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massa:  I guess I’ll start off with the 
broadest question – has the fact that 
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which is that U.S. Catholicism in some 
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nuelle: Is it an accurate characteriza-
tion that Francis is not somebody who 
would be inclined to change Church doc-
trine but is instead interested in raising 
up other doctrines that have been less 
vocalized in the last two pontificates?

faggioli:  I think Francis is theologi-
cally traditional and conservative in the 
sense that he’s cautious. He’s conserva-
tive in the sense that he’s not aggressive 
or trying to impose an idiosyncratic view. 
He has always exercised his ministry 
emphasizing the importance of self-re-
straint, of not playing the infallible card 
or the definitive card or the “Rome as 
the last word always” card. In this sense, 
he is retrieving some voices or some 
sensibilities that had been neglected for a 
long time. 

One of the typical accusations against 
him or criticisms is that he is a liberal. 
It’s interesting because, in both the 
Latin American culture and European 
culture, “liberal” means status quo. It 
doesn’t mean change. It means the status 
quo. So, he cannot be called a liberal 
theologically or politically because that 
word makes no sense for him and for 
most Catholics around the world. Also, 
theologically, because what he has done 
mostly is to rehabilitate those who had 
been investigated or silenced or shunned 
for thirty years. 

In this sense, his emphasis on the poor 
Church and the Church for the poor has 
created, I think, a more hospitable home 
for Catholics of different backgrounds. 
This is what is very surprising for some, 
because after a sequence of two pontifi-
cates – of two conclaves and two pontifi-
cates – when a certain worldview had won 
the day, many assumed that an emphasis 
on the poor is done and over. 

This pontificate is surprising, because 
it has reopened a dossier that many had 
assumed had been completed. He’s not 
a liberal theologian or a conservative 
theologian. He’s a theologian who’s 
concerned that Catholicism could be fos-
silized under a glass because this is not 
how his experience is and it is not how 

Catholicism and experience have always 
related one to the other. That is a funda-
mental thing. I mean his experience – 
he’s not a convert but he is a “born again 
Catholic” in some sense because he had a 
very difficult relationship with his superi-
ors, the Society of Jesus, the Vatican, with 
his own vocation. This is something that 
is not typical of the biography of a pope, 
and so that, I think, plays a role in how 
he sees Christianity. It’s more a spiritual 
thing for him than a plan.

massa: The truism in the United States 
is that, while the vast majority of the 
people in the pew in Catholic Churches 
really admire and like Francis, there 
is a division in the hierarchy. And one 
of the most common explanations for 
that is the alleged alliance that Catholic 
conservatives have made with Protestant 
evangelicals on a range of issues. Do you 
think that’s a reliable way of explaining 
at least some of the hierarchical concerns 
about Francis – that Francis seems to 
be upsetting these alliances that, as you 
say, people thought was just part of the 
foundation?

faggioli:  First, it’s a matter of clerical 
hierarchies. But as we know, in U.S. 
Catholicism – any Catholicism in gen-
eral – there are other hierarchies – the 
intellectual hierarchy, the social hierar-
chy, and the financial hierarchy – and so 
they were all challenged by the article in 
Civiltà Cattolica by Antonio Spadaro and 
Marcelo Figueroa in July 2017, which 

as we know, was vetted by the Vatican. 
And so that was certainly a message. It 
became almost official that the American 
experiment of this political, ideological 
ecumenism was under review in Rome. 

So, if one article of that kind gets 
published in Civiltà Cattolica, it sends a 
very particular message, which is not a 
threat or sanction, but is Rome examin-
ing what’s happening in this history of 
ecumenical projects on political issues or 
social issues. 

But on the other side, there is a very del-
icate button to push: American Catholi-
cism has been redefined more than any 
other Catholicism in the world by a very 
significant and intellectually important 
influx of converts (in some way similar to 
what happened in European and British 
Catholicism in the early-mid 19th century 
before Vatican I). This is something 
that it’s not easy to talk about for some 
(please note that my wife is a convert). 
This influx of converts has created a 
culture of change within Catholicism 
in the U.S. that is different from other 
Catholic Churches in the world because 
it assumed that there was some kind of 
contract that had been signed by those 
who chose to leave their own Churches 
and become Catholic, and so this element 
of change brought by Pope Francis works 
in a certain way for Catholics who have 
spent their lives in the Catholic Church. 
It works differently for those who have 
become Catholic five, ten, or fifteen years 
ago. 

That article in La Civiltà Cattolica will be 
read by Church historians in twenty or 
fifty years who want to understand what 
was going on between the USA and the 
Vatican during Francis’ pontificate. The 
article is a very important signal of that 
also because it was written by the editor 
of La Civiltà Cattolica together with a 
non-Catholic Latin American theologian.

massa: I was talking to one of my 
Roman spies. I said what’s the chance 
that the Vatican knew that Spadaro was 
going to do that?  And he paused and he 
smiled and said no opera performed in 
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the Baths of Caracalla is more choreo-
graphed than the editorials of La Civiltà 
Cattolica, so he said I would find it truly 
astonishing to believe that the people in 
the Vatican didn’t know this was coming 
and approved it, so they were mouthing 
things that I think made a lot of people 
– especially a lot of these conservative 
converts from Protestantism – extremely 
nervous.

faggioli:  Sure. And they wrote about 
it. I mean, to be very transparent, it’s not 
a conspiracy theory. La Civiltà Cattolica 
is now published in other languages 
(including English), so that was a very 
public position of Rome vis-à-vis the 
Church in the USA, but also to the rest of 
the global Catholic Church. 




