The Great Disaffiliation Part IV
The Francis Effect
According to a number of sources, Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio was the runner-up in the 2005
papal conclave and perhaps that he chose to be. It has been suggested that he believed that he
had become compromised during the Conclave as a result of an alleged dirty tricks operation
mounted against him involving the Argentine Ambassador to the Holy See. Given what has
transpired since his election as Pope Francis in 2013, one can only begin to imagine what
kind of a Church there would be now, ten years on.
It has become clear that a principal reason for the widespread euphoria at Bergoglio’s
election was that Catholics were jubilant that the thirty five years of regression and stagnation
under JP II and Benedict XVI were over. From what John Allen has had to say, the Cardinal
electors too had had enough of the previous regimes:
“In this case (the Conclave which elected Jorge Bergoglio) it wasn't a rejection of the
substance of Benedict XVI's papacy, but it was a rejection of the methods of management
and governance. ..... They were either non-existent or dysfunctional. The Cardinals wanted
somebody who was not tainted in any way by association with this regime. To them, this
meant a geographic outsider and a life-experience outsider. I think those were the key pieces
for Bergoglio.” (1)
At Jorge Bergoglio’s first public appearance following his election as Pope he began to
reignite old energies, trigger renewed hopefulness and inspire collective confidence among
Catholics. Australian Missiologist and author, Peter Wilkinson has reflected on the effects of
Francis’ first dramatic gestures following his election and their effects on the Catholic and
non-Catholic world:
“Intentionally or unintentionally, these symbolic acts (rejection of formality and ostentation)
must have sent a clear message (perhaps even a sharp rebuke) to many of his fellow bishops
who still clung to pomp and power. If they did not realize that the carnival was over, they
were blind. A new era of service and identifying with the poor had begun.
It didn’t take long for Catholics and the world to recognize that here was a very different
leader, and they liked what they saw. The first Francis effect was immediate: fresh hope and
joy.” (2)
Francis, however, has also succeeded in upsetting elements within the Roman Curia. For
example he stopped Benedict’s regressive Reform of the Reform and has confronted the right
wing ideologists who have for decades demonised Liberation theology and Romero.(3)
The task he has set himself is formidable as this self interested body has become, since about
the early 12th century, more of a church within the Church than its servant.
Massimo Faggioli writes about the institutional resistance Pope Francis is facing as he
attempts to reform a deeply entrenched bureaucratic juggernaut like the Roman Curia. Over
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the centuries it has become something of a church within the Church, self-sufficient, selfperpetuating and self-interested.
“The main governing body of the church, the Roman Curia, still closely resembles the one
that was first created in 1588; the reforms of the 20th century have largely left its pre-modern
infrastructure unchanged. Meanwhile, the role of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith (the former Sant'Uffizio) is still primarily one of censorship, even after Pope Francis's
decision to radically restructure the influence of the Congregation during his papacy.” (4)

Francis’ vision of a merciful Church:
Francis has signalled an important break from former Synodal practice especially by his
encouragement of an atmosphere of transparency and openness. He is firmly committed to
bring everyone under the same tent to work together with a view to achieving consensus on
key issues.
Francis has spelt out his vision for the Church in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii
Gaudium which summons the Church to reappropriate the Vision and pastoral intentions of
the Second Vatican Council. Significantly, Evangelii Gaudium is modelled in structure and
substance on the Aparecida document of May 2007. (5)
Like the Aparecida Document, Evangelii Gaudium encapsulates a clear vision for a Church in
need of healing, reform and liberation from the dead weight of its past. Francis avoids a
sterile theoretical discussion of renewal by insisting on the centrality of Christ and personal
relationship with him.
“Therefore, it is not on this point that one must look for the novelty of Pope Francis’
Evangelii Gaudium. He only confirms what his predecessors inculcated over and over. The
novelty is to be sought elsewhere: in the appeal he addresses to the readers at the beginning
of the letter and which, I believe, constitutes the heart of the whole document:
“I invite all Christians, everywhere, at this very moment, to a renewed personal encounter
with Jesus Christ, or at least an openness to letting him encounter them; I ask all of you to do
this unfailingly each day. No one should think that this invitation is not for him or her”
(Evangelii Gaudium, nr. 3).
Francis language of a ‘personal encounter with Christ’ may smack of Protestant
fundamentalism but, in fact, it cuts to the very heart of the matter and that is Jesus Christ.
This is central to Francis’ vision for the authentic and lasting renewal of the Church. (6)
By drawing attention to Christ and the utter importance of believers seeing everything
through the eyes of Christ, he has reminded the Catholic People that the deepest truth about
God is the endless mystery of limitless mercy and compassion. This was the theme of last
October’s Extraordinary Synod of Bishops in Rome and has been promoted and reinforced by
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Francis since then. Strange to say, it is not God’s mercy and compassion which are debated
but how they are pastorally mediated. The debate about this will, no doubt, continue to be a
feature of the Ordinary Synod of Bishops in October.

Francis and dehumanising economic systems
Another thematic shift in the teaching of Pope Francis is the reaffirmation of some of the
hard-saying s of Catholic Social Doctrine. One very noticeable source of reaction to Francis’
catechesis is the world of free market Capitalism particularly by his habit of demonizing it.
He has succeeded in getting a lot of people very worried indeed. Garry Wills, American
Catholic historian and author, has recently commented on Francis “scariness” as Pope,
specifically the extent to which he worries those vested interests in the financial and
manufacturing world most likely to be affected by his teaching:
“Now, however, something is looming that has billionaires shaking in their boots, and when
Catholic billionaires shake, Catholic bishops get sympathetic shudders. These are the men
who build their churches, hospitals, schools, and libraries. Catholic lore has made winning
over such Money Men the mark of the true church leader—.....” (7)
Francis draws on his own personal experience when he speaks of the human devastation
caused by morally rudderless laissez faire Capitalism. Bruce Duncan of Melbourne’s Social
Policy Connections writes:
“Pope Francis’s views are arousing controversy, since many people seem unaware of how
strongly Catholic social thinking is opposed to the neoliberal policies of the free-marketeers.
In the La Vanguardia interview, Francis was distressed that in some countries unemployment
levels exceeded 50 percent of workers. He had been told that 75 million young Europeans
under 25 years of age were unemployed. “That is an atrocity, discarding an entire generation
to maintain an economic system” that was collapsing, and that depends on the armament
industry to survive. He supported the possibilities of globalisation, but deplored the
discarding of the young and the elderly. It was “incomprehensible” that so many people in the
world are still hungry. He said “the world economic system is not good”, and “we have put
money at the centre, the god of money.” (8)

If the church does not have the courage to reform their own structures, they
will never have the moral strength to criticize the structures of society. - Bishop
Dom Helder Camara, shortly after the Second Vatican Council.
The institutional governance of the Catholic Church is profoundly and systemically
dysfunctional. The Second Vatican Council mandated changes to the way the Church’s life,
worship and governance should be ordered and function. That programme was sabotaged.
The Council’s mandates for reform were not fully received as intended by either JP II or
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Benedict XVI. For the thirty five years after 1978, the Church’s vision was blinkered and its
memory of Vat II very nearly erased.

Issues that can be changed under Francis’ watch:
1) Local ecclesial autonomy:
A poorly run corporation is about the standard of Church governance. When this is pointed
out, the apologists immediately evoke the “family” metaphor. In May 2010, for example,
++Charles Chaput, then Archbishop of Denver, wrote that “the Church is much closer to a
confederation of families than to a modern corporation.” (9)
The Archbishop fails to acknowledge that the Church ceased to function anywhere near like a
healthy family probably with the end of the house churches in the 4th Century. Furthermore,
the Catholic community has indicated that they do not accept the family metaphor as having
any credibility and least of all in the current situation. What prevails is a system of
institutional governance in the Catholic Church which is profoundly estranged from the
example of Jesus Christ and his Gospel.
Over more than two years, Pope Francis has constantly urged the bishops to treat their people
as adults by listening to them more closely, by consulting with them more closely and by
taking their counsel to heart. The laity in probably most countries has been subjected to
selective hierarchical deafness and inertia. Even when many bishops do respond to
communications from the laity these are often couched in the coded dialects of unctuous
courtesy, dismissive arrogance or even patronising contempt. In one of the most forthright
sections of EG, Pope Francis boldly challenged the Bishops to venture outside the gated areas
of their own security and engage with their people:
In Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis says to bishops:
“In his mission of fostering a dynamic, open and missionary communion, [the
bishop] will have to encourage and develop the means of participation [such as
the diocesan synod, diocesan pastoral council, diocesan financial council, and parish
pastoral councils] and other forms of pastoral dialogue, out of a desire to listen
to everyone and not simply to those who would tell him what he would like to
hear.” (n.31).
Pope Francis again makes it plain clear that courageous new dynamics of interaction,
consultation and dialogue between bishop and people are not only needed but are imperative.
For this to be achieved much will be required: courage, trust, patience, a deep sense of
partnership and a profound sense of common ownership of the Church
And as if anticipating a desultory response from some, he (the Pope) adds:
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“Pastoral ministry in a missionary key seeks to abandon the complacent attitude
that says: ‘We have always done it this way.’ I invite everyone to be bold and
creative in this task of rethinking the goals, structures, style, and methods of
evangelization in their respective communities. A proposal of goals, without an
adequate communal search for the means of achieving them, will inevitably prove
illusory. The important thing is to not walk alone, but to rely on each other as
brothers and sisters….” (n. 33).
After thirty five years of being micro-managed and coached in authoritarian practices none of
this should be surprising. If, however, Church leadership is genuinely committed to
partnership with their people, to rebuilding the local Church and to establish moral credibility
once more, then bishops must establish permanent ongoing consultative bodies such as
national and diocesan assemblies. Apart from the moral obligation to guarantee these
consultative assemblies, bishops are also bound in Canon Law and papal exhortations. Many,
if not most of them are selective in their compliance. Francis must continue to hold the
bishops accountable if they do not have the maturity to do so freely. It is noteworthy to see
that the German Episcopal Conference has declared that its bishops do not comprise a
‘branch office of Rome.” This should be compulsory reading at the regular new Bishops’
school. (10)

2) Women in the Church
At the very start of Vatican II, the late Belgian Cardinal Leo Jozef Suenens is said to have
asked: "Why are we even discussing the reality of the church when half of the church is not
even represented here?" Nothing has changed since Suenens, except that the quality of the
hubris has grown richer.
The Magisterium has traditionally taught about the vital necessity of the female presence,
voice and wisdom for the life and healthy development of the Church at its most basic level
of the family. The contribution of the ‘female genius’ is not, however, welcome in the highest
counsels of Church governance. The practice gives the lie to the preaching. This exclusion
bears no rational defence or explanation. It is misogyny with a Clerical twist. Even Pope
Francis, for all his good intentions, seems to be mesmerised by the hubris. In a recent article
focusing on Pope Francis promotion of the necessary role of women in Church life and
governance, Frank Bruni writes:
“But a change of tone in defiance of fact should be flagged (and flogged) as such. And
neither Pope Francis nor any other top official in the bastion of male entitlement known as
the Vatican can credibly assert concern about parity between the sexes. Their own kitchen is
much too messy for them to call out the ketchup smudges in anybody else’s.” (11)
A generation of educated and critically attuned Catholic women and men no longer accept the
culture of tokenism in the way women especially are treated. Increasingly, they are seeing
through the shallow ‘natural law’ and ‘divine will’ justifications of the status quo.
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Tony Flannery, an Irish Redemptorist, explains it well:
“A great tragedy for the Church is that fact that as a result of the superexaltation of Mary,
(particularly her virginity) the radical example of Jesus’ behaviour towards women has
largely been lost. His rejection of the culture and practice of his time in relation to women,
his treatment of them as equals, are some of the most outstanding characteristics of his life
and teaching. But the unhealthy combination of Greek and Jewish philosophy with the
personal obsessions of Augustine served to bury this crucial part of the Gospel message. The
current teachings in relation both to the sexuality and the place of women in the Church are
the legacy of centuries of misogyny.” (12)
Pope Francis himself has, wittingly or not, contributed to the continuance of this attitude by
his often ambivalent comments about women and their place in the economy of Grace and
their role in the Church. Sometimes, remarks about women tend to be patronising and
demeaning and maybe these stem from the remnants of Latin American machismo in his
character. The effects of all this is not going unnoticed. (13)
And again, Frank Bruni writes about the implicit putdown effects generated by some of the
throw-away lines coming from the Pope and others:
‘Can the church afford to alienate a generation of young women mystified by its
intransigence?
"They've grown up in a world where all doors have been open to them," said Kathleen
Sprows Cummings, director of the Cushwa Centre for the Study of American Catholicism at
the University of Notre Dame. "And it just strikes a disconnect when they see the church with
no female leadership – at least they're not the ones at the altar.”
Francis hasn't sanctioned any discussion of putting them there. When pressed about that by an
Italian reporter last year, he reminded her that "women were taken from a rib".
Was he ribbing her? He laughed and said so. But the metaphor remains, and it casts women
as offshoots, even afterthoughts.” (14)
This kind of demeaning macho game playing simply masks a world of personal and
institutional insecurities. It is ultimately destructive of the Christian community.
The Catholic Church is fast using up its moral and intellectual capital on many fronts. One of
these is the issue of women and their role in Church governance. The Church’s claims to
credibility and authenticity are dependent on realities of its life and practice to validate these
claims. The Church has failed miserably when it comes to taking women seriously. The
Second Vatican Council insisted that for the Church to exercise persuasively its mission in
the world, its life and structures must support its claims. There is a profound credibility gap in
this area.
There is no reason why most leadership positions in the Catholic Church should require
clerical appointments. There is no reason, beyond some provisions in Canon Law and other
conventions, why women should not occupy these positions in the Church. Pope Francis can
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change this. If and when he does, the whole perception of what is possible will then change.
When the Roman Curia becomes accustomed to the idea that what once was theoretically
possible has become reality, then maybe God will be free up to make the impossible things
possible.

3) Clerical child abuse
Earlier in 2015, Cardinal Sean O’Malley, Archbishop of Boston and President of the
Pontifical Commission on Child Abuse, signalled the urgency for the Leadership of the
Church to act decisively to address and to end the scourge of clerical child abuse.
Unfortunately, the Cardinal used language which implies that the Church’s loss of honour
and credibility are far more regrettable than the actual clerical abuse of children.

“This (CSA) has been caused in large part by the perception of a lack of
accountability on the part of our leadership, causing many people to lose their trust in
us and in the church,” he said. “We cannot fail to do all that is possible to restore our
credibility.” (15)
Unfortunately, what he did not mention was that there are provisions in Church Law which
continue to guarantee the protection of perpetrators including the prohibition on bishops and
religious superiors to report criminally abusing clergy when not required to do so by civil
law. O’Malley and the Pope must know this and they must know that this particular issue can
be dealt with immediately by the Pope as chief legislator. In reality, it is the Magisterium
itself which breached trust and lost touch with the People of God. In losing its way with the
Catholic People, Church leadership has also become a stranger to the world it was sent to
evangelise.
That Francis has not acted decisively to expunge the provisions in Church Law which
perpetuates the cover ups and the protection of abusive clerics might indicate that he is
monumentally ignorant of the legal situation or he has been seriously compromised as
Archbishop of Buenos Aires by his own collusion in cover-ups and shifting abusive priests
around. If either of these are relevant, he needs to set the record straight and to deal
decisively with the resultant appalling attrition on the faith of the People of God. (16)

Conclusion:
Catholics, young and old, are indicating that they have become disenchanted with a Church
structure that has little or no connection with the world they inhabit. They are very forthright
too in declaring their lack of interest in trying to engage with Church leadership which gives
every indication that it is not interested in talking with them. Increasingly, people are turning
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their backs on the Church which proclaims Jesus Christ but who seems largely absent from
its workings.
Catholic people, young and old, are capable of distinguishing between what is authentically
of Christ in his Church and what is not. They have comprehensively rejected the latter.
Even the little that Pope Francis has accomplished so far in his papacy is largely of enormous
value. He has served notice that he has broken continuity with those ecclesiological policies
and practices of JP II and Benedict XVI which had were not in accord with the vision and
mandate of Vatican II. He has also effectively buried Benedict’s regressive programmes for
the Reform of the Reform.
A very significant initiative of Francis has been the reform and restructuring of the Vatican’s
financial institutions. This is an encouraging beginning to an ambitious plan to overhaul the
entire Roman Curia as urged by the Cardinals at the last pre-conclave ‘Congregations.’
The new format and style of international Synods have proven a huge success since Francis
dealt with the implied culture of censorship and predetermination of outcomes which
prevailed during the previous two papacies. His encouragement of forthrightness, courage
and transparency has had the effect of bringing often deeply opposed groups to the same table
under the same tent. A huge challenge will be for Francis to have the vision and will to
change relevant laws and protocols to broaden the base of participants from simply bishops to
large numbers of non-ordained and so to a healthier sense of collegiality and model of
Church.
On a more sober note, it would probably be prudent for those most enthused and enlivened by
Francis’ election to resist the temptation to be carried away with optimism and to start
shouting santo subito (‘saint now!’) It may be a matter of mental and spiritual hygiene not to
think or hope that Francis has already ‘fixed’ things, that all is well now, and that the
problems have disappeared.
A healthy realism is necessary. Francis is an old man now. He may very well have a vast
agenda for reform but he will achieve only a fraction of that. He has begun well,
accomplished some important things especially in stripping away that perverse sense of
absolute certainty and security that came with two very directive and autocratic popes.
Francis has encouraged people to take responsibility for their ideas and actions especially the
bishops. They are not very used to this and consequently, most have little or no idea of how
to act with independence and imagination after thirty five years of ‘just obeying orders.’
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