saint Sebastian. In 2019, for the first time as pope, I made an emotional visit to the Catacombs of Priscilla, which stretch for miles underground. Seventy-six years before, during the height of the Nazi occupation, eight young women and a Dominican priest had gathered there to make a promise of commitment. During the darkest night in twentieth-century history, they clung to that anchor, and out of that pact of hope grew what later became AGESCI, the Association of Italian Catholic Guides and Scouts, a living experience for millions of boys and girls, past and present.

—
WE all know, and we know from direct experience, that the journey in life is one of joy as well as toil. Sometimes we sail with the wind behind us. At other times we encounter a flat calm, or even worse a storm, and are forced to rest on our walking stick, to accept our limitations and disabilities. Sometimes we even stumble. Hope is not a way of making things easy or a panacea for simpletons, nor another way of saying “all is fine and dandy”; instead it’s the force for living in the present with courage and a capacity to look toward the future.
I remember some words by Saint Teresa of Calcutta:
The most beautiful day? Today.

The biggest hurdle? Fear.

The easiest thing? Being wrong.

The biggest mistake? Giving up.

The question of error is unavoidable in human experience. If you meet someone who knows everything and has understood everything, bid them a fond farewell and take another path. Do not go with them. Because our journey demands an openness to discovery, reappraisal, change, evolution. And surprise too. This is true for everyone, and even for the pope.
Even though some people, in the face of reform, moral pronouncements, and change, have responded with closed minds, it is true that during the course of my papacy there have been many more things that have struck me in the opposite way: Despite temperamental differences, I have encountered great generosity and also great wisdom, which has made it possible even to resolve several questions that I wasn’t sure I could successfully deal with.
I too must face up to my errors. One of the problems I sometimes have is impatience; when I have stumbled, it has often been caused by a lack of patience in waiting for certain processes to develop in their own time, so that their fruits might ripen, and for this I know I need to be careful. Error is an experience that we share and learn from. If in fact no one before God can consider themselves just (Romans 2:1–11), no one can live without the certainty of finding forgiveness, because “God is greater than our hearts” (1 John 3:20). We need to ask forgiveness. We need to forgive. And we need to continue to hope, because whatever the past has been, the story that begins in each person today is yet to be written.

—
FOR this reason, after I proclaimed an extraordinary Jubilee in March 2015 for the purpose of manifesting and encountering the face of Mercy, a central theme of the Gospel for every person in every age, the time has come, nine years later, for a new Jubilee, to offer the experience that kindles in our hearts the certain hope of salvation.
If Mercy is the name of God, Hope is the name that He has given to us—the name that responds to our deepest reality, to our truest essence. We are made of life and for life. We are made of relationships. We are made of love and for love, and those we love, those who love us, have not vanished in the darkness but await us in the light, in the fullness of that love. We are all chosen children, made for great things, for bold dreams.
We walk hand in hand with a steadfast child whose name we carry. Because God has made hope for us.
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In the Image of a God Who Smiles











HOPE IS AN amusing child too. She knows that humor and a smile are the leaven of existence and a means of facing difficulties, even major worries, with fortitude. The writer Romain Gary’s perceptive definition of humor fits well: “It is an affirmation of dignity, a declaration of man’s superiority to all that befalls him.”
In my family, when I was a child, it was also used by our parents for educational purposes. We had some fine comedians in Argentina. One of these was the actress Niní Marshall, whom the government then banned from the radio in 1940 and in 1943, as well as from the cinema, and she was effectively forced into artistic exile under the dictatorship of Pedro Pablo Ramírez. There was also Pepe Biondi, the son of Neapolitan migrants in the barrio of Barracas, which takes its name from the large numbers of warehouses, shacks, and slaughterhouses that began to appear along the banks of the Río Matanza from the 1700s. He came from very humble origins, and remembered how his father had chosen to immigrate to “Baires” because he had been told the streets were paved with gold, only to discover, when he arrived, that they weren’t even metaled, and that if he wanted to eat, he had to find it himself. Pepe started as a child acrobat in the circus to give his family one less mouth to feed, then became famous throughout South America thanks to his theater, film, and television appearances, with his distinctive innocent and clownish style. But I remember the long queues at the movie theaters for El pequeño mundo de Don Camilo (The Little World of
Don Camilo), the comedy masterpiece by Giovannino Guareschi interpreted by Fernandel and Gino Cervi (“I’m so hungry that I could eat a bishop”). Cervi visited Buenos Aires when I was a child.
For all of us children, importance was given to education in the meaning of joy, healthy irony, or a joke. After all, humans are Homo sapiens because they are also “Homo ludens” and have a capacity to play, to have fun. This is fundamental, sooner or later, for our development as adults, to keep that wholeness that makes us complete as humans. My family life experienced no shortage of difficulties, suffering, tears, but even in our hardest moments, we discovered how a smile, a laugh, could give us that added strength to get back on track. Papá, in particular, taught us so much. It wasn’t a question of removing problems, of pretending nothing was wrong, of making light of them—comedy, after all, is tragedy seen from the other side—but rather of preserving a vital space of inner joy to face them and to overcome them.

—
FEW other living creatures know how to laugh: We are made in the image of God and our God smiles. We must smile with Him. We can even smile at Him, with the affection that we feel for fathers, and in the same way that we play and joke with people we love.
In this respect we can learn much from the wisdom and literature of the Jewish tradition.
Together with our elder brothers in faith, we are descendants of Abraham and Isaac, whose name literally means “he who laughs.” The story, significantly, is found at the very beginning of the history of salvation in the Holy Scriptures, in Genesis, which is the first book of the Torah in the Hebrew Tanakh and of the Christian Bible. We could say that God laughed and so it was…
The story is well known. Abraham has married Sarah, who unfortunately is sterile. They are both very, very old when God promises Abraham that within a year the couple would have a child. The Bible also describes Abraham’s extremely human reaction: He fell face down on the ground and…laughed. He laughed, hiding his face as children do when they need to keep something covered. What else would we expect him to do? Then he said to himself: “Can a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Can Sarah give birth at ninety?” (Genesis 17:17). In other words, he wasn’t very convinced. And his wife’s reaction wouldn’t be so different either. Moreover, as Genesis explains, “Sarah had stopped having her menstrual periods” (Genesis 18:11). And that is no surprise. So she laughed to herself and said: “Now that I am worn out and my husband is old, am I still to have sexual pleasure?” (Genesis 18:12). But as for a sense of humor, God had no equal at that time either, so everything was fulfilled exactly as He had promised; at the appointed time the old woman Sarah had a son, and she greatly rejoiced: “God has given me cause to laugh” (Genesis 21:6), she said. If our name, the name of humanity, is Hope, then it is also because we are the offspring of that child, of Isaac, the Lord of Humor. And it is a legacy that we cannot allow ourselves to squander.
To emphasize this happy marriage, this link between hope and joy, I chose to invite to the Vatican a group of over a hundred artists from the world of comedy, of various nationalities and disciplines in the months leading up to the opening of the Holy Door of the new Jubilee. Someone pointed out that it was a fine leap forward from the time when it was the fate of actors and jesters to be buried in unconsecrated ground, though for anyone who chooses to take the name of Francis, “God’s Jester,” it’s probably the minimum that I could expect. A little later, one of them quipped that it’s good trying to make God laugh…except that, being omniscient, He will know all the jokes in advance…and will ruin your punch line. This is the kind of humor that warms the heart.


        
My meeting with comedians from around the world.       
Life inevitably has its sadnesses, which are part of every path of hope and of every path toward conversion. But it is important to avoid wallowing in melancholy at all costs, not to let it embitter the heart. There’s a sadness that becomes “the pleasure of non-pleasure” and enjoys harboring an endless pain, which is like an addiction to a nasty, bitter-tasting candy, which we carry on chewing. And there’s also a kind of attraction to despair, so present in the modern-day masochistic consciousness, like in a fine Argentinian tango with the title “Barranca abajo” (“Down the Gully”) it draws you, draws you more and more while you drag your feet and slip down. Certain indefinitely protracted bereavements, in which a person continues to widen the spiral of emptiness for the one no longer there, are no part of the life of the Spirit. Certain labyrinths in which people get caught simply by following their feet, certain bitter resentments, for which they are always harboring a grudge, maybe even legitimate at first, but which makes them adopt the eternal guise of the victim, do not produce a healthy life, much less a Christian one. A Christian who is sad, in the end, is always a sad Christian.

—
THESE are temptations from which not even clerics are immune. And sometimes we unfortunately come across bitter, sad priests who are more authoritarian than authoritative, more like “old bachelors” than wedded to the Church, more like officials than pastors, more supercilious than joyful, and this too is certainly not good. But generally, we priests tend to enjoy humor and even have a fair stock of jokes and amusing stories, which we are often quite good at telling, as well as being the object of them.
And popes too. John XXIII, who was well known for his humor, during one discourse said more or less: “It often happens at night that I start thinking about a number of serious problems. I then make a brave and determined decision to go in the morning to speak with the pope. Then I wake up all in a sweat…and remember that the pope is me.” How well I understand him…And John Paul II was much the same. In the preliminary sessions of a conclave, when he was still Cardinal Wojtyła, an older and rather severe cardinal went to rebuke him because he went skiing, climbed mountains, went cycling, swimming…“I don’t think they are activities fitting to your role,” he suggested. At which the future pope replied: “But do you know that in Poland these are activities practiced by at least fifty percent of cardinals?” In Poland at the time there were only two cardinals.
Irony is a medicine, not only to lift and brighten others, but also for ourselves, because self-mockery is a powerful instrument in overcoming the temptation toward narcissism. Narcissists are continually looking into the mirror, painting themselves, gazing at themselves, but the best advice in front of a mirror is to laugh at ourselves. It is good for us. It will prove the truth of that old Chinese proverb which says that there are only two kinds of perfect people: the dead and those yet to be born. Knowing how to laugh at yourself is the way to avoid sinking into ridicule, and from ridicule there is no turning back. If you’re worried that people will laugh at you tomorrow, laugh at yourself today.
In this, the Church has an informal yet complex series of categories for jokes and puns, depending on the orders, congregations, and individuals concerned. I am thinking, for example, about one that Justin Welby, the former archbishop of Canterbury, told me at a meeting in the Vatican: “Do you know what the difference is between a liturgist and a terrorist?” he asked. “With the terrorist you can negotiate…” It made me laugh out loud.
Jokes about and told by Jesuits are in a class of their own, comparable maybe only with those about the carabinieri in Italy, or Jewish mothers in Yiddish humor.
As for the danger of narcissism, to be avoided with appropriate doses of self-irony, I remember the one about the rather vain Jesuit who had a heart problem and had to be treated in a hospital. Before going into the operating room, he asks God: “Lord, has my hour come?”
“No, you will live at least another forty years,” God replies. After the operation, he decides to make the most of it and has a hair transplant, a facelift, liposuction, eyebrows, teeth…in short, he comes out a changed man. Right outside the hospital, he is knocked down by a car and dies. As soon as he appears in the presence of God, he protests: “Lord, but…you told me I would live for another forty years!” “Oops, sorry!” God replies. “I didn’t recognize you…”
And they told me one that concerns me directly, the one about Pope Francis in America. It goes something like this: As soon as he arrives at the New York airport for his apostolic journey in the United States, Pope Francis finds an enormous limousine waiting for him. He is rather embarrassed by that magnificent splendor, but then thinks that it has been ages since he last drove, and never a vehicle of that kind, and he says to himself: Okay, when will I get another chance…He looks at the limousine and says to the driver: “You couldn’t let me try it out, could you?” “Look, I’m really sorry, Your Holiness,” replies the driver, “but I really can’t, you know, there are rules and regulations…” But you know what they say, how the pope when he gets something into his head…in short, he insists and insists, until the other one gives in. So Pope Francis gets behind the steering wheel, on one of those enormous highways…and he begins to enjoy it, presses down on the accelerator: 50 miles an hour, 80, 120…Until he hears a siren, and a police car pulls up beside him and stops him. A young policeman comes up to the darkened window, the pope rather nervously lowers it, and the policeman turns white. “Excuse me a moment,” he says, and goes back to his vehicle to call headquarters. “Boss…I think I have a problem.”
“What problem?” asks the chief.
“Well, I’ve stopped a car for speeding…but there’s a guy in there who’s really important.”
“How important? Is he the mayor?”
“No, no, Boss…more than the mayor.”
“And more than the mayor, who is there? The governor?”
“No, no, more…”
“But he can’t be the president?”
“More, I reckon…”
“And who can be more important than the president?”
“Look, Boss, I don’t know exactly who he is. All I can tell you is that…it’s the pope who is driving him!”


        
Now that I am old, children are the ones who teach me to smile.       
The Gospel, which urges us to become like little children (Matthew 18:3) for our own salvation, reminds us to regain their ability to smile, which, for psychologists who have taken the trouble to count them, turns out to be over ten times more smiles than adults. Today, nothing cheers me as much as meeting children. When I was a child, I had those who taught me to smile, but now that I am old, children are often my mentors. The meetings with them are the ones that thrill me the most, that make me feel best. And then those meetings with old people: those elderly who bless life, who put aside all resentment, who take pleasure in the wine that has turned out well over the years, are irresistible. They have the gift of laughter and tears, like children. When I take children in my arms during the audiences in Saint Peter’s Square, they mostly smile; but others, when they see me dressed all in white, think I’m the doctor who has come to give them a shot, and then they cry. They are examples of spontaneity, of humanity, and they remind us that those who give up their own humanity give up everything, and that when it becomes hard to cry seriously or to laugh passionately, then we really are on the downhill slope. We become anesthetized, and anesthetized adults do nothing good for themselves, nor for society, nor for the Church. Adults are often tempted to say to children, “Don’t get involved,” but the Christian is someone who does get involved, who is always on the move, who overcomes sloth, even spiritual sloth, and takes personal risk.
Our God was born a child, and has the characteristics of all happy children, those same characteristics that leave us in admiration, open-mouthed. He lives in the present, is trusting, understanding, does not condemn, is enthusiastic, is moved, delighted.
A bad temper is never a sign of sanctity, quite the contrary.
Christian joy is generally accompanied by a sense of humor that is much evident, for example, in Saint Thomas More, whose “Prayer for Good Humor” I have recited every day for over forty years, or in Saint Philip Neri, the “father” of oratories, who in the mid-sixteenth century gathered poor children around him, boys and girls without distinction, introducing them to liturgical celebrations and, at the same time, bringing them enjoyment through songs and games that provided education. As a true mystic, he believed in human beings, he believed in their energy and in their capacity to be together, and knowing that selfish people are generally sad and that most unhappiness comes from disproportionate self-love, he devoted himself to others, since “paradise is not made for sluggards.” A Viennese sociologist, for his part, adds that heaven must be a place where people laugh heartily, and which is a landing place for those who have escaped from hell for the lack of humor and from purgatory for seriousness. Those who are always dull or rigid are stuck, and humor is a prime means of inverting this process. If you can smile at one thing, you can also change it: This is why children and saints are great revolutionaries, and the Lord is the greatest of them all: “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong” (1 Corinthians 1:27).

—
HUMOR is also genuine wisdom. And it means relating with others, since it is easy to laugh together and almost impossible to do it alone.
The Dinka people, a population of shepherds in South Sudan, whom I visited during the apostolic journey in February 2023, have a reaction that we Westerners find unusual in front of those who are different, foreign, white, whom they appropriately call “red,” because under the African sun they generally appear to them scorched like a red pepper. While the foreigner is viewed elsewhere with suspicion, fear, circumspection, these people react to the new, to the unusual with a smile; indeed, children especially react with open laughter. Amazement, rather than insularity. Curiosity rather than prejudice and gnashing of teeth. It’s a fine lesson, particularly from this tormented land.
More generally, a smile breaks down barriers, creates connections, seeks to bring together different—sometimes even contrary—realities. When laughing becomes more infectious, laughter is easily transformed into a kind of social glue. Where there is laughter, there is generally a growing spirit of peace and a wider interest, a healthy estimation of the other person. Such people are so different from those who, in Argentina, we call zizzanieri—those who, instead of opening themselves to the light, move about in the shadows and spread the poison of malice and gossip instead of the natural elixir of a smile, which even doctors approve, since it reduces the level of stress, increases the level of antibodies, and raises the threshold of tolerance to pain.
In every place, in every time, zizzanieri, as well as being spreaders of disease, spread more or less consciously the evil from which they themselves suffer. They are people without hope; they are desperate people. And desperation doesn’t laugh, at worst it mocks, and this wipes away smiles and is a perversion of humor, so that mockery—for which the mass media, and even politics, seems to hunger—is none other than the thermometer of a society that is depressive, self-destructive, that feels the need to destroy more than it builds, to encourage the instinct to die rather than enjoyment of life.

—
ON the other hand, that steadfast, lively child who is Hope, that joyous little girl who is so full of life, who scampers about, who hurtles everywhere, runs for the simple pleasure of running…she knows what is good for us.
I came to know her in my family, she was my playmate as a child. I embraced her as a young boy, and I wedded her in that spring that changed my life forever. As an adult, on several dark days I lost sight of her, I thought she had gone away and abandoned me, but it was I who had lost sight of her; and then I promised once more that I would follow her forever: because her heaven is already on earth.
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For the Best Days Are Still to Come











“OUR WORLD HAS reached a critical stage, children no longer listen to their parents. The end of the world cannot be far away.”
It may be good to be aware of phrases like this when faced with the danger of a rhetoric from which no generation can claim to be immune. As a rule, it appears almost as if every generation has seemed worse—and sometimes disastrous—to the one that came before it, a fate that hasn’t even spared my generation, my brothers’ and sisters’ generation, the young Argentinians of the 1950s, the children and grandchildren of migrants, migrants who, in most instances, had been through terrible suffering. Thanks to the efforts of their parents and grandparents, this younger generation generally enjoyed better conditions. In this respect, one might say, it’s the same the world over: In the 1920s, Henry Ford, the man who revolutionized the automobile, was unstinting in his criticism of the “spineless” youth of his time, describing them as mindless and lazy. These same young people would later be celebrated as “the Greatest Generation,” because it was they who survived the Great Depression and came out victorious, as well as paying the price with enormous sacrifices during World War II. And so on, back and forth in time and space. Nor apparently is it enough to be a brilliant intellectual to escape falling into this error, if it is true that Giovanni Boccaccio, author of some of the greatest masterpieces of the fourteenth century, regarded “modern youth”—those of the second half of that century—as sick and wimpish, and it was of little matter that those youngsters would lay the foundations for the Renaissance.
The words that open this chapter, however, do not belong to the generation of my ancestors, nor to one of our cynical contemporaries, even if they could be, since everyone has heard them said. We need to go back four thousand years to find them in an inscription in hieroglyphs by an Egyptian priest—but we can find something similar traveling back another thousand years, in cuneiform characters on clay vases in ancient Babylon.
The reality is that the litany of “o tempora, o mores,” the complaint that “it was better when it was worse,” is older even than Cicero. As old as the world, one might say, even though the calculated date of our supposed Lost Edens is always different, with the constant proviso that it is “distant but not too distant” from the present in which it is being evoked.

—
BUT if any attempt to stop time is absurd, and at times pathetic, the temptation to paint a rosy picture of the whole complexity of the past as opposed to the present, apart from representing an anti-historical mirage, also appears distant from a viewpoint of faith, and in some way anti-Christian. Because Christ’s disciples are not those of “fond memory,” and Jesus is not a relic, a precious find from two thousand years ago, not even in our sentimental “in my days”: Christians must bear witness to his living presence today, and are always called to look toward tomorrow. Being dissatisfied, above all with ourselves, is only human, and in the right measure it is also a good antidote against the presumption of self-sufficiency and conceit, but we Christians must live in the awareness that our best days are yet to come. And we must strive, we must play our part so far as it is within our possibilities, our abilities, for this to happen.

—
THERE is a positive nostalgia that is anything but a complaint or resignation, but is instead a creative, vital urge, connected to hope: It is the nostalgia of the pilgrim, who walks, looks ahead, confronts difficulties, continues on, keeping alive a visceral connection with his or her roots. And there is a bitter, complicated nostalgia, the kind experienced by people and communities in crisis: This is a paralyzing nostalgia that feeds on spurious reconstructions and therefore, when it is not a simple conservation of what already exists, it turns into self-exoneration and ridiculous and even disturbing forms of mythmaking.
Christians are not those with a “great future behind them”; theirs is an anxious nostalgia for the future: “com saudades do futuro,” as Fernando Pessoa says in his Book of Disquiet; and this may correspond with the comment by the writer Julien Green: “So long as I am anxious, I can be calm.”

—
IT occurs to me that young people never run the risk described in the Gospel of Luke: “Woe to you when all speak well of you” (Luke 6:26). But above all that, instead of judging or complaining, each generation is called upon to not ignore its crucial challenge: that of educating. The fundamental task that is required of men and women is to make good use of their time on earth and to build the future. In the words of the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, who I met in Assisi in September 2016, when he was already ninety, and who gave me valuable food for thought, especially in his analysis of the “liquid society”: “If you are thinking about the next year, plant corn; if you are thinking about the next ten years, plant a tree; but if you are thinking about the next hundred years, educate.”

—
EDUCATION is the most exciting challenge in life; it has been for me too. As a parish priest, at San Miguel, my pastoral work with young people was one of the main activities: I welcomed children to the large spaces of the school, organized shows and games, taught catechism on Saturdays, and celebrated a children’s Mass on Sundays. But even before that, as a high school teacher, it was something I thoroughly enjoyed. It is an act of fatherly love, like giving life, and constantly requires us to participate, to question what we do. Education is always an act of hope that looks from the present toward the future; and like hope, it is a wanderer, because there is no such thing as static education. It is a two-way path, a dialogue, which means being neither patronizing nor relativistic, and which reveals its secret in three languages: that of the mind, that of the heart, and that of the hands. Growing up requires that you think what you feel and do, that you feel what you think and do, that you do what you feel and think. It is a choir, a harmony that needs to be cultivated first of all in ourselves.
Among these three intelligences that resonate in the human soul, that of the hands is the most sensorial, but by no means the least important. In fact, it can be said to be like the spark of thought and knowledge and also, in some ways, their most developed outcome. The first time that I went out into Saint Peter’s Square as pope, I approached a group of blind children. And one of them said to me, “Can I see you? Can I look at you?” I didn’t understand, but I said: “Yes, of course.” And with his hands he looked—he saw me by touching me with his hands. This really struck me and helped me to understand the intelligence of the hands. Aristotle, for example, said that our hands are “like the soul,” because of their power of sensation, with which they distinguish and explore. And Kant did not hesitate to describe them as our “external brain.” The experience of manual activity, of concreteness, is crucial in a genuine educational program.

—
HOPE always grows in me when I meet young people.
During the course of my papacy I have celebrated four World Youth Days, in Brazil, Poland, Panama, and Portugal, and I have always had a warm feeling of hope blended with a sense of mystery. I well recall my amazement in front of a million young people on the beach at Copacabana in July 2013, a few months after my election. I wasn’t accustomed to those masses, nor am I now: As a priest, I am accustomed to looking people in the face, one by one, and to relating to the person I have in front of me. Then, in the crowd, I look for faces, for direct contact, at least for eye contact. I try to go beyond the crowd to reach each individual because, though they may have shared characteristics, young people are not a uniform mass, a stereotype, except in the incapacity of adults to relate to them.




        
Among a million young people in Copacabana for World Youth Day.       
Young people put you in difficulty, they make no allowances, and it is just the same when they come to the Vatican: They ask difficult questions about their experiences, their personal lives, without beating too much about the bush, and you have to answer so as not to create the illusion that you want to take home the trophy, or win a dialectical tournament with a few superficial answers, but to open a door, to give some glimpse of a horizon. You can draw on memory, and this is certainly important, because without memory you have no past, no roots—and with no roots you can never bear fruit. But you need to do this in order to go beyond it.
God particularly likes questions. In one sense He likes them more than the answers. Before giving the answers, Jesus teaches us to ask one essential question: What am I looking for? If anyone asks this question, it means they are young even if they are eighty years old. And if they never ask it, they are old even if they are twenty.
In the words of Rilke, to educate means “to love the questions,” to let them live, to let them wander. Those who are afraid of questions are afraid of the answers, and this is the characteristic of dictatorships, of autocracies, or of empty democracies, not of free children. To educate is not “to tame,” nor is it to deliver a pretty parcel tied up with a ribbon with a message saying: “Please keep this exactly as it is.” Instead, to educate means “to accompany.” It means teaching to transform dreams that are received, to carry them forward, and to dream them again.

—
THE truth is that, more than judging our young people, we need firstly to ask their forgiveness. We need to do this for all the times we have failed to listen to their most genuine needs, for not having taken them seriously, for not having known how to encourage them, or for having left them to one side as an adjunct of the endless adolescence of insufficiently grown-up adults. For having too often abandoned them to a world of outward appearances, to a life lived externally that leaves inner emptiness. For how we relegate them to subordination, in an eternal dependency that gives fragility to their present lives and uncertainty to their futures, for having given them precarious existences in both emotional and practical terms, for an ephemeral and throwaway society in which they are often among the first to be discarded.
The truth is also that what we have passed on to the new generations is not always a gift that we ourselves have known how to value and cherish.

—
OVER three and a half billion people today live in regions at high risk of devastation from climate change and this is why they are forcibly driven to migrate, to risk and lose their lives in journeys of desperation. We have pillaged, polluted, exploited natural resources without restraint, to the point of threatening our own existence and that of our brothers and sisters. One of the great emergencies of our time is to honor the divine mandate to protect our common home, and at the same time to defend the sanctity and dignity of every human life. The specter of climate change looms over every aspect, threatening water, air, food, energy systems; and the threats to public health seem equally alarming: The forecasts are worrying, time is running out. We need to halve the rate of warming in the brief space of a quarter century, and to do so requires immediate and decisive action, a universal approach that can begin to produce gradual change and some serious policy decisions.

—
IT is a picture that young people around the world seem to see fairly clearly. Surveys show how, along with the fight against poverty and inequality—which is closely related to the climate crisis—young people regard the environment as the main priority for public policy. A policy which, nonetheless, has produced a reaction that up until now has been too timid, incoherent, contradictory, insufficient. It is a clear inadequacy that contemporary artists have managed to represent with dramatic effectiveness, and not without irony. I am reminded of the miniature work by a Galician artist, a small sculpture with the title Politicians Discussing Global Warming: It shows a group of men in suits busy talking, totally impassively, while water has submerged almost the whole of their bodies, apart from their heads. A young scientist, for her part, remarked that the political agenda on environmental questions often reminds her of her son each time she goes to wake him up to go to school: “Another five minutes, Mom,” always “another five minutes.” But there are no more five minutes, the bell is about to ring, and the janitor is about to close the doors. It is no longer a question now of wishing, of procrastinating, but simply of implementing. It is time to leave behind the divisions between factions, between catastrophists and those who are indifferent, between radicals and climate deniers, and to join forces in order to emerge gradually and resolutely from the dark night of environmental devastation. It is time at last to subordinate the interests of a few people for the right of everyone, for the benefit of present and future generations.
The young people who are protesting, who are taking to the streets, who are demanding a future, are echoing the cry of the Amazon basin and of the Congo, of peatlands and mangroves, of the oceans and coral reefs, of the ice caps and farmlands, of the poor and the outcast. They are teaching us what is obvious, and what only a suicidal and nihilistic outlook can now fail to see: There is no tomorrow if we destroy the environment that sustains us.

—
WHILE young people are always the hope for the future of humanity, we live nonetheless in a time when hope, for many people, would seem to be the great missing factor, even among the younger generations. This is true for those who experience violence, bullying, personal hardship, and this is dramatically highlighted also by the high suicide rate among young people in various countries. A study by an Argentine-born psychotherapist describes it as the “age of sad passions”: a general malaise, a widespread feeling of uncertainty and powerlessness that leads people to see the world as a threat and to close themselves up, to become isolated.
A phenomenon that in the most severe cases—described using the Japanese word hikikomori, which means “pulling inward”—becomes a full-blown dependence on solitude and complete rejection of contact with the outside, even sometimes with parents, except via the internet.

—
TOGETHER with over four billion people—all those born before 1990, therefore around half of the population living on the planet—I share memories of a time when a paper road map was the only form of navigation on a journey, when the coin-operated telephone booth was the traveler’s only means of communication, when tapping the keys of a typewriter was the only alternative to writing by hand, when conducting research was a complicated adventure among the shelves of archives and libraries, when the post office was the only method for sending documents. As in everything, for at least three generations of contemporaries, there is always a lurking risk of romanticizing and simplifying “our little old worlds,” and in this case the world before the internet: Once upon a time, people were more honest, kinder, more generous, more virtuous, more peace-loving, relationships were more genuine…and so on. Fortunately, the universal value of literature testifies that human expectations, impulses, virtues, miseries remain just the same, and so by reading Shakespeare or Manzoni or the great Russian novelists (“what I read in Tolstoy is truer than what I read in the newspapers,” one of his commentators wrote) we can see how in every age, even today, men and women find themselves confronted first and foremost by their own humanity, their own freedom, their own responsibilities. And we can at the same time educate our gaze to the slowness of understanding, to the humility of non-simplification, the modesty of not claiming to control reality and the human condition through judgment, preventing this judgment from becoming blind or superficially condemning.

—
THE internet is an extraordinary resource in our time, a source of relationships and acquaintances previously unimaginable. But while, in general, it seems we spent the first two decades praising its benefits without noticing its limitations, and the last decade stigmatizing its limitations and no longer emphasizing its benefits, no one, not even those who cry out in vain, using vaguely Luddite arguments, would in practice want to return, or would know how to return, to a pre-internet age. For as long as it has been available, the Church has always sought to promote its use in the service of the encounter between people and solidarity among all: The Vatican website, which could be consulted in six languages, was inaugurated at Christmas 1995 by John Paul II, with the aim of ensuring a more widespread circulation of papal teaching and the activities of the Holy See; the first social media accounts of a pontiff were opened by Benedict XVI a few weeks before his resignation, and I myself, through the Dicastery for Communication, use social media as a tool for communication, reflection, evangelization. There are many examples of creative engagement on social media around the world, by both local communities and individuals who bear testimony to commitment, solidarity, and faith on these platforms, often even more than the Church institution, and there are also wonderful educational and pastoral initiatives developed by movements, communities, congregations, and individuals.
On the other hand, however, many experts are now pointing out that the internet, especially since the time when we accepted its concentration and exaggerated monetization in the hands of just a few corporations, has also become one of the places most vulnerable to disinformation and the conscious and targeted distortion of facts and interpersonal relationships, which are often personally discrediting. One in four children in the youngest age group is involved in episodes of cyberbullying, and all users are generally exposed to the illusion that the Web can provide total fulfillment in terms of relationships, an error that causes serious damage to the social fabric. It is a common experience in all families, at mealtimes, for each person around the table to be busy with their cell phones instead of talking, adults often as much as children (since those who accuse young people of being “always on that phone” are often the first to become hooked on it). Here too, the main question is one of responsibility and education, and while it is true that the devices themselves are neutral and that the knife that slices bread is just the same as the knife that slits a throat, and it is only the hand that wields it that decides the difference, it is also true that more widely used and more powerful means require a greater awareness, an even greater educational aptitude, and even better examples. The kaleidoscope of avatars and the multiplication of screens—a word whose etymology also suggests something that intervenes in the experience of reality—are able to train the seductive gaze of Kaa, the giant snake in the cartoon version of The Jungle Book, slowly but firmly alienating the viewer’s will with the allure of the virtual that is taken for real: “Go on, sleep, my dear, sweet dreams…it’s so nice to snooze…” But what we need today is not young people—or adults—who spend their time on sofas, or who do no more than watch life from the “balcony” of a screen, to balconear life, as I like to say. They don’t need dreams that send them to sleep or marginalize them, but dreams that wake them up, that challenge them, that inspire projects, that encourage them to make decisions, and to become active participants.

—
DEMOCRACY too, that democracy for which our grandparents fought in so many parts of the world, doesn’t seem to enjoy excellent health, exposed as it is to the risk of virtualization that replaces participation or empties meaning. And in this, an information system based on social networks in the hands of extremely powerful business oligarchs can only represent a further danger that we must keep an eye on. Over twenty years ago, an eminent linguist was already warning about the perils of an interactivity more illusory than real, and dictated by commercial considerations—such as those TV surveys during great sporting events, he said, in which between one commerical and another, the spectator was asked what he thought the coach or the player should do in a particular situation; you give your opinion and are fooled into thinking you have taken part, have been part in the game, even if the game is obviously played out regardless of your opinion and the player and coach do no more nor less than what they wanted or ought to have done.
Democracy is not a television vote, nor is it a supermarket. We need to go back to thinking creatively about forms of real participation, which are not a support for populistic personalizations or idolatry of the candidate of the moment—this is exactly what increases abstentionism in the end—but rather an ideal and concrete involvement in a shared project, in a collective dream. We need to go back to getting our hands dirty and regaining our own centrality, putting humanity and not human commodities back at the center. Because the alternative—the option we have before us of a world in which humans are at risk of being reduced to consumer goods—is an attack on personal dignity, on the integrity of nature, on beauty, on the happiness of life, and is also a slow and continual erosion of rights, which find difficulty being transposed from our magnificent constitutional charters into real life.

—
EVERY age, from the invention of the wheel onward, has been marked by innovation, but it is clear to everyone that from the beginning of the last century, scientific and technological acceleration has been extraordinary, becoming a process that is not merely linear but indeed exponential. People talk about “rapidization,” a word coined by the Dutch, a geometric progression of time that has in it the danger of having no way of stopping to assimilate, think, reflect, and which is characterized by a haste, a speed of life that turns us to violence.
Very often, each new phase, with its accompanying enthusiasms and perplexities, has been characterized by the debate between two categories that resemble those brilliantly described by the semiologist Umberto Eco, and in the end between two contrasting naiveties: on the one side the “apocalyptics,” the expression of a hypercritical and aristocratic attitude to new developments, and on the other, the “integrated,” those proponents of a hyper-optimistic vision, a panacea for all evils.
A conflict of this kind has occurred many times in our recent history. It might seem amusing today, but at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, there was an animated discussion over whether priests should travel on bicycles (then called velocipedes). In more than one diocese, their use was discouraged or forbidden, for it would be indecorous “to witness a priest doing comic somersaults to climb onto the bicycle…and to proceed awkwardly wearing his cassock astride the frame. The priest must behave with propriety.” The debate ended with the bicycle becoming the quintessential form of transport for every country or city curate.
Far more difficult was the ethical question over the first heart transplant carried out by the South African surgeon Christiaan Barnard in 1967—at the time when I was a theology student—which led in the end to the adoption of general criteria for the definition of the donor’s “brain death,” and became the basis for national legislation in all countries.
After millions of transplants, which have become a daily wonder of medical science, the current argument for technological innovation is over artificial intelligence, on which the future of the economy, of civilization, and of humanity itself will depend. It is an extremely powerful instrument that will be used increasingly in countless areas of human activity, from medicine to the employment world, from culture to the realm of communications, from education to politics, and is destined to have a profound influence on our way of life, our social relations, and maybe even the way in which we perceive our own identities.

—
I
thought about Romano Guardini, the theologist whose thoughts have helped me on quite a few occasions, while I was preparing the speech on this question that I gave in 2024 at the G7 meeting at Borgo Egnazia, in Puglia, in front of many of the world’s leaders. I wanted to clear the field from catastrophist interpretations and their paralyzing effects, from the inflexibility of those who oppose the “new” in a fanciful attempt to preserve a world that is condemned in any event to disappear, and at the same time to recall our responsibility to remain conscious of all that is destructive and inhuman. Above all in the face of complicated scenarios like this.
God has given His Spirit to mankind to fill it with “skill and understanding and knowledge in every craft” (Exodus 35:31), and science and technology are therefore extraordinary products of our creative potential as human beings. But we must be aware that, according to the ancient adage in the legend of the sword of Damocles, great power brings great responsibility.


        
My speech on artificial intelligence at the 2024 G7 summit.       
We cannot doubt that the advent of artificial intelligence represents a true cognitive-industrial revolution, which will contribute to the creation of a new social system characterized by complex epoch-making transformations. It will be for us to determine what direction the use of this fascinating—and at the same time terrible—instrument will take, an instrument even more complex than others, because it can adapt itself autonomously to the task that is assigned to it and, if designed in this way, can make choices independently of a human being in order to reach the pre-established goal. With Guardini, we must say that every problem of a technical, social, or political nature can be tackled and resolved “only by man. A new kind of humanity must be formed, endowed with a deeper spirituality, with new freedom and interiority.”
Life and death cannot be decided by an algorithm, nor the development of human thought, nor information, which must already deal with a kind of cognitive pollution, to which is now added the phenomenon of the deepfake, namely the creation and circulation of images and voices that seem perfectly real but are false: I myself have ended up as the object of one. More generally, freedom and peaceful co-existence are threatened when human beings yield to the temptation of selfishness, the urge for profit, and the thirst for power.
Are we going to end up building new castes based on control over information, generating new forms of exploitation, or, alternatively, will we ensure that artificial intelligence can bring equality and help to draw attention to the many needs of people and populations?
Will it end up becoming a new opportunity for destruction and death, anesthetizing us even further to the madness of war, or will we make it an instrument of justice, of development, and of peace?
Once again, we need to cherish these questions, we need to make space for them, bring them to life, so that questions teach us to become responsible and aware.
It is for humankind to decide whether to become food for algorithms or to move forward on its own path, keeping its distinctive character and recovering that which is more important and necessary, the nucleus of every human being, their most intimate center, which is the heart. In my fourth encyclical, Dilexit nos, on the human and divine love of the heart of Christ, I wrote that it seems as if world society is losing its own heart. It can only be a sign of a heartless world when we see grandmothers grieving without this seeming intolerable to all of us. And yet it is the scandal before which I have found myself too many times, on too many journeys, in too many audiences, in a world torn apart by devastating conflicts: elderly women tormented by grief for their dead grandchildren, or forced to wander homeless, in fear, in anguish. We must face up to this disgrace.
The world can only change with a change of heart because, as the Second Vatican Council taught us, the imbalances from which it suffers, which come from afar and thrive in the contemporary liquid society, are connected with that deeper imbalance that has taken root in humanity. The algorithm at work in the digital world demonstrates in the end that our thoughts and the decisions of our will are much more conventional, ordinary, standardized, than we might think. To a certain extent, they are easily predictable, and just as easily manipulable. With our heart, it is not the same. We are our heart because it is that which distinguishes us, which configures us in our spiritual identity, which places us in communion with other people.
The heart alone is able to unify and harmonize our personal history, which seems fragmented into a thousand pieces. The anti-heart, on the other hand, is a horizon increasingly dominated by narcissism and self-interest, which leads in the end to apathy, to depression, to “loss of desire,” precisely because the other person disappears from the horizon. Consequently, we become incapable of welcoming God because, as Heidegger would say, to receive the divine we need to construct a “guesthouse,” even to accommodate ourselves, to respond to our truest and most genuine essence. If the heart is not alive, Guardini writes in his study of the world of Dostoyevsky, “man remains extraneous to himself.”
No algorithm can ever accommodate those childhood memories that we conserve with loving jealousy, those images that seem to sleep in the strongbox of our memories and reawaken each time, as vivid as always, maybe a passing aroma or the notes of an old song—I think of my nona who taught me to close the edges of empanadas with a fork, of those afternoons in front of the radio with Mamá, halfway between a game and an apprenticeship, of the smile on Papá’s face when I made an amusing remark, of our anxiety over the birth of my sister Maria Elena, of the care I took over a little bird that had fallen from its nest, or pulling the petals from a daisy and chanting she-loves-me/she-loves-me-not. In the era of artificial intelligence, we cannot forget that poetry and love are indispensable in order to save humanity. They are like childhood, the salt of the earth: that if it loses its flavor—as a French writer warned—the world will be nothing but putrefaction and canker. When the individuality of the heart is not appreciated, we lose the answers that intelligence alone cannot give, we lose the encounter with others, and we lose history and our histories, because the real personal adventure is that which is accomplished from the heart. At the end of life, all that matters will be this.

—
WE must not stumble upon tomorrow, we must build it, and we all have the responsibility to do so in a way that responds to the project of God, which is none other than the happiness of mankind, the centrality of mankind, without excluding anyone.
At the dawn of what appears to be a new era of change, I like to remind everyone of the words pronounced by John Paul II during the Jubilee of 2000: “Do not be afraid. Open wide the doors for Christ!” And if one day you are overcome by fears and worries, think of that episode in the Gospel of John, at the marriage at Cana (John 2:1–12), and say to yourselves: The best wine has yet to be served. It is a picture that I particularly cherish, being the great-grandson of farmworkers.
Be sure of it: The deepest, happiest, most beautiful reality for us, for those we love, has yet to come. Even if some statistic tells you the opposite, even if tiredness weakens your powers, never lose this hope that cannot be beaten. Pray with these words, and if you are unable to pray, murmur them to yourself, do it even if your faith is weak, murmur it until you believe it, murmur it also to those in despair, to those with little love: The best wine has yet to be served.
So long as we continue to find cheer in the gaze of a child and in the infinite possibilities of goodness, so long as we allow mercy to dwell within us, everything will always be possible. Clinging to the anchor of hope, we can say with the lines of the poet Nâzim Hikmet,
The most beautiful sea

hasn’t been crossed yet.

The most beautiful child

hasn’t grown up yet.

Our most beautiful days

we haven’t seen yet.

And the most beautiful words I wanted to tell you

I haven’t said yet…

The wind of the Spirit hasn’t stopped blowing. Have a good journey, brothers and sisters.



25.
I Am Just One Step











THE CHURCH ALWAYS has a future. It is curious that the Church has roots in the past, in Christ living, living during his own time, in his Resurrection; and it has roots in the future, in the promise of Christ who remains with us until the end of time. And in this promise there is the future of the Church.
Will it be persecuted? It has been persecuted so many times…
Sometimes with some reason, because it had become too worldly. At other times for no reason—so many martyrs who were in no way worldly. And even today, there are too many martyrs killed for the simple fact of being Christian. Even in the twenty-first century, ours is still a Church of martyrs.
The Church will go on, I am just one step in its history.
And yet the papacy will mature; I hope it will mature also by looking back, that it will take more the role it had in the first millennium.
United with those in the Orthodox Church, which doesn’t mean they have to become Catholics. I am talking about that unity of service to which the words of John Paul II also refer, about that full and visible communion of all Christian communities that is “the ardent desire of Christ,” a journey that must be taken without hesitation.
I dream of a papacy that is increasingly one of service and of communion. For me, the ecumenical gathering for prayer and for peace in the Middle East that I held at Bari in 2018 with twenty-two patriarchs and heads of Christian churches and communities in the East was an experience of great intensity. Catholics, Orthodox, Protestants, all together. It was magnificent.
This is the papacy: service. The pope’s personal title that I like most is Servus servorum Dei. Who serves everyone, who serves for everyone. Two months after my election, when I received the proofs of the Pontifical Yearbook, I sent back the first page containing the titles attributed to the pope: vicar of Jesus Christ, successor of the prince of the Apostles, sovereign, patriarch…Away with it all: simply Bishop of Rome. The rest was put back to the second page. That was how I presented myself from the first day, and only because it’s the truth. The others are real titles, added by history and by theologians, and with reasons too, but precisely because the pope was, and is, Bishop of Rome.

—
THERE is much talk in the contemporary world about secularization, but here too, as with persecution, this is certainly not for the first time. Just think of the kingdom of France, of the secular priests in the royal court, of the monsieur l’Abbé. The pastor of the Church, the one who carries the smell of his flock, has nothing to do with that. The Church has always had moments of secularization; in the early heresies too—Aryanism for example, with bishop courtiers for whom the religious policy of the emperor was the supreme regulation to follow, and with emperors who persecuted non-Aryan Catholic bishops. And even earlier. It has happened many times.
Secularization, of course, is not the photocopy that looks the same on each occasion: It is something that relates to the culture of the time. But there is no more secularization in the Church now than in former times.
It is true that we live today in a world of science, discoveries are being made relating to control over life and death, but the worldly spirit, of secularization, has always been there. That is why Jesus in the prayer at the Last Supper (John 17:11–19) asks the Father not to take us out of the world, but to protect us, so that we are not of the world. Spiritual worldliness, the way of worldly living that even the Church recognized from its early days, is indeed the greatest curse. Suffice it to recall the story of Ananias and Sapphira in the Acts of the Apostles (5:1–11), the husband and wife in early Christian Jerusalem who sold property belonging to the community, keeping back for themselves a part of the money. According to the theologian Henri de Lubac, it is the worst evil that the Church can incur, “the most perfidious temptation, the one that always resurfaces, insidiously.” Spiritual worldliness, he writes in his Meditation on the Church, is “even worse than that infamous leprosy which, at certain moments in history, so cruelly disfigured the Church,” when religion introduced scandal into the “sanctuary itself and, represented by an unworthy pope, hid the face of Jesus under precious stones, under embellishments and frills.” Worse even than concubine popes, he says. Terrible. And it is a danger that Jesus already sensed, so much so that he asked the Father, in that prayer that is the founding act of the Church, that his disciples not fall into it.
It is a warning that must certainly relate in the first place to pastors, and then to everyone. Because we are all the Church. The people of God, not the fine walls that hold them and enclose them.
If younger generations today state that they have a difficult relationship with religion, then instead of being concerned about secularization we should ask ourselves about our own testimony. It is the witnesses who move hearts. Saint Ignatius of Antioch well knew that: “It is better for a man to be silent and be [a Christian], than to talk and not to be one,” because at the end of existence we will not be asked whether we are believers, but only if we are believable.
The Church must grow in creativity, in understanding the challenges of the modern day, opening itself to dialogue, not closing itself in fear. A Church that is closed, frightened is a dead Church. We need to have faith in the Spirit, which is the Church’s engine and its guide, and which always makes a noise. Just think of the story of Pentecost on the apostles, which causes an enormous din: “And suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were” (Acts 2:2), and they all then started speaking in unfamiliar tongues, and all went out. They went out into the street. All outside. Outside our own comfort zones. For it is only from this opening up that harmony can be generated. The Spirit is the paraclete, the one that supports and gives company, that is a breath of life, not an anesthetizing gas. One day, as I was teaching two hundred young children at San Miguel, one of them confused it with paralytic and made me smile…but that is precisely the Church that we mustn’t be, a Church that is fixed, frozen. Our task certainly is to discern, to understand what today is asking of us, but in the knowledge that rigidity is not Christian, because it denies this movement of the Spirit. Rigidity is sectarian. Rigidity is self-referential. Rigidity is a daily heresy. It mistakes the Church for a fortress, for a castle standing high up, which looks down distantly and self-importantly on the world and on life, rather than living inside it.
There’s a film that I particularly like, and which I rewatch every time I can, an adaptation of the short story by Karen Blixen, “Babette’s Feast,” which I think won many awards. It tells of a Scandinavian village, a rather gray place, which lacks homely cheer, and where the villagers are so obsessed with the rules they have imposed that they have lost all meaning. Until a woman, Babette, who arrives to work as a housekeeper, upsets everything. She discovers that she had won the lottery while she had still been in Paris, but instead of using the money for herself, she spends it all on preparations for a sumptuous “real French dinner” for the whole community. That dinner, so exceptional—and viewed at first with great suspicion—and served with such gratuitous generosity, changes everything, breaks the chains, re-creates the community, opens it to the joy of existence.
We need to break away from rigidity, which doesn’t mean falling into relativism, but to go ahead, to take risks. And we must avoid the temptation of controlling faith, since the Lord Jesus is not to be controlled, he has no need of caregivers or guardians. The Spirit is freedom. And freedom also means risk.
The Church that walks together will always be universal, and its future and its strength will also come from Latin America, from Asia, from India, from Africa, as can be seen from the wealth of vocations. As well as in Indonesia, Singapore, New Guinea, or East Timor, in September 2024, a wonderful experience that I so enjoyed—an infinity of children, people who threw down their cloaks for the papal vehicle to drive over them along the whole ten-mile route to the nuncio’s residence. There, I found a Church that is growing, and with its own identity, daughter of a fresh culture, and at the same time a deep culture, which moved me. I also came across many people of very lively intelligence—in Africa, for example, where many cultures embody both deductive logic and intuitive wisdom, and it is marvelous when they come together. Even in Mongolia, my most “eccentric” apostolic journey, in the literal sense of the word (“outside the center”), the first visit by a pope to that land of great wisdom, where a tiny Catholic community inhabits a vast territory, and I experienced a mysticism and a very special characteristic that expresses the values of those people, and which can benefit us all, without falling into proselytism. We grow through attraction, not through proselytism. Elsewhere, we need to have the awareness of having passed to a Christianity organized in a social framework that welcomes a “minority” Christianity, or rather a Christianity of witness. And this requires the courage of an ecclesial conversion, not of a nostalgic timidity.
It is in this spirit that I created twenty-one new cardinals in December 2024, from Peru, Argentina, Ecuador, Chile, Japan, the Philippines, Serbia, Brazil, the Ivory Coast, Iran, Canada, and Australia, as well as from Italy. I created them because these are the increasingly genuine face of the universality of the Church, and with the intention that the title of “servant”—here in the sense of ministry—should increasingly obscure that of “eminence.”

—
THE Church needs everyone—every man, every woman—and we all need one another.
None of us is an island, an autonomous and independent self, and the future is something we can only build together, excluding no one.
We have the duty to be diligent and mindful, overcoming the temptation of indifference.
True love is restless.
It is commonly said that the opposite of love is hate, and this is true, but in many people there is no conscious hate. The more everyday opposite of God’s love, God’s compassion, God’s mercy, is indifference.
To eliminate a man or a woman, just ignore them. Indifference is aggression.
Indifference can kill. Love doesn’t tolerate indifference.
We cannot remain with our arms folded, indifferent, or shrug our shoulders fatalistically. We Christians hold out our hands.
Today, more than ever, all is connected, and today we need more than ever to reconnect: that harsh judgment that I carry in my heart against my brother or my sister, that wound unhealed, that wrong unpardoned, that deaf prejudice, that angry suspicion, that resentment that only harms me, is a small piece of war that I carry within, is a smoldering ember that needs to be extinguished before it catches fire and ends up leaving nothing but ash. And we need to match the growth of scientific and technological innovation with ever-greater equity and social inclusion. While we discover new distant planets, we need to discover the needs of our brothers and sisters who orbit around us. Only education toward fraternity and concrete solidarity can overcome the “culture of wastage,” which doesn’t relate just to food and possessions, but first of all to human wastage, those humans marginalized from techno-economic systems that, without us even noticing it, are no longer centered on humanity, but on its products.

—
MANY people today, for various reasons, seem not to believe that a happy future is possible. These fears are to be taken seriously but are not invincible. They can be overcome only if we stop closing ourselves up. In front of the iniquity and shame that our time reserves for us, we too are tempted to abandon our dream of freedom. We therefore hole ourselves up in our fragile human security, in our reassuring routines, in our familiar fears. And in the end, we abandon our journey toward the happiness of the Promised Land to return to the slavery of Egypt. Fear is the origin of slavery, and it is the origin of every form of dictatorship, because it is on the exploitation of popular fears that indifference and violence grow. It is a cage that excludes us from happiness and snatches away the future.
But one single man, one single woman is enough for hope to exist, and that man and that woman can be you. Then there is another “you,” and yet another “you,” and then we become “we.”
For we Christians, the future has a name and this name is hope.
To have hope doesn’t mean being naïve optimists who ignore the tragedy of human evil. Hope is the virtue of a heart that doesn’t close itself in the dark, doesn’t stop at the past, doesn’t scrape along in the present, but can clearly see tomorrow.
Restless and joyous, this is how we Christians must be.
Happiness is always an encounter with others, and those others are always a concrete opportunity to encounter Christ himself. Evangelization, in our time, will be possible through an infection of joy and hope.
When there is “us,” does hope exist? No, hope already began with “you.” When there is “us,” a revolution starts.
When the Gospel truly exists—not a display of it, not an exploitation of it, but its concrete presence—there is always revolution. A revolution in tenderness.
Tenderness means nothing other than this: It means love that becomes close and concrete. It means using your eyes to see the other, using your ears to hear the other, to hear the cry of the young, of the poor, of those who fear the future; to listen also to the silent cry of our common home, of the sick and contaminated earth. And after seeing, after listening, there is no saying. There is doing.

—
A
young university student once asked me: “I have many university friends who are agnostic or atheist. What must I say to make them become Christians?” Nothing, I said. The last thing you must do is speak. First you must do, and then someone will see how you live, how you conduct your life, and will ask: Why are you doing it? At that point you can speak.
With my eyes. With my ears. With my hands. Only after with speech. In testimony of a life, speech comes after, it is a consequence. Also leave space for doubt—this too is an important key.
It is no good a person saying with total certainty that they have met God. If someone has answers to all the questions, this is proof that God is not with them. It means that they are a false prophet, someone who exploits religion, who uses it for themselves. The great guides of God’s people, like Moses, always left space for doubt.
We need to be humble, to leave space for the Lord, not for our false securities.
Tenderness is not weakness: It is a true force.
It is the road that the strongest and bravest men and women have taken. Let us take it, let us fight with tenderness and with courage.
May you take it, may you fight with tenderness and with courage…I am just one step.
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ACCORDING TO THE wishes of His Holiness Pope Francis this exceptional document was originally intended to be published after his death. But the new Jubilee of Hope and the circumstances of this moment have moved him to make this precious legacy available now.

—
WORK on its writing began in 2019, and was the fruit of numerous meetings, conversations, and the study of public and private texts and documents.
The chronological structure develops over the years up to his ordination as a priest to then illuminate the next half century and the whole period of his papacy, which is deeply nourished by those roots. A quote from Gustav Mahler recalled in the text states: “Tradition is not the worship of ashes; it is the preservation of fire.” Tradition is not a museum, Pope Francis remarks: The idea of continually returning to ash is the nostalgia of fundamentalists, but the true sense of that word must not be this. Tradition is a root, one that is essential for the tree to continue bearing new fruit.
If there is a word that his figure embodies—one that has often come to my mind over our successive meetings and as work progressed, together with the image of genuine humility—it is: Onward! A man born in 1936 who, if he looks back, it is only to cast his eye even farther forward.
At the same time, these pages have been written with the spirit of service, and with the fervent desire to pass on two of the most enduring things that human beings can bequeath: roots and wings.
In this sense his story is, indeed, ours.

—
EVEN though every effort has been made to avoid them, any errors or inaccuracies are attributable solely to myself.
It has been a long, intense adventure for which I feel a deep sense of gratitude.

—
FOR my part, I wish to dedicate such efforts, errors, and inaccuracies to my maternal grandfather, born in Piedmont, sent with his two brothers into the trenches of the Karst Plateau during World War I (he alone came back), immigrated to Buenos Aires after World War II, and was buried at Cochabamba, in Bolivia, in a “camp-sant foresté,” long before I was born. And to my grandmother and my mother who didn’t see him return.
This is why my name is Carlo.
…
CARLO MUSSO, editorial executive, was non-fiction editorial director of Piemme and Sperling & Kupfer, in the Mondadori Group, and later founded the independent publisher Libreria Pienogiorno. During his career, he has curated among other things the internationally bestselling works of Pope Francis, beginning with The Name of God Is Mercy, published in a hundred countries and translated into thirty-two languages.
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