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PART 1: THE POPE AS I KNOW HIM 

1. A very different Pope 

The Sensation that occurred in Lund – a Pope opens 
the Reformation Year 

Next Reformation Day, October 31, 2016, the Pope will open the Refor-
mation commemorative year in the almost 1,000 year old cathedral in 
Lund, Sweden along with the President of the Lutheran World Federation 
(LWF), the Bishop of Jerusalem Munib A. Younan, and the LWF Secretary 
General Martin Junge from Brazil. Lund is the location where the Lutheran 
World Federation was founded in 1947. The World Evangelical Alliance 
(WEA) Secretary General and I will also participate. The Pope notified us 
strictly confidentially on June 24, 2014, and it has been publicly known 
since the beginning of the year. What would Luther think about a pope 
who would commemorate him 500 years after the Reformation, a pope 
who is perhaps like the one Luther wished for in Rome in 1517? And what 
would have happened if such a pope had done away with the corruption 
and the tarnish between religion, power, and money in Rome? 

Pope Benedict’s visit to Luther’s church in Erfurt on September 23, 2011 
surely belongs here as background. At the same time, Benedict acknowl-
edged the essential question in his address before Protestant church rep-
resentatives. That central question of the Christian faith is: “How does one 
find a gracious God?” Lund, however, goes even a significant step further. 
There is a joint Catholic-Lutheran liturgy of the word, which by all ac-
counts should also be utilized in Germany at ecumenical events. Also, 
given ‘Lund,’ the definition worked out by the Pontifical Council for Pro-
moting Christian Unity and the Lutheran World Federation in the 1999 
Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification has been greatly enno-
bled. 

I have often met with Bishop Younan, the highest representative of Lu-
therans throughout the world. He led the negotiations and is the individ-
ual who will be the counterpart to the Pope in Lund. Never have I spent 
more time with Bishop Younan as during the days surrounding the induc-
tion of the Pope. On the day prior to the induction, we were picked up to-
gether at Rome’s Fiumicino Airport by the Pontifical Council for 
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Promoting Christian Unity. Just as the car was about to be driven away 
with us in the back, all roads were blocked. German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel had just landed and had priority. In a long discussion, I was able to 
convey to Bishop Younan, who is Palestinian, that widespread Zionism 
among American Evangelicalism does not reflect the stance of the majority 
of Evangelicals, in Europe just as little as in the Global South.  

 
Photo 1: Papal audience with ecumenical guests two days after the Pope’s induction; 

Bishop Munib A. Younan is to the far right in front the President of the  
Lutheran World Federation 

On the day after the induction, it rained. Bishop Younan, whose doctor 
prescribed long daily walks, asked me to carry his umbrella. Thus, we 
walked through the streets of Rome and discussed what effects the Pope’s 
new attitude would have on ecumenism and the stance towards the doc-
trine of justification. It was clear to both of us that this Pope was going to 
open a new chapter with respect to Catholic-Protestant and Catholic-Evan-
gelical relationships, indeed that a new chapter would start for the 
Protestant-Evangelical relationship. We knew all too well what the Pope 
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had done in Argentina before his selection as Pope and knew what he had 
set in motion in the first weeks after his selection as pope. We surely could 
not have imagined ‘Lund’ at all at that time. It was not until a year later 
that the Pope spoke about it with us for the first time. And it was yet an-
other year after that when he reached an official agreement with the Lu-
theran World Federation. 

Many were disappointed that the Pope never reacted to the invitation 
from the Chairman of the Council of the in Germany, Nikolaus Schneider, 
to come to Wittenberg for Reformation year 2017 or at least to come to 
Germany. However, one has to understand the following: 1) The counter-
part to the Vatican is the Lutheran World Federation, not national Lu-
theran churches; 2) Schneider, in his position as head of the in Germany 
(Evangelische Kirche in Deutschland, or EKD), perhaps too much embodied 
the so-called EKD paper on the family. That paper on the family called for, 
in addition to marriage, other forms of sexual union to be introduced as 
equivalents. This did not encounter much requited love in Rome; and 3) 
the Pope planned to open the2016 Reformation year and not to end it on 
the actual 500th anniversary on Reformation Day 2017 – which was the in-
vitation from Germany. And yet, it is not to be completely excluded that 
he still come to Germany. He loves the country well enough to do so.  

 
Photo 2: At a World Council of Churches (WCC) event – pointing to Jesus  

to the right, next to me, are Bishop Younan and  
the Secretary General of the WCC, Olav Tveit 
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A new Era already began on the Balcony 

In 2012 the Archbishop of Buenos Aires, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, announced 
that during retirement he wanted to complete the dissertation he had 
worked on in Germany but had to break off a quarter of a century earlier 
in 1986. Nothing came of this retirement plan . . . 

On February 11, 2013, the Rector of the Cathedral of Buenos Aires, 
Alejandro Russo, stated upon his departure for the papal selection (“con-
clave”) in Rome that he could imagine Bergoglio being selected as pope. 
Bergoglio responded that that would be impossible. After all, he was 76 
years old and had just submitted notice of his retirement.1 

32 days later, on March 13, 2013 at 8:10 p.m., my paternal friend, Cardi-
nal Jean Louis Tauran, whom I will introduce later in more detail, came out 
on the balcony of St. Peter’s Cathedral and announced at 8:12 p.m. to hun-
dreds of thousands of people there and millions who were watching the 
live broadcast: “Cardinalem Bergoglio qui sibi nomen Franciscum”, had 
been selected: “Cardinal Bergoglio, who has taken the name Francis.” 

The new Pope came out on the balcony at 8:22 p.m. His appearance 
alone made it clear to insiders that a new era had begun in the Vatican. 
This is due to the fact that most suggestively baroque hallmarks of a newly 
selected pope were missing. “While the newly selected Benedict XVI 
boasted a cape made of red velvet (mozetta), there was only a white robe 
(soutane). The broad brocade laden stole and the golden pectoral cross 
used in 2005 were missing. Instead, Jorge Mario Bergoglio wore a white 
abdominal belt (zingulum) and the metal pectoral cross which he wore as 
the auxiliary bishop in Buenos Aires.”2 From that time forward, the metal 
cross has been seen on thousands of papal photos around the world. 

Then he greeted the mass of people with the ‘unpapal’ first words 
“buona sera” (“good evening”). Seldom had a simple greeting such a sym-
bolic effect. In front of 200,000 waiting believers before St. Peter’s Cathe-
dral and hundreds of millions of people watching television or via the in-
ternet, freshly chosen Pope Francis behaved like a – how should one 
describe it? – “normal” person, friendly, modest, humble, and knowing 
that without God’s help he would be lost. 

Then, to the surprise of everyone, the gist of the expected blessing spo-
ken by the new Pope, “Urbi et Orbi” (“for the city and the world,” meaning 
the city of Rome), was: Before I bless you as bishop, I ask all of you to pray 

                                             
1 Piqué. Francis, 5. 
2 http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-pa

pst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html.  

http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-papst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html
http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-papst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html
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to God that he blesses me and protects me from error. What no one noticed 
yet is something which has become a permanent condition: Francis con-
sistently refers to himself as the bishop of Rome and not as the Pope or the 
head of the Catholic Church. From that very hour onward, he even banned 
all elevated titles for himself as Pope from the title pages and removed to 
the reverse side of the title page in official papal annals. 

My first Comments on the Day of the Selection of Pope 
Francis 

“Habemus Latino!”3 

Pro-Medienmagazin (publication translation: Pro Media Magazine), 
March 13, 2013 

“Viva il papa” – “long live the Pope” cheered thousands of believers 
while they waved their flags on brightly lit St. Peter’s Square. After four 
unsuccessful ballots and the corresponding black smoke associated with 
that, the time had finally come at 7 p.m.: There was white smoke. The 
vote had been accepted, and there was a new Pope. And yet, the frenetic 
crowd had to wait over an hour to find out just who it was that they were 
cheering for. Around 8:15 p.m., the Protodeacon Jean-Louis Tauran cer-
emoniously proclaimed: “. . . I announce news of great joy to you: We 
have a Pope! . . .” 

As a first reaction, the head of the Theological Commission of the 
World Evangelical Alliance, Thomas Schirrmacher, declared: “With the 
decision for a non-European, the Catholic Church has unmistakably ac-
cepted and made clear that the center of gravity of global Christianity 
has migrated to the Global South. It is astonishing that a bishop of the 
poor was chosen, who as a Jesuit should be viewed more as an insider tip 
from the liberal wing and who with the name taken as Pope makes his 
vow to poverty a permanent policy.” 

Schirrmacher himself has “come to know him as a modest man who 
uses public transportation and in his home country had neither a chauf-
feur nor a palace.” With that said, difficult times might be ahead for 
members of the Curia who might tolerate unprincipled financial activi-
ties.” Schirrmacher proceeds on the assumption that the new Pope will 
make more of an issue of social questions . . . 

                                             
3 http://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/gesellschaft/detailansicht/aktuell/habemus-

latino-80334/, March 13, 2013. 

http://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/gesellschaft/detailansicht/aktuell/habemus-latino-80334/
http://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/gesellschaft/detailansicht/aktuell/habemus-latino-80334/


12 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

The first official Act by the Pope: Paying for his Hotel 
Stay 

What was the first official act by the new Pope? Paying his hotel bill! 24 
hours after his election, Francis paid for his hotel room at ‘Domus Interna-
tionalis Paulus VI’ on Via della Scrofa, where priests visiting Rome stay, and 
took the few items he had in the room. He had stayed there prior to the 
conclave. ‘Domus Internationalis Paulus VI’ is near the world famous Pan-
theon. In addition, he wanted to thank the personnel. I know from first-
hand experience how extremely attentive and ready to help the personnel 
is. He did not allow anything to prevent him from doing this. That the Pope 
now has people who could take care of this for him does not interest the 
Pope. Thus, one sees what transpired as the Pope spoke with the employees 
at the reception counter on what is to my knowledge the only photograph 
of what occurred. An entourage of cardinals and bishops had come along 
and stood there as if an army of support was needed to pay the hotel bill.  

 
Photo 3: Pope Francis pays his bill at the pension. 

Only insiders know this now: Paying his hotel bill was and is not just a 
whim, nor is it stubbornness, nor is it a media circus. This is the man who 
as archbishop and cardinal carried himself in precisely the same manner. 
He did not live in the palace of the archbishop. Rather, he lived in a small 
apartment, had his chauffeur do other tasks, took the subway everyday, 
and knew the poor districts of the giant city of Buenos Aires inside out. 
And he is not thinking of changing that in Rome.  
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What could be viewed on the day after his selection as a publicity stunt, 
has not changed up to the present day. Everyone who works for the Pope 
has to count on the Pope’s wanting to do the simplest thing himself. He is 
a modest man who is there for the simplest people just as much as he is 
there for the greatest the world has to offer, and he is someone who se-
cures a private life for himself in the middle of holding one of the most 
hectic offices in the world. 

I have often spent the night in Domus Internationalis Paul VI, among 
other times for a period of three weeks during the 2012 Synod at the Vati-
can, even in the room in which the Pope stayed. When pictures went 
around the world that the Pope had dropped in to pay his bill and to thank 
the personnel, I was able to picture everything. 

The Domus is conveniently located between the Vatican and forums of 
antiquity which can be reached by foot. Diagonally opposite from the Do-
mus there is the best cappuccino in Rome, at least as far as my taste is con-
cerned. If you leave the Domus and go 100 meters to the right, you have 
the choice of where you want to spend the evening on Rome’s streets. If 
you go to the left down a narrow street, you come to the square in front of 
the Pantheon. It is simply a dream just to sit on the side of the street. If you 
go to the right, then after numerous turns you are at Piazza Navona. 
Whether you want to take a seat there depends on whether there are a 
hundred sales stands set up, or if a fair of some sort is taking place, or 
whether some other event is on at the moment. It is fascinating to think 
that the homes and churches are standing exactly at the place of the en-
closing walls of the stadium, the Romans’ race course, and that the square 
now precisely corresponds to a race course approximately 1,500 years af-
ter it was last used during the time of the late Roman Empire. There is no 
place I have more frequently or more enjoyed meeting for interviews with 
members of the Italian and Catholic media. 

My biggest Faux Pas: Dressed as a Cardinal 

I make a personal connection between the Domus Internationalis Paulus 
VI and one of the oddest incidents I have ever experienced, indeed perhaps 
the biggest faux pas I have ever committed. It was the first time I had been 
invited to a papal mass with a group of ecumenical guests. We went into 
St. Peter’s Cathedral through a rear entrance, and in the midst of the chaos 
I lost the members of my group. They had all sorts of different liturgical 
vestments and head coverings on since most of them came from Orthodox 
and Oriental churches. As I was rather inexperienced at the time, I took a 
group of individuals with such vestments and head coverings to be my 



14 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

group. Today I know them to be patriarchs and bishops from the Eastern 
Church in fellowship with Rome, who in contrast to Roman Catholic cardi-
nals bring their own church attire with them. A nun gave me a green vest-
ment like the men standing around me. I was not able to communicate 
with her thanks to the Italian she was speaking at such a quick pace. In the 
end, there I was, standing in a long line of men wearing green, a bit per-
plexed, preparing to walk outside of St. Peter’s Cathedral. It was a group of 
Roman Catholic cardinals and bishops! Fortunately, the Master of Papal Li-
turgical Celebrations discovered the slip-up and fished me out of the 
group. He helped me take off the robe and led me out to my place. He had 
noticed that I did not have a bishop’s mitre since each bishop brings his 
own mitre with him from home while garments are provided by the Vati-
can. In the end, I could have been arrested for unauthorized assumption of 
authority! 

Every time I am at Domus Internationalis Paulus VI and see my friend 
again, we break out in laughter. He has told me that he had experienced a 
lot of crazy things in his job, but a flabbergasted Protestant dressed as a car-
dinal in St. Peter’s Cathedral goes beyond everything else he had ever seen. 

 
Photo 4: Wrongly clothed; also visible are tables in St. Peter’s Cathedral  

where others are being provided with vestments  
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Persona non grata among the Jesuits 

The Domus Internationalis Paulus VI is, however, also a sign for how diffi-
cult the Pope use to have things. Actually, as a Jesuit, the Pope should have 
spent nights at the “casa generalizia,” the headquarters of the Jesuits on a 
street named “Borgo Santo Spirito.”  

I have spent many nights in the Jesuit quarter. One leaves St. Peter’s 
Cathedral to the rights via a small street and is quickly on Italian soil. There 
one finds to the right side an enormous iron-barred gate, behind which 
some premises of the Vatican begin. One street leads between long rows of 
houses of Jesuits – a small city in itself – up to the main entrance. Only the 
rooftop garden is worth seeing. If one goes along the rooftop garden for 
about one-half of a kilometer, St. Peter’s Cathedral and St. Peter’s Square 
lie at the end. Only from the terrace of Urbaniana University does one find 
as captivating a view.  

 
Photo 5: View of St. Peter’s Cathedral from the Jesuits’ garden terrace  

And yet, although it is the first time that a Jesuit was chosen as the Pope, 
in the Jesuit’s main quarter, only a few meters from St. Peter’s Square, one 
finds no one rejoicing. This is due to the fact that Bergoglio was a persona 
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non grata there and for his part did not have anything positive to say about 
the Jesuits. Indeed, by all accounts, Bergoglio was forbidden from spending 
the night in any of the Jesuit buildings. In Argentina he had been dismissed 
as head and then director of the large Jesuit school of theology near Bue-
nos Aires and in the end, from 1990 to 1992, was sent into Jesuit exile in 
Cordoba. This included a prohibition against publicly celebrating mass. If 
the Archbishop of Buenos Aires had not gotten him out of there and made 
him auxiliary bishop, he would have stagnated there until the end of his 
life as the Jesuits had wished. It is no wonder that the Pope preferred the 
Domus Internationalis Paul VI to the Jesuits’ main quarter. 

A modest Character despite repeatedly setting new 
Records 

In 1995, Pope John Paul II held the largest single event in world history in 
Manila, a mass with 4 million participants. 6 million or more participants. 
At the beginning of 2015, Francis broke that world record in the same city 
when, in spite of the rain, 6 million or more participated in a mass. The 
Pope unceremoniously donned the same yellow transparent poncho 
which had been distributed to everyone else, and the pictures went around 
the world. Would there have been even more people if it had not rained? 

And still this man – I say this based on my own observations in com-
pletely different situations – is modest, humble, and is an individual who 
prefers personal conversations. Indeed, he is a full-blooded politician. In-
deed, he is a born leader and capable of his office. He can withstand enor-
mous pressure from his surroundings. And still, in a certain sense, he has 
deep down remained a “small” priest and pastor who takes care of his own 
individual sheep. In any event, this is precisely how he described it in a 
question and answer session in a Lutheran church in Rome. He personally 
suffers when he hears about the persecution of Christians just like he does 
when he hears about corruption in the Vatican or about sexual abuse of 
children by priests. I have seen a report about a persecuted family bring 
tears to his eyes. 

I have never experienced that his being covered up by crowds – at least 
two times per week – has changed anything about that. Everywhere he is, he 
breaks records set by Pope John Paul II. And Pope John Paul II made specifical 
efforts to work large crowds and was continually on world tour. Francis, on 
the other hand, does not do anything to get these results. Francis often flouts 
organization and set plans and rules. And yet, on account of their magnitude, 
Wednesday audiences require more planning efforts than ever. 
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I was in Rome during the so-called “four Pope mass.” This was when 
Pope Francis, in the presence of Pope Benedict, canonized two of his pre-
decessors. This is not an event that is particularly tailored for Protestants. 
I was in Rome anyway since I had held a guest lecture at the Pontifical Uni-
versity of the Holy Cross the day before. I simply had to experience the 
chaos that 3 million people participating in a mass would release in Rome, 
a city used to throngs of people for mass, and the organizational effort that 
it would call for. Furthermore, there were additional throngs of people in 
the city who had not even set out for St. Peter’s Cathedral. 

The Pope outdid everything when he drove across St. Peter’s Square up 
to the border with Italy. Everything was blocked off there, and all prede-
cessors had always remained in St. Peter’s Basilica on Vatican territory af-
ter mass. And yet, Francis wanted to go deeper into the mass of people. 
Diplomatic complications or not, he was finally allowed, and he slowly 
drove along the long street Via della Conciliazone into Rome in order to 
greet the people. It was impossible to turn around at the end at Engelsburg 
where the masses of people ended. Thus, the Pope, without further ado, 
had his Popemobile driven along the Tiber in normal traffic and returned 
in a long extended arc back to a side entrance to the Vatican and waved at 
the perplexed Romans who waited with him at red lights. 

Is an Evangelical allowed to praise the Character of a 
Pope? 

Back to the character of the pope. Francis is admirably free from prejudice 
and from thoughts of revenge over against those who earlier wished him 
ill or who, since 2013, are against his renewal plans. We will see later that 
like no pope before him he allows an enormous range of opinions among 
all those responsible in the Vatican. 

I openly admit that I admire the pope, as an individual who personally 
interacts with me and others as well as the person who is the politician 
cleaning things up in the Vatican and in the Catholic Church around the 
world. May an Evangelical behave in this manner? Directed at my Evangel-
ical critics – to differentiate between the Pope’s impressive personality 
and his personal theological positions, on the one hand, and the official 
church positions held by the Catholic Church, on the other hand. While I 
have made positive statements regarding his character, his demeanor, and 
our friendly solidarity, I of course do not share every belief and least of all 
not every Catholic teaching over the past 150 years – and he does not do 
that either! In addition, he is indeed the Pope, who in discussions 
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continually poses question after question. When in discussion, he is more 
interested to hear others’ assessments than to give a lecture.  

Originally I thought the following: I can only be understood wrongly by 
writing this book. Where otherwise as a scholar and teacher I am accus-
tomed to weighing an idea over the course of pages and to cite all ifs and 
buts in sprawled out footnotes, here I have in many cases not tried to say 
everything here. It will come across to many a Catholic as too much criti-
cism of Catholic theology, but it is precisely in Germany there many Cath-
olics have charged me with having too rosy a picture of the Pope. For many 
of my Evangelical friends, it is enough when I report that I have prayed 
alone with the Pope or in small groups with him. “Praying together” is very 
Evangelical – but with the Pope there, that’s really a no-go! 

 
Photo 6: Blessing each other (2014) 
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It might bother liberal Evangelicals as well as Catholic Christians that I 
speak openly that Pope Francis can get along better with conservative 
Protestants than with Evangelicals of a more liberal bent. One just needs 
to understand the following: After Evangelicals have long had the feeling 
that one-half a billion Christians had somehow had to sit at a side table of 
the churches, the new start and its related easing attitude bring a sigh of 
relief. Furthermore – and I will comment on this further below – since 2006 
when the World Council of Churches (WCC) approached the World Evan-
gelical Alliance and expressed a desire to cooperate, mostly without ex-
pecting anything in return, we have been openly and honestly discussing 
theological positions while being able to jointly fight for peace and justice 
in the world. That fact that the five most important WCC and WEA leaders 
meet in Geneva for annual strategy discussions, in addition to the actions 
of the Pope, have ended the feeling of sitting at a side table. This, however, 
has long since not made good press copy. 

For instance, I participate in the WCC’s Commission for Faith and Or-
der, which in a certain sense is a theological commission of the WCC and 
the only branch of the WCC to which the Catholic Church also belongs. 
Evangelical theology should have been present at the table long ago – in 
light of the thousands of theological training facilities, top theologians, 
and number of specialist theological books appearing annually. That it is 
nowadays possible is thanks to the broad-mindedness of the WCC. 

Perhaps this is also the place to briefly address how I actually grew into 
my present function as a moderator for Intrafaith and Interfaith Relations. 
I first became involved in the topic when I translated The Evangelical-Ro-
man Catholic Dialogue on Mission (ERCDOM, 1977-1984) into German. 
However, it was above all my participation in the fight against the perse-
cution of Christians around the world which brought me together with Ro-
man Catholic Church leaders around the world and also allowed me to get 
to know the Catholic Church from the inside. 

Thus, my actual topic is the increasing persecution of Christians 
around the world and, more comprehensively, the infringement on reli-
gious freedom around the world, academically as well as practically in pol-
itics and the church. It is this engagement that has led me into contact with 
the heads of almost all churches and denominations. Also, for the sake of 
persecuted Christians, I overcame my earlier prejudices and have visited 
church leaders which I condemned earlier, and I did this long before I had 
worked through everything in a theologically sound way. 

What followed after that was a period of time of five years of life-chang-
ing work between the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, and the 
World Evangelical Alliance from 2006 to 2011. This climaxed in the 
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publication of a document entitled Christian Witness is a Multi-Religious 
World. I will say more to that story below in connection with Pope Benedict.  

No One controls the Pope and his private Life 

So let us return to Pope Francis’ character. Francis is very personal, very pri-
vate, very headstrong, and one should not be mistaken: He is also very orga-
nized, forward-thinking, and methodical, and he does not put any plans into 
practice without having first thought them through well and having first 
sought a great deal counsel.4 He has spent his entire life organizing himself 
and has tried to continue to do that despite holding the office as Pope and in 
spite of the many assistants who live around him and work for him. 

The idea of privacy, indeed confidentiality, is strengthened by the fact 
that the Pope constitutionally has a very quiet voice, and one has to get 
close to him if he is to be understood without a microphone. This even 
applies to his official addresses. “Pope Francis has a quiet voice. From a 
linguistic point of view, to follow him directly takes some getting accus-
tomed to at first, and it might never become all too easy to do. . . . While 
Pope Benedict XVI held precisely to his preaching texts, Pope Francis likes 
to improvise and be spontaneous. The disadvantage is that journalists who 
read the text in the case of a direct broadcast frequently do not notice the 
additions or, on account of the surprise, are not able to translate sponta-
neously on their own. The translations are first able to be published on the 
official Vatican website after some delay, which allows time to incorporate 
the spontaneous parts of the sermon.”5 

While in the case of predecessors it appeared that their days were com-
pletely determined by others, and it was not possible to get by them to 
have contact with the pope, Francis keeps control of parts of many days 
himself, often demolishes the planning and spreads responsibility among 
different persons. The result is that no single individual has the entire pic-
ture or can determine everything that happens. 

He gets up at 4:15 a.m. In addition to his morning routine, Bible reading 
and prayer, he calls old friends. He also makes calls to others who are sur-
prised to have the Pope on the other end. Finally, morning mass takes 

                                             
4 Also according to Piqué. Francis, 1. 
5 „Der Teufel kommt oft als Engel verkleidet, heimtückisch“ – Die Spontaneität von 

Papst Franziskus (The devil often comes maliciously disguised as an angel – The 
Spontaneity of Pope Francis). March 25, 2013. http://www.katholisches.info/
2013/03/25/der-teufel-kommt-oft-als-engel-verkleidet-heimtuckisch-die-sponta
neitat-von-papst-franziskus/. 

http://www.katholisches.info/2013/03/25/der-teufel-kommt-oft-als-engel-verkleidet-heimtuckisch-die-spontaneitat-von-papst-franziskus/
http://www.katholisches.info/2013/03/25/der-teufel-kommt-oft-als-engel-verkleidet-heimtuckisch-die-spontaneitat-von-papst-franziskus/
http://www.katholisches.info/2013/03/25/der-teufel-kommt-oft-als-engel-verkleidet-heimtuckisch-die-spontaneitat-von-papst-franziskus/
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place in the hotel’s small chapel followed by breakfast. It is not until after 
that that the Pope is at the disposal of the ‘Vatican machinery.’ Further-
more, he sometimes takes the afternoon ‘off’ in order to catch up on cer-
tain things. Moreover, he is able to make calls to Argentina due to the time 
difference.  

 
Photo 7: Pope Francis enters the Domus Sanctae Marthae,  
the guest house in the Vatican, where he himself also lives. 

No one should think I am divulging things which are too confidential. 
There are a lot of things I cannot and do not want to talk about in this book 
because they have to do with confidential conversations or subject mat-
ters, be it because there have been certain charges – regarding corruption 
in the Vatican, for instance – that have not yet been legally confirmed. 
Perhaps there are some things I can say more to in a couple of years. 



22 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

Domus Sanctae Marthae: A Guesthouse replaces Co-
lossal Palace 

For the public, the character of the form of Francis’ administration is in-
separably linked to the fact that on the day after his selection he decided 
not to move into the enormous papal palace. Rather, he remained in room 
201 in which the newly elected pope traditionally changes his new cloth 
and stays in for one night directly after being selected. Newly selected 
popes perhaps stay a bit longer until their rooms have been prepared. This 
time, however, things were different: “For the time being, the windows in 
the first floor of the Apostolic Palace in the Vatican remain dark. Pope 
Francis does not want to move into the building complex which Antonio 
da Sangallo constructed between 1508 and 1519 next to St. Peter’s Cathe-
dral for Peter’s successors. Significant artist princes furnished the resi-
dence at the grave of the apostle prince.”6 

The papal palace was constructed before the Reformation by a number 
of wasteful and immoral popes. Can a pope who wants to eradicate immo-
rality and corruption in the Vatican be blamed for viewing the palace with 
very mixed feelings? 

Just to give one example: The gold on the ceiling of the papal palace 
comes from the first gold that Christopher Columbus sent from the New 
World back to the royal house of Spain and which the royal house in turn 
donated to the Church. Can a pope from Latin America be blamed for hav-
ing mixed feelings about setting foot in a stone memorial commemorating 
the exploitation of a continent? 

However, it is no longer dignified corridors and rooms which impress 
visitors, or even intimidate them, but rather the charm of a doctor’s wait-
ing room! 

I stayed in Domus Sanctae Marthae in April 2011 (or the Santa Martha 
House, the house of Holy Martha, meaning Mary’s sister). It is a guesthouse 
actually intended for cardinals involved in the papal vote (“conclave”). 
John Paul II had had compassion on cardinals between the ages of 60 and 
80 for the ordeal imposed on them by the papal vote. It used to be that 
intentionally cramped conditions and poor overnight accommodations 
were to force the cardinals to voluntarily come to a quick resolution and 
not to negotiate for weeks or even months. 

I found that the amenities were rather sparse, in particular for men be-
yond retirement age, even if it is surely a vast improvement when com-
                                             
6 http://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article114833541/Der-Apostolische-

Palast-bleibt-dunkel.html. 

http://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article114833541/Der-Apostolische-Palast-bleibt-dunkel.html
http://www.welt.de/debatte/kommentare/article114833541/Der-Apostolische-Palast-bleibt-dunkel.html


1. A very different Pope 23 

pared with the cots used for earlier conclaves. In any event, I received a 
good impression of how simply Pope Francis lives. That would also apply, 
by the way, to his possessions. If he were to have many possessions, such 
as books and memorabilia, there is no room for all of that. 

I was once almost arrested by the Vatican police (gendarmerie) in the 
Domus Sanctae Marthae. I had met there with a cardinal and was subse-
quently in the basement level washing my hands. When I came up the stairs, 
the elevator doors happened to open and the Pope came out. He came up to 
me and we were briefly talking about a future meeting we had planned. In 
the meantime, I noticed that policemen were coming nearer from two sides. 
The conversation had hardly ended when two policemen took me by the 
arms, led me to the door and began questioning me. I did not understand 
the fast and excitedly spoken Italian. I therefore called for two German-
speaking Swiss Guards who explained to me that I was not on the list of the 
Pope’s discussion partners and that I could have made myself punishable. I 
explained that I had not had a conversation with the Pope but that the Pope 
had addressed me. And I said that from what I knew about the Pope, it 
seemed like that happened often. The Swiss Guards then began to explain 
that I was often there and that the Pope often spoke with me, and, if need 
be, they could go get the Holy Father. In the end, the police let me go. For-
tunately, I was in the Vatican. In Germany, the army (which corresponds to 
the Swiss Guard) would not have had such an easy time of freeing me from 
the hands of the police (the Vatican Gendarmerie). Furthermore, every-
thing that happens in the smallest country on earth, which has somewhat 
more than 800 inhabitants, happens in a more personal manner.  

I can imagine that the behavior of the Pope often makes people work-
ing with him sweat. I admire the head of the papal household, who is sim-
ultaneously still Pope Benedict XVI’s personal secretary, Archbishop 
Georg Gänswein, who remains calm no matter what arises. On the other 
hand, the Pope is not the first boss in history who is unusual. 

When standing on St. Peter’s Square and looking in the direction of St. 
Peter’s Basilica, one can very easily note the difference. The papal palace 
is on the right side. It is shielded from everything and separated from eve-
rything by St. Peter’s Basilica, which lies to the left. Also on the left, next 
to St. Peter’s Basilica, are (from back to front) the administrative building, 
Domus Sanctae Marthae, the Pope’s audience hall, above that the synod 
hall, and in front of that the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. 
And if one turns around and follows the line on the left, one sees, partly on 
extra-territorial soil of the Vatican and partly on Italian soil, the main 
buildings of the pontifical councils and financial administration, while be-
hind that are the Jesuit quarter and the Pontifical Urbaniana University.  
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Photo 8: Late-night chat with on-duty Swiss Guards  

after a visit to Domus Sanctae Marthae in December 2015 

All popes prior to Francis were thus shielded from the real happenings of 
their governments. The pope could neither stray from the right to the left 
side if there was no official appointment – as a general rule, Pope Benedict 
was driven there with an official car – nor could an employee simply com-
municate something confidential to the Pope. 

Everything is different now. The Pope lives to the left in the middle of 
everything that is happening. He often just appears unannounced. He eats 
in the cafeteria where all employees can eat. Whoever wants to tell him 
something in a confidential manner can simply sit down with him at the 
table or use a coffee break to do so. No one can any longer say where the 
Pope has received certain information (e.g., where this or that prelate has 
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an Italian sports car parked). Indeed, the Pope has picked up on things 
which were spoken about at a neighboring table. 

This is also the only way that the Pope can get beyond the hierarchy in 
order to call the shots himself. If he used to have a question on certain 
aspects of Buddhism, he would go from the president of the Pontifical 
Council for Inter-religious Dialogue via the secretary and under secretary 
to the responsible specialist. That individual’s report would then make its 
way upward and go from the president to the Pope. Nowadays, the Pope 
calls the specialist himself and might just say: “Can you maybe come over 
quickly.” The poor fellow has to then see to it that he can explain whatever 
it is to his boss. 

In my opinion, that is also the secret surrounding Francis’ ecumenical 
relationships. For the first time, one can simply chat with a pope, just as I 
do as a matter of course with other church leaders. A lot can be accom-
plished with the Pope during a coffee break nowadays! It used to be that 
one had to have a topic, an agenda. Most things were formulated in ad-
vance, and during the meeting one could not deviate from the topic. Also, 
an army of personnel bustled about and watched out for protocol issues. 
Nowadays the Pope says: “Let’s put the agenda aside and have everyone 
say what is weighing on him most at the moment.” Or he might want to 
just hear some ideas about how to get the Bible to people or how to better 
enter into dialogue with Muslim theologians. Such informal conversations 
serve to move relationships forward in giant steps. 

By the way, my own experience also applies to conversations cardinals 
have with the Pope. Those who are more intimately familiar with the Pope 
often speak with him alone and often unannounced. That also used to be 
different. Cardinals themselves had to be registered, and there were prac-
tically always papal staff members there. The following is also noteworthy: 
In pictures of the Pope with his new council of eight cardinals, there are 
no other staff members to be seen. Incidentally: Among these eight cardi-
nals, only one is a Cardinal of the Roman Curia! 

Francis at Home alone – The Warden at Sanctae 
Marthae 

This is the setting: We are sitting with several people at dinner in a hotel 
near the Vatican because we are going to speak with the Pope the next 
morning. The phone rings. As a joke, I say: “Quiet, it’s the Pope.” It truly 
was the Pope, and he asked whether everything was all right on our side, 
whether our accommodations were adequate and whether we were still on 
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schedule to meet him at the originally planned time. And then came the 
unforgettable: “Is there anything else I can do for you?” It was like some-
one who had invited his friends into his home and wanted to be sure that 
everything was all right. It was as if there was no entry control, no Italian 
or Vatican police, no Swiss Guards, no administration, and above all, as if 
he otherwise did not have a lot to do. 

 
Photo 9: Entry hall at Domus Sanctae Marthae, December 2015 

What I just described continued when we met. The intention was that 
there were to be six of us. However, we were supposed to and allowed to 
bring the other twelve individuals who were with us, advisers and wives, 
from Domus Sanctae Marthae. The Pope came alone into the waiting room 
and greeted us individually, made a few jokes, and confirmed that every-
one was well taken care of. It was only after this occurred that we went 
into a very simple adjacent room, still with no one else besides an inter-
preter. Since we were able to translate everything ourselves, he also sent 
the interpreter away after some time. 

At the end, he went back into the room where the others were waiting, 
again spoke with each person individually and asked who would like a pho-
tograph. Each person who wanted one put his cell phone on the table. He 
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then called a bodyguard who took each individual’s cell phone one after 
the other and took a picture of each individual with Francis as a memento. 
Finally, he asked all of us to dinner. In the course of this, there was no par-
ticular seating order, indeed, it was not even clear where Francis was sup-
posed to sit. Instead, we all thought about who might best sit where. Dur-
ing the meal, it came to Francis’ attention that his counterpart had run out 
of water. He simply took the bottle of water himself and served – com-
pletely playing the part of a good host. 

 
Photo 10: Chatting in the entry of Domus Sanctae Marthae  

with Pope Francis and Bishop Tony Palmer in mid-2014 

By the way, what is also typical is the following: On all of these photos, 
Pope Francis is standing under a picture of his predecessor and not under 
a picture of himself! There are a number of places in the Vatican where 
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Francis left pictures of Benedict hanging next to his own and, without most 
people noticing, he prefers to put his picture under that of Pope Benedict. 
I saw this in the case of many photos. That comes to the attention of many 
only when it is pointed out. This is documented by photo 58, p. 173.  

When our time together ended, the Pope stood at the door of the room 
at the light switch, waiting until everyone went out. He turned off the light 
and closed the door. Then at the end of it all, I stood at the front door with 
Tony Palmer and the Pope for an extended period of time. We continued 
in conversation because the Pope had asked everyone who needed to go to 
the restroom and was waiting until the last person returned. It was as if 
our host had invited us out to his holiday home.  

The US Embassy is busy . . . 

All of that would be almost normal for a retired person approaching 80 
who decides to invite his old friends over. However, we are talking about 
an individual who would be counted among the dozen individuals in the 
world who are most on the go and whose workload would take one’s breath 
away just looking at a weekly or daily plan on a piece of paper. The Pope is 
a head of state, head of a world religion, head of by far the oldest and larg-
est organization in the world, the boss of an enormous number of employ-
ees around the world, a leader from whom regularly new books, almost 
daily pivotal talks and other contributions are expected, and who is per-
haps the most sought after discussions partner in the world by the great 
and the lowly. 

I remember recently asking the US Ambassador to the Vatican whether 
he would not rather trade with his colleague who is responsible for Italy, 
which would make his life calmer. He laughed but confirmed that he and 
his employees had a lot more to do than his colleagues in the US Embassy 
to Italy. They have little to do with things such as issuing visas, but since 
the Vatican is involved in almost every political problem around the world, 
and almost every day another country is a topic, the US Ambassador to the 
Vatican is at the Vatican almost every day. 

Annette Schavan, whom I visited in the magnificent German Embassy 
for breakfast during the course of the Synod on the Family, confirmed that 
many a journalist actually believes that Ms. Schavan had taken up a retire-
ment post and was taken care of. There are surely more cozy spots. In or-
der to be successful, what is required is an experienced politician who is 
willing and prepared to work intensely and who is interested in all global 
topics. Germany can be pleased to be so competently represented in the 
Vatican. 
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Photo 11: With (from the right) Thomas K. Johnson, WEA Ambassador to the Vatican, 

and the Cardinal/Archbishop of Nigeria, with the US Ambassador to the Holy See  
in his office in December 2015 

Always ready for papal Pranks 

If an individual gets into an elevator with the Pope in the synod hall or in 
Domus Sanctae Marthae, one is sure to hear the Pope joke as surely as one 
hears an ‘amen’ in church. 

The Pope often shows a sense of humor: I have seen how the Pope now 
and then imitates the Swiss Guards and raises his hand to his forehead. 
Initially, the guards reacted embarrassed and confused, in the meantime 
they only smirk. What often follows is a question about how the family is 
doing or a personal expression of thanks.  

Naturally, there is a complete collection of anecdotes surrounding the 
Pope, and I am simply adding some additional experiences to that. However, 
it is almost always the case that the anecdotes and jokes have a serious back-
ground. Once, the Pope came out of a worship service in Rome and was of-
fered a mug with mate tea, the national drink of Argentina. In the presence 
of the television team, a journalist asked him whether he was not worried 
that the drink could be poisoned. His answer: “How can that be? He wasn’t 
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a cardinal.” On the one hand, it is funny, and on the other hand, it is not. 
After all, high level representatives are responsible for actually all the cor-
ruption and secretive operations within the curia or at least allow it.  

The Pope generally likes joking. He often says that when he sits down 
on a chair, what he then says is not “ex cathedra.” One has the feeling that 
he laughs most at his own joke, followed by Protestants, while conserva-
tive Catholics have a difficult time with such a joke. According to Catholic 
doctrine, the pope is only infallible in his teaching when he conducts 
teaching “ex cathedra,” “from the Holy See” – meaning from the bishop’s 
chair in St. Peter’s Cathedral. Thus, a pope’s teaching authority only counts 
as infallible when a pope consciously claims his teaching authority. That is 
the reason for the Pope’s joke, that when he sits down he has to declare 
that he is not speaking infallibly.  

Now that we are already on this topic: Pope Francis always points out 
that theoretically the pope is infallible when speaking “ex cathedra.” How-
ever, he also points out that the last popes were all never infallible because 
they did not claim this “ex cathedra” authority. Indeed, the doctrine of “ex 
cathedra” papal infallibility was declared in 1870 by the First Vatican 
Council – admittedly after 60 bishops had left in order to not to have to 
vote against it and in accepting the splitting off of the Old Catholic Church 
out of the Union of Utrecht. Every day I look out of my office at their 
Bishop’s Church of Bonn, the former Jesuit church in which Beethoven 
performed as a youth. (See photo 21, p. 45 for the papal throne.) 

But back to the topic: This “infallibility” is in theory a significant stumbling 
block for ecumenical relationships, long since not only for Protestants but 
almost more so for Orthodox churches, as no less than Pope John Paul II 
himself observed. In practice, it has a rather limited significance, as Francis 
correctly realizes. In the 148 years which have transpired since 1870, it has 
only been claimed a single time. That was in 1950 when Pope Pius XII an-
nounced the physical ascension of Mary.  

Even if Francis is only making a joke about sitting in his chair, that im-
plies that the thought that he would one day announce an infallible teach-
ing is foreign to him and he therefore says so.  

Francis is not alone on this point. Pope John XXIII, who was affection-
ately called the “council Pope” because he called the Second Vatican Coun-
cil, expressly declared at the time he assumed office, for example, that he 
never wanted to make use of this right. John XXIII generally had many as-
pects of similarity with Francis. His early death during the Council pre-
vented many far-reaching reforms which he planned or had conceded to 
the Council. His successoral pope and Curia had many things from the 
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Council reversed or completely removed, for instance the abolishment and 
reformulation of indulgences.7 

A completely “normal” Person gets along best with 
completely “normal” People 

The Pope is known to go shopping himself, declines being served by nuns, 
no longer drives in a Mercedes, and does not have bodyguard protection 
everywhere. He sometimes phones and makes appointments on his own 
and thus circumvents the traditional way the Vatican operates.  

I remember a conversation at the end of one day at a synod in October 
2015. We had strolled and arrived at the exit when it struck the Pope that 
he had forgotten his paper upstairs in the synod hall. A glance into his old 
black leather attaché confirmed this. Immediately, as if spirits material-
ized, there were offers to help fetch the papers. However, he insisted on 
doing it himself. We thus took the elevator upstairs, strolled along while 
conversing, collected the papers, and went back downstairs and then in 
the direction of Domus Sanctae Marthae.  

What is striking is twofold. On the one hand, it is striking how com-
pletely “normal” and uncomplicated Francis is, just as if I, who can also be 
forgetful, had forgotten my papers. On the other hand, it is striking how 
after five years it remains so difficult for those surrounding him to come 
to grips with this new style.  

I once asked him during a long confidential discussion why there were 
no staff members around. He shot back, not mentioning issues of discre-
tion or of mistrust against his staff, of whom he often speaks with praise. 
Rather, he said: “They just want to always help me.” “Francis suffers from 
not being able to move around freely.”8 He does not want any protocol-
based shielding. Never and nowhere. 

Once there were several of us with the Pope. He had just published 
Evangelii gaudium and wanted to give every individual a copy. He looked in 
the shelves but then had to call a staff member in order to ask for copies. 
The staff member came and wanted to give them to us, but the Pope cour-
teously took them and distributed them himself. 

A lot of time had elapsed, as we had been there from the morning until 
2:30 p.m., and although no staff member had appeared, I knew that they 
were like cats on a hot tin roof asking themselves when the normal work-
load was going to be able to be addressed. I had no choice but to ask him: 
                                             
7 Schirrmacher, Indulgences, 2012. 119-125. 
8 Politi, Franziskus, 54. 
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“How much work has been left undone?” His dry answer was that there was 
always much too much to do and that this would be another long night. 

Francis was once asked why he spends so much time with normal peo-
ple. “Otherwise, I would not be able to pay the psychiatrist’s bills.”, he an-
swered. Whoever often deals with the Pope has heard this comment at 
some time in some manner and has to smile. It fits exactly. Here is a man 
who could work around the clock on account of the office he holds and 
who receives individuals who count among the most important of the im-
portant. Yet he prefers a visit to the Sant’Egidio soup kitchen in Rome over 
any official audience.  

He can also get along best with Catholic Church leaders and leaders of 
other churches in the world who treat him like a completely normal indi-
vidual.  

 
Photo 12: The Pope allows himself to be photographed up close and personal 
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He gives Everyone the Feeling that They are com-
pletely alone with Him 

That is precisely the feeling, by the way, that I have heard from many, very 
different people. One simply gets the impression of being the only person 
in the world for whom he has time and in whom he is interested. That is 
the experience of friend and foe, Catholic and non-Catholic, Christian as 
well as non-Christian, political heavyweight as well as the poorest of the 
poor. One never gets the feeling that the Pope has to quickly get on to 
something else. His environment can absolutely give that impression (and 
as a general rule there is a reason for that), but Francis continues to un-
swervingly concentrate on the person in front of him. 

 
Photo 13: At the 2015 Vatican Synod with the Secretary General of the Synod  

Cardinal Lorenzo Baldisseri (second from right) and the President of the  
Pontifical Council on the Family, Archbishop Vincenzo Paglia (far right)  

I remember one situation at the 2015 Vatican synod. The synod was timed 
in an exemplary fashion, and practically everyone held to their short al-
lotted time of three minutes to speak. It was only seldom that a break did 
not begin on time during the three week period. One time I was standing 
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at the foot of the steps up to the long podium and table where the leader-
ship of the synod sat. The Pope stood at the top ledge and spoke with us 
while the Synod fathers came in and sat down. Finally, the break ended, 
and the Pope continued to chat. I then excused myself from the conversa-
tion and went to the Secretary General of the Synod, Cardinal Lorenzo 
Baldiserri, who obviously was considering whether to interrupt the Pope 
or not. I joked: “What would the Pope do in your place.” Baldiserri an-
swered: “No idea. However, he will ask me afterwards why I didn’t inter-
rupt him.”  

In the meantime, the Pope was still chatting with his discussion partner 
as if both of them were completely alone in the room while 300 pairs of 
eyes looked on. 

When the Pope visited the Sant’Egidio soup kitchen for the first time 
on June 14, 2014, he could not refrain from serving the guests himself at 
the table. Additionally, he had previously invited all of Rome’s poor to Pi-
azza Santa Maria in Trastevere. There are regular central Sant’Egidio wor-
ship services in the church at the square which take place, a worldwide 
Catholic community which advocates ecumenism, dialogues for peace 
with all religions, and steps to fight poverty. The square and the entire 
district were packed. The Pope mixed among the masses and greeted one 
individual after another for hours, the poor, the homeless, the sick, the 
handicapped, babies, children, tourists, and many more. Politicians and 
others learn how to act in such a walkabout, above all when the cameras 
are rolling. However, there are many who find the continual smiling more 
difficult as the minutes pass and are relieved when the cameras are off. 
Pope Francis appears to be endlessly able to greet each individual and take 
them seriously. After a hundred encounters, he seems the same, as if it is 
the first encounter of the day, independent of whether the cameras are 
rolling or not. He is like a fish in water, i.e., in his element. The footage 
taken from the tower clearly demonstrate the resiliency of the old man up 
to this day. 

Each individual also senses that the Pope demonstrates respect for him 
or her as well as honoring that individual’s dignity. In 2016, the Pope said 
the following in his interview with Andrea Tornielli about a woman who 
had received support when in need several years ago: “She had come to 
thank me. I believe it had to do with the food box which we had provided 
her via Caritas. ‘Did you receive it?,’ I asked her. And she said: ‘Yes, yes, I 
want to also thank you for it. But above all I wanted to thank you for having 
never stopped respectfully calling me ‘signora.’”9 
                                             
9 Pope Francis. Namen Gottes. 83. 
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Photo 14: The Pope in the milling crowd in front of Santa Maria Trastevere in June 2014 

“Normal” Theologians 

Once I was speaking with the Pope about the chasm that is often found be-
tween, on the one hand, belief and practice in the case of churches and Chris-
tians and, on the other hand, scholarly theology. As an example, I told him 
that I always jokingly warned my students to take Paul and his letter to the 
Romans as a model and after long sections of intellectual analysis to include 
praise to God (“. . . who . . . is worthy of eternal praise! Amen.”), a prayer, or 
part of a song text. That is deeply Christian but it could arguably cost them a 
good grade. Just think about it: a dissertation where every 20 pages there is 
an enthusiastic section about God! The Pope shook with laughter. 

Francis can only do well with theology professors and full-blooded theolo-
gians when these theologians are engaged in the everyday life of the church, 
are modest, and do not spend all of their life in the circle of their colleagues 
and their scholarship. I can follow that very well: The elite arrogance of many 
an academic theologian in the ivory towers is not only unbearable. Rather, it 
is an impediment for the good news of redemption in Jesus Christ. 

Two facts have always reminded me that theology is an elementary and 
practical science. For one thing, there is my involvement in efforts having 
to do with persecuted Christians, above all in the Global South. That has re-
peatedly brought me back to reality, for no one dies for doctoral degrees 
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and footnotes. Secondly, however, my parents, as scientists, found belief in 
the Creator to be an everyday matter of course. My father used to joke with 
me again and again that he was a significant representative of “koine nous 
theology.” “Koine nous,” he had been told, is Greek for “common sense.” 

From the standpoint of content, Francis is more on the side of Cardinal 
Walter Kasper, who had long been a theological counterpart to Josef 
Ratzinger in Germany and then was later long since in retirement in Rome. 
Pope Francis reactivated him at the elevated age of 80. And still, Pope Fran-
cis had great respect for Cardinal Georg Ludwig Müller, the Prefect of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and, thereby, the chief theolo-
gian of the Vatican, whom he inherited from his predecessor. As Pope he 
could have simply replaced him. Whoever knows Francis knows the follow-
ing: If Cardinal Müller were a part of the Italian old boy network in the Curia, 
he surely would have been removed, regardless of theology. However, as a 
person who for 14 years spent summers in the poverty stricken areas of 
Latin America, above all in Peru, is a close friend of the liberation theologian 
Gustavo Gutiérrez, and furthermore, is an individual who if anything is ra-
ther a victim of the old boy network in the Vatican and who conducts acute 
conflicts in a Biblical-theological and intellectual manner and not in a 
roundabout way, the Pope likes having a man at his side who represents the 
theology of his predecessor and feeds into his environment. Müller ex-
plained this very nicely in relation to Cardinal Kasper: “Cardinal Casper and 
my humble self are Catholic theologians who proceed on the idea of the self-
revelation of God in Christ. However, we are not politicians who try to bal-
ance out interests with each other. As bishops, we are obligated to do justice 
to the truth of God and to people in their search for salvation. Belief is not 
a party program created by men and which has to be adapted to the will of 
the electorate.”10 Since I have been a fly on the wall when it comes to dis-
cussions between the two of them, I can confirm this. 

“Müller surely counts among the most distinguished theologians in the 
Vatican. In his years as a Professor for Dogmatics (1986-2002) at the Uni-
versity of Munich, or Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität, he acquired an in-
ternational reputation as a theologian. [. . .] In his time as a professor, he 
spent several weeks annually in Latin America. In addition to his teaching 
activity at seminaries and universities, he learned first hand about the 
needs of people in his stays in remote mountain villages and in city slums. 
This experience shaped the theologian and made him into a European rep-
resentative and advocate of liberation theology.”11 

                                             
10 Interview in Die ZEIT dated December 30, 2015. 
11 Erbacher. Papst. 83. 
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Photo 15: ‘A Fly on the Wall’: Cardinals Kasper and Müller  

in discussion at the 2015 Bishops’ Synod 

Cardinal Müller is often portrayed by the press as a hardliner since char-
acter conclusions are immediately made from the content of his positions. 
Social interaction with him shows something which is completely differ-
ent. He does not ‘fight’ others with instruments of power and is not a part 
of the corrupt old boys’ network fought by the Pope. Rather, he also grap-
ples with theologians in a competent, erudite, factual, and intellectual 
manner. Furthermore, no one in the Vatican can laugh as heartily as the 
German Cardinal. 
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Photo 16: Congratulations being offered to Archbishop Georg Ludwig Müller upon his 

appointment as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 2012. 

Under Benedict, Müller was already one of the most important allies in the 
battle against the sexual abuse of minors by Catholic clerics – his authori-
ties have tried each individual case since the time an order was issued by 
Pope Benedict. 

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has a total of 50 employ-
ees, and there are 30 theological advisers in addition to that. The Archdio-
cese of Cologne, in contrast, employs 1800 staff members! In addition to 
many other theological tasks and disciplinary measures, these employees 
also have to work through each case of child abuse by Catholic clerics and 
place each case before the actual Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith for a decision. 

It is not surprising that Müller told me that it is a benefit of Pope Fran-
cis’ decentralization of marriage annulment that his far too few members 
of staff now have more time for cases of sexual abuse. Up to the time of 
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decentralization, every case of marriage annulment relating to Catholics 
from all over the world landed on the desk of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, often including hundreds of pages of files. Now it is 
the local bishops who are responsible. 

 
Photo 17: Cardinal Müller laughing at a joke told by Rick Warren at the Congregation 

for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Marriage Symposium in November 2014 

Immediate Changes in Liturgy – in the Heart of the 
Vatican 

Let us start all over again after so much has been said about the character 
and lifestyle of the Pope. First of all, let us return to the beginning of Fran-
cis’ papacy and look at a number of changes. The fact that a pope has an 
unusual character and made many demands in advance does not automat-
ically mean that things have really changed.  

Let us begin with the day after his election. “When the 115 cardinals 
entered the Sistine Chapel on March 14, in which days before the first Latin 
American had been chosen to be the head of the Roman Catholic Church, 
it was as if it had been transformed. Overnight the so-called people’s altar 
was there again, which Pope John Paul II had erected and which Benedict 
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XVI had removed. Thus, the new Pope does not now look at the wall and 
at the Last Judgment by Michelangelo but rather into the faces of the car-
dinals. The masters of ceremonies have also changed, who do not flank him 
on the side. While during Benedict’s era there could not be enough Brus-
sels lace on the white upper garments (rochetts), simplicity has set in. 
Then there are the shoes. Black and worn out, they jut out from under the 
hem of the undergarment (albe). Francis – the name of the “little poor one” 
from Assisi, which the Pope selected for himself, has been the order of the 
day since day one: The courtly splendor and ceremonial pomp, which un-
der Pope Benedict had expanded in the Vatican like dry rot in the beams, 
has disappeared completely . . .”12  

 
Photo 18: The Pope’s shoe from my place, Christmas 2013 

                                             
12 http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-

papst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html. 

http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-papst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html
http://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/die-wahl-des-papstes/der-vatikan-unter-papst-franziskus-der-karneval-ist-aus-12125804.html
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The changes in liturgy were most clear at the installation mass. Changes 
did not only have to do with the fact that it was no longer to be called an 
“enthronement” or due to the fact that only six cardinals were to declare 
their loyalty to the Pope instead of all the cardinals, which up to that time 
had always been the case, meaning over 200 cardinals or at least over 100 
cardinals who were eligible to vote. Francis also did not sing the liturgy. 
Rather, in contrast to his predecessors, he spoke it. 

The new course became quite obvious when Pope Francis dismissed all 
five consultors of the Office for the Liturgical Celebrations of the Supreme 
Pontiff in one fell swoop on September 26, 2013, among them, for instance, 
the German Oratorian Father Uwe Michael Lang. Lang composed what is 
perhaps the most significant defense of the direction of celebration to God 
and away from the people; the foreword was provided by Pope Benedict. 
The new consultors are all representatives of the style of liturgy preferred 
by the Pope. To the surprise of everyone, only one was retained by Pope 
Francis, Pope Benedict XVI’s master of ceremonies Guido Marini. It would 
be hard to clarify whether there was the famous exchange between Francis 
and Marini immediately after the election of the Pope, when Martini 
wanted to put the red mozzetta, a red velvet cape with ermine edging on 
Pope Francis. Pope Francis apparently rejected this with the words: “The 
carnival is over. You can wear that yourself.” Marini has adjusted very 
quickly to the Pope’s new style. He is always to be seen close to the Pope at 
St. Peter’s and at large masses.  

Mind you, none of the changes in liturgy made by Francis have changed 
Catholic doctrine. All of them could also be rescinded by the next pope. 
However, for starters they are in line with how the Pope wishes to see the 
orientation of the Church and how he wants to carry out his duties. Fur-
thermore, it is conspicuous that in this case the changes were not creeping 
changes, as with other matters. Rather, changes began radically minutes 
after the election.  

It is often changes which are only obvious to experts, but these changes 
have confused or irritated many tradition-imbued Catholics before it be-
came visible which additional controversial issues Pope Francis would take 
on, for which no theological background knowledge is necessary to recog-
nize.  

Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran 

At this point I have to simply introduce the man who first announced the 
name of the new Pope, Cardinal Tauran, especially since he still plays an 
important role for the Pope today. 
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Cardinal Jean-Louis Tauran, who was born in 1943 in France, was the 
Foreign Minister of the Vatican from 1993-2003. Thereafter, from 2003-
2007, he was the Vatican archivist. In 2007, despite having Parkinson’s dis-
ease, he was named President of the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious 
Dialogue by Pope Benedict XVI. Additionally, he was the Protodean of the 
College of Cardinals from 2011-2014. As such, he communicated the results 
of the election from the balcony at St. Peter’s Cathedral and the name of 
the new Pope: Francis. Since 2015, he has been the Camerlengo of the Cath-
olic Church, i.e., the individual who conducts business until the election of 
a new pope in the case where a pope dies or resigns. Only a few Curia car-
dinals have had so many various high offices over such a long period of 
time. 

This modest, friendly, but also well versed and well-read theologian 
and church legal expert is a deeply personal human being. His staff speak 
about him in only the most glowing terms. I had the privilege of working 
together with Cardinal Tauran during the course of the process to develop 
the document Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World. I have an unfor-
gettable memory of the meal at the headquarters of the World Council of 
Churches when the document was publicly presented. Upon that occasion 
he spoke about his life. He also turned his view to the future and expressed 
the hope that the global Christian community would act much more in 
concert. We have met many times since then. 

I primarily saw Cardinal Tauran again for the installation of the Pope. 
Soon after it was clear that the announcement of the name of the new Pope 
would not remain the sole link between the Cardinal and the new Pope. 
Instead, kindred spirits had found each other. Tauran was one of the first 
to be confirmed in his office by Francis, and the Cardinal enjoys the highest 
trust of the Pope.  

With that said, we are up to the time of the induction of the Pope and 
the first audiences in the days thereafter. I will begin with a selection of 
comments from Rome.  
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Photo 19: In 2009 with Cardinal Tauran in connection  
with the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 

 
Photo 20: With Cardinal Tauran at the installation of the Pope  

at St. Peter’s Basilica in 2013 
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My Comments from Rome at the Induction of Pope Francis13 

The Pope has continued what at the moment are naturally still predom-
inantly symbolic changes, and this in relation to other churches. That he 
greeted representatives of other churches in the inaugural worship ser-
vice was a break from common practice, even if the viewpoint expressed 
in “Dominus Jesus” has not been set aside. For the audience of non-Cath-
olic churches, he dismissed with the red and golden throne, which stood 
in the neighboring room, and he also dismissed with at least placing the 
chair on an elevated platform with two steps. He called the Ecumenical 
Patriarch his “brother.” His commitment to ecumenical cooperation and 
to the necessity for continued conversations regarding theological com-
mon ground and differences was formulated more clearly than ever and 
was evidently expressed from the heart. 

As can be seen in the live broadcast, the greeting by the Secretary 
General of the World Evangelical Alliance, Geoff Tunnicliffe, was as 
warm as the one I gave, and the Pope knew exactly with whom he was 
speaking. It was completely foreign to the Pope to view Evangelicals as 
a sort of Christian to R5, I asked the Pope to take up the topic of the 
persecution of Christians more intensely and to anchor it in the Vati-
can institutionally. That met with support, especially since as Arch-
bishop the Pope had already repeatedly backed Evangelical activities 
for the benefit of incarcerated Christians. I am hopeful for real progress 
on this issue. 

As the World Evangelical Alliance, we have conducted a number of 
discussions in addition to speaking with the Pope. I have thus spoken 
with German politicians who traveled to the Pope’s inauguration as well 
as with the German cardinals and bishops present. However, I also spoke 
with eleven other cardinals and dozens of staff members of pontifical 
councils. For Be that as it may, there were additionally unofficial and 
official discussions with many guests, not only from Evangelical 
churches but also from Orthodox churches, among them the Ecumenical 
Patriarch of Constantinople, additional patriarchs, archbishops, and sec-
retaries general. Whoever is only familiar with the German situation, 
where free churches and the Evangelical Alliance are hardly visible next 
to both large churches or are hardly taken seriously, can hardly imagine 
that the World Evangelical Alliance is perceived and taken seriously in 
Rome and Geneva as representative of 600 million Christians. That is not 
a consequence of some sort of theological change on the part of 

                                             
13 http://www.idea.de/detail/thema-des-tages/artikel/evangelikale-beim-papst-

rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-demuetiger-auf.html; http://www.explizit.net/Kir
chen/Privilegien-rueckt-er-zu-Leibe-und-die-Herzen-beruehrt-er; http://www.
antrimparish.com/2013/03/interfaith-leaders-see-hope-in-pope-francis/. 

http://www.idea.de/detail/thema-des-tages/artikel/evangelikale-beim-papst-rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-demuetiger-auf.html
http://www.idea.de/detail/thema-des-tages/artikel/evangelikale-beim-papst-rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-demuetiger-auf.html
http://www.explizit.net/Kirchen/Privilegien-rueckt-er-zu-Leibe-und-die-Herzen-beruehrt-er
http://www.explizit.net/Kirchen/Privilegien-rueckt-er-zu-Leibe-und-die-Herzen-beruehrt-er
http://www.antrimparish.com/2013/03/interfaith-leaders-see-hope-in-pope-francis/
http://www.antrimparish.com/2013/03/interfaith-leaders-see-hope-in-pope-francis/
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Evangelicals, which no one expects of us, Rather, it is simply the conse-
quence of our existence and size. 

 
Photo 21: The red and golden papal throne, which stands in the neighboring room  
and which was shown to me by a steward after a visit by pro-life representatives  

to the Pope at Christmas 2013 
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An optimistic mood reigns in the Vatican, as has been demonstrated 
in the many discussions we have held. Of course, actions will also have 
to follow the Pope’s words and symbolic acts. However, he is trusted to 
get going with Benedict XVI’s call for detachment from the world, to vig-
orously address the problems within the Curia, and to fight every type 
of double standard, for instance in dealing with sexual abuse.  

Report on the day after the Inauguration of Pope Francis 

“‘Rome’ appears more humbly under Francis”14 

Idea, March 20, 2013  
The Roman Catholic Church appears more humbly under the new 

Pope, Francis – also with respect to other churches. This is the impres-
sion received by the Chairman of the Theological Commission of the 
World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), Prof. Thomas Schirrmacher (Bonn), 
upon the occasion of the inauguration of the head of the Catholic Church 
on March 19 and then in an audience of representatives of churches 
from within the Evangelical movement and representatives of religions 
on March 20 in the Vatican. Additional participants in the meeting were, 
among others, Geoff Tunnicliffe (New York), the International Director 
of the WEA – which represents around 600 million Evangelicals. Also pre-
sent were leading representatives from global church alliances, among 
them the Secretary General of the World Council of Churches, Olav Fykse 
Tveit, the President of the Lutheran World Federation, Bishop Munib A. 
Younan (Jerusalem), and the Secretary General of the World Commun-
ion of Reformed Churches, Setri Nyomi (Geneva). In his address, the 
Pope made comments on the essential aspect of faith: “the personal re-
lationship with Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who died and was resur-
rected for our salvation.” Francis also confirmed his determination “to 
continue with the example of my predecessor along the way of ecumen-
ical dialogue.” . . .  

s Schirrmacher stated to the Evangelical news agency idea, the Pope 
said in a short conversation with Evangelical representatives that be-
tween both sides there were more areas of common ground than differ-
ences separating them on the upcoming tasks. By his own account, 
Schirrmacher suggested to the Pope to institutionalize efforts in the 
Vatican for persecuted Christians, for instance in a pontifical council 
dedicating itself to the topic. In the process, he also offered cooperation 
with Evangelicals. . . .  

                                             
14 http://www.idea.de/thema-des-tages/artikel/rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-de

muetiger-auf-708.html.  

http://www.idea.de/thema-des-tages/artikel/rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-demuetiger-auf-708.html
http://www.idea.de/thema-des-tages/artikel/rom-tritt-unter-franziskus-demuetiger-auf-708.html
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In meetings, Schirrmacher received the impression that Pope Fran-
cis is essentially in line with his predecessor Benedict XVI on theological 
and ethical issues. Indeed, veneration of Maria is more present in the 
case of Francis than with Benedict, but it is by far not as massive as under 
John Paul II (1920-2005). In conversations with cardinals in the Vatican, 
he detected a “great spirit of optimism,” according to Schirrmacher. He 
expressed the expectation that in the future the Roman Catholic Church 
would more strongly approach other churches and intensify theological 
dialog with Evangelicals. . . .  

More than 150,000 people gathered in front of St. Peter’s Basilica for 
the formal inauguration of the Pope on March 19. Among the represent-
atives from 132 nations present at the ceremony was the Federal Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel . . .  

Angela Merkel at the Inauguration 

Now let us take a look at Federal Chancellor at the inauguration. Ger-
many was officially represented by Norbert Lammert as President of the 
German Parliament (Bundestagspräsident) and Angela Merkel as Federal 
Chancellor (Bundeskanzlerin). It was an unusual site to see these two 
individuals in a long waiting line of countries organized according to 
alphabetical order, waiting a long time until they were allowed to shake 
the Pope’s hand. Martin Schulz, then President of the European Parlia-
ment, joined them. In any case, the three were in a discussion about the 
Euro when Mrs. Merkel received a message on her cell phone about how 
things were going for private depositors given the collapse of banks on 
Cyprus. The general exchange between Merkel and Schulz on the crisis 
in Cyprus and the Euro crisis was winding down but continued until the 
moment when they arrived before the Pope at the papal altar amidst a 
flurry of camera flashes. 
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Photo 22, 23: European politics in the waiting line: Angela Merkel receives a text mes-

sage while Norbert Lammert and Martin Schulz look on and discuss the crisis in Cyprus 
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When leaving, other representatives of the German federal government 
and German states who had come along were waiting, for instance Win-
fried Kretschmann, the then President of the German Federal Assembly, 
the second chamber (Bundesratspräsident), Philipp Rösler, Vice-Chancel-
lor, and Hans-Peter Friedrich, Minister of the Interior. I have never again 
had so much time to chat with members of the German federal govern-
ment, especially not without their looking at their watches or without staff 
members reminding them of their next appointment. Also, practically all 
of them on their own told me about their relationship to the Christian faith 
or to the Catholic Church.  

For instance, it was new to me when Kretschmann told me that as the 
Prime Minister of Baden-Württemberg he went against his own party and 
rejected a reissuance of Stuttgart 21. As a Christian, he said he knows that 
the business world is built upon “good faith,” that trust in the develop-
ment of just prosperity is indispensable, and that business also has a reli-
gious dimension. If within civil society the Stuttgart 21 negotiated com-
promise again becomes waste paper, he fears that businesses in his state 
would lose their trust in the viability of contracts . . . The Christian roots 
of our country are not simply to be stamped out, also not by those for 
whom the daily practice of a relationship to God and Christian faith are not 
in the foreground.  

Honoring the Ecumenical Patriarch 

Believe it or not, 2013 was the first time that an ecumenical patriarch par-
ticipated in an installation of a pope. Pope Francis himself placed him on a 
somewhat larger chair at the mass before all of the other ecumenical rep-
resentatives. Two days later, at the reception for church representatives, 
the Patriarch sat on his own larger chair between the Pope and all other 
church representatives. In honor of the Patriarch, the reading of the gos-
pel text at the installation mass was sung not in Latin but in Greek. After 
all, the reading of the Lord’s Supper in the Catholic Church’s worship ser-
vice is, next to the employment of the elements of the Lord’s Supper, the 
most important act. And this did not occur after years of gradual change 
but rather all at one go at the inauguration. 

The Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople is the honorary head of 
the Orthodox Church, which has approximately 300 million adherents 
worldwide. He has honorary primacy before all other Orthodox patri-
archs but is strongly limited in his activities by the Turkish government. 
The Turkish government sees him as only the head of the close to 3,000 
Greek Orthodox Christians in Istanbul. I have met eight times with the 
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Ecumenical Patriarch. He lacks none of the unusual nature and straight-
forwardness of Pope Francis.  

I was very pleased for Bartholomew. His persistent commitment to ecu-
menism, in part against great resistance from his own ranks, is noticeable.  

 
Photo 24: In discussion with Patriarch Bartholomew in his office in 2007 

Pope Benedict XVI had already met Patriarch Bartholomew in a very 
friendly way, visited Turkey in 2006 upon his invitation, and invited Bar-
tholomew to a return visit to Rome in 2008. Francis harvested what Bene-
dict had sown. 

This became very clear at the celebration of the 50th anniversary of the 
first meeting between the heads of both the Catholic Church and the Or-
thodox Church. On January 5, 1964, Pope Paul XVI and Patriarch Athe-
nagoras came together in Jerusalem 910 years after the separation of the 
Western church and the Eastern church in order to deliver a joint declara-
tion and to pray for unity. At the 50th anniversary of this historical event, 
Francis and Bartholomew met again in Jerusalem. Bartholomew had sug-
gested this to Benedict, but Benedict reportedly told Bartholomew that his 
successor would come! 
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Photo 25: A meal with Patriarch Bartholomew in 2010 

Everyone at Pope Francis’ inauguration had been brought early to their 
places near the altar; after that, it would no longer have been possible to 
get through the masses of people. We therefore had a lot of time to con-
verse with each other. I introduced various other guests to the Patriarch, 
for instance the WEA Secretary General Geoff Tunnicliffe, and the Chair-
man of The Pentecostal World Fellowship, Prince Guneratnam from Ma-
laysia. I asked Patriarch Bartholomew how he felt about his being in a cer-
tain sense the leader of all non-Catholic Christians. He smiled and 
remarked that a number of his fellow Orthodox patriarchs thought less 
about this than many an Evangelical. 
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Photo 26: Pope Francis & Patriarch Bartholomew I  
in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 

 
Photo 27: With the then Secretary General of the World Evangelical Alliance,  
Geoff Tunnicliffe, and the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, who sat in front  

of all other Ecumenical delegates, shortly before the beginning of the  
papal inaugural mass; in the background are the chairs for the cardinals 
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I was able to do a service to the Albanian Orthodox Church and its head, 
Archbishop Anastasios, during one of my visits to the President of Albania. 
It involved returning a church confiscated by the communists. Patriarch 
Bartholomew was scheduled to hold the concluding address at the general 
assembly of the Religions of Peace in Vienna in November 2013. However, 
there was a delay. I used that time to continue to speak with him. Since 
Archbishop Anastasios was sitting next to him, the Patriarch expressed his 
thanks for my assistance. The program continued to be delayed, so I squat-
ted at the front and spoke for one-half an hour with both of them while 
700 religious leaders waited and looked on. In the end, dozens of them ap-
proached me, wanting me to pass on something to the Patriarch or give 
him some information, a letter, or a gift. 

 
Photo 28: In conversation with Patriarch Bartholomew,  

and at the left Archbishop Anastasios, in Vienna 

Francis has expanded the good relationship to Bartholomew. In 2014, to 
the dismay of many a Catholic traditionalist, he bowed in front of Barthol-
omew in Istanbul. When he invited the Israeli President and the Palestin-
ian President to prayer for peace in the Vatican, Bartholomew was there. 
And recently he invited the Patriarch to go with him to go visit a refugee 
camp on the island of Lesbos.  
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In his environmental encyclical, at the outset Francis correctly hon-
ored Bartholomew as a predecessor with respect to these questions,15 as 
Bartholomew had long counted as “the green Patriarch.” Francis also or-
dered that Earth Day Sunday be taken into the Catholic calendar. The 
World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) informed Francis and Bartholomew 
shortly thereafter that the WEA was joining in this practice. 

The Pope continues the Practice he had when he was 
the Archbishop of the Poor 

I remember the moment on the balcony when my friend Cardinal Tauran 
announced that Francis had been chosen. I was relatively certain that the 
new Pope would come from Latin America, where, based on numbers, the 
Catholic Church is the strongest. The relationship between the Catholic 
Church and Evangelical, including Pentecostals (representing the majority 
of Evangelicals there). Cardinal Odilo Pedro Scherer, the Archbishop of São 
Paulo in Brazil, and Cardinal Bergoglio of Argentina came into question. 
One finds opposite relationships between the Catholic Church and Evan-
gelicals, including Pentecostals (comprising the large majority of Pro-
testants there), in those two countries. What prevails in Brazil is – and 
please excuse the expression but I have been there often enough – “war.” 
Things do not go to this extent in Argentina. Instead, one often sees coop-
eration there, in any event fruitful dialog. This not only had to do with 
Bergoglio as Archbishop of Buenos Aires and the Chairman of the Argen-
tinian Bishops’ Conference. I hoped that the Brazilian version would not 
get a chance, even though I had personally gotten to know Cardinal Odilo 
Pedro Scherer, who is of German descent, in Vienna at the world assembly 
of Religions for Peace as a warm-hearted man. However, he did not have 
concrete personal experience, as Francis did, in cooperation with Evangel-
icals and in long-term theological discussions with them. 

However, when the choice of Francis was made known, I can honestly 
say that I was relieved. However, I also thought: If this man only keeps one-
half of what he supported and did in Argentina, there will be many an in-
dividual in the Vatican who will have to adjust. Above all, however, this 
means that a new age has begun with respect to the relationship between 
the Vatican and Evangelicals.  

Francis has not only retained half of this but nearly everything. It is, 
from my point of view, a unique hour and challenge for the hundreds of 

                                             
15 Pope Francis. Laudato si’. 26-27 (Paragraphs 8-9). 
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millions of Evangelicals around the world. The question is whether we will 
stay put in our traditional trenches or whether we will seize the oppor-
tunity given to us by God to steer history into new trajectories of under-
standing, indeed doing this without having to give up Evangelical DNA, a 
personal relationship with Jesus, a confident interaction with the Bible in 
one’s personal life, a central role for evangelism and missions, and uncon-
ditional advocacy of religious freedom. 

In 2010 the Archbishop of Buenos Aires organized a rally on the eve of 
the vote on the law regarding same-sex marriage, in which 60,000 Evan-
gelicals and Catholics participated arm in arm. He has preached in Evan-
gelical churches, made true friends among Evangelical pastors (contacts 
he still maintains), has given the opening prayer at large-scale Evangelical 
events, and has nothing against photos showing Evangelical pastors laying 
hands upon him in prayer. 

Francis reportedly “escaped” his bodyguards in 2013 (this is how mem-
bers of the Swiss Guard described it to me) and visited an Evangelical Bap-
tist pastor, only in order to have a short coffee break – it was not an official 
occasion. That is Francis, just like he was before. 

By the way, at the Conclave, Bergoglio had by all accounts immediately 
received all the votes from Cardinals from the USA.16 One had become tired 
there of the patronizing from Europe and Italy, respectively, and arguably 
credited a cardinal from Latin America with more respect towards the 
Church in the USA than a cardinal from Europe. 

Pope Francis has consistently brought his stances, his manner of con-
ducting work, indeed his preferences, into the Vatican. He has also contin-
ued to advocate his rather radical stances on certain questions. He has still 
not put everything into practice, but he has made it clear on all questions 
and topics that he continues to advocate these views. 

I have to add that this seems to be the case since 1992. Almost all biog-
raphies have published that a change in course occurred in years prior to 
1992. His leadership position among Jesuits had been largely downgraded 
in 1986, and in a certain sense he was sent into exile in 1990, only to sur-
prisingly be called back to Buenos Aires to be an auxiliary bishop.17 Out of 
what was formerly a dominant man with little self-control had become a 
modest man who wanted to be there for everyone. 

In 1973, Bergoglio was a 36 year old Jesuit provincial (leader) for Argen-
tina. From 1980 to 1986, Bergoglio was the rector of the theological faculty 
at San Miguel. And yet, in 1986, he was dismissed from all leadership offices 

                                             
16 Englisch. Kämpfer. 64. 
17 Vallely. Papst. 156. 
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by the Jesuit headquarters in Rome. In 1990 he was sent into exile to Cor-
doba. He was no longer allowed to conduct mass in public. Pope Francis 
himself says that he was made a provincial too soon and that he used to be 
too authoritarian. In any event, the isolation in Cordoba from 1990 to 1992 
was the turning point in his life.  

But already as the rector of the Colegio Máximo 1979-1985, Bergoglio 
was unconventional. He washed, cooked, harvested, and fed the pigs.18 In 
1985, at the end of his time in Colegio, he organized an international con-
vention on evangelism and inculturation of the Gospel.  

Now back to the fact that Francis has not given up on various calls made 
prior to 2013. They have been put into practice one by one. One might ask: So 
what? It is common for those who reach the top rung to suddenly forget a lot 
of what they used to stridently advocate. One only has to think about Presi-
dent Obama and his many promises about wanting to do things differently. 
Actually, most things stayed the same, and in the end the number of US sol-
diers and the number of drone attacks used worldwide had risen further.  

Once in power, leaders are often more conservative or more liberal or 
both simultaneously. This also applies to popes, where one can actually 
only conditionally extrapolate from theology and manner of administra-
tion prior to becoming pope to behavior as pope. Benedict was an excep-
tion in this respect, but in the case of Francis’ character, the exception is 
indeed very conspicuous. 

Let us listen to someone who knows Bergoglio well: “. . . the missionary 
brother Victor Hirch sat in front of the television at 4:22 p.m. local time in 
Buenos Aires. However, he recognized Jorge Mario Bergoglio immediately 
– after all, he had worked together with him for years. Severina Bar-
tonitschek spoke with him. 

[Question:] Brother Hirch, as the individual responsible for Caritas in the 
Buenos Aires region, you have met Archbishop Jorge Bergoglio often . . . 
What has been your experience with him? 

[Answer:] Surprised at first. He has a very calm manner: When he 
speaks, he has a soft voice – Nevertheless, everyone listens to him. I have 
often exchanged thoughts on many issues, and each time I was im-
pressed by the charisma of this modest and tranquil man. But that is pre-
cisely what thrills people – He is open to them, listens to them, and he is 
close to them. And even though he makes a rather quiet impression, his 
energy and decision-making power is not to be underestimated. With 
that said, he has generally created significantly more intimacy in church 
life in Buenos Aires. 

                                             
18 Piqué. Francis 83. 
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[Question:] How is this intimacy demonstrated? 
[Answer:] Oh, this is demonstrated in a wide variety of things. Per-

sonally, it first of all has to do with a completely different picture of the 
Archbishop: Immediately after his appointment, he did not move into 
the chic palace but rather into the simple administrative building. He 
turned down limousines and chauffeurs and traveled instead by bus and 
train. However, he not only did without, from the beginning he also 
tackled things. He saw to it that the poor in the favelas of Buenos Aires 
also received pastoral care, with the same being done for the incarcer-
ated, and he got the ball rolling on a myriad of initiatives for the benefit 
of people. . . . 

[Question:] When you speak about change, and at the same time think 
about his personality and what he has done up to now, what do you ex-
pect from his time as Pope? 

[Answer:] It would be great if he takes something of our South Amer-
ican openness and simplicity, the freshness with which he and we live 
our faith, to Rome. A church should emerge again which is modest and 
serves people instead of the other way around. If he can manage that, 
then he can make a positive change to what is sensed to be a closed, dec-
adent, and sick church.”19 

Not a German, but a German-speaking Pope 

The first time the Pope held a short sermon in German was in August 2014. 
He did so before 50,000 ministrants from Germany. Whoever has often 
been in Rome knows that he likes to surprise German-speaking groups 
with a couple of German sentences. At the Bishop’s Synod in 2015, I inten-
tionally held my talk in German. The Pope took off his headset providing a 
translation and listened to the actual talk. 

How is it that the Pope can speak German? In March 1986, Bergoglio 
arrived at the Jesuit-run Philosophisch-Theologische Hochschule St. 
Georgen in Frankfurt. For two months, he learned German at the Goethe 
Institute in Boppard. A second course followed. However, before he was 
able to begin with his dissertation, he was ordered back to Argentina. The 
dream ended – he mourns the unfinished dissertation up to the present 
day. 

                                             
19 Steyler Missionare. „Papst Franziskus: Leise Stimme – Große Wirkung“ 

http://www.orden-online.de/news/2013/03/15/papst-franziskus-leise-stimme-
grosze-wirkung/.  

http://www.orden-online.de/news/2013/03/15/papst-franziskus-leise-stimme-grosze-wirkung/
http://www.orden-online.de/news/2013/03/15/papst-franziskus-leise-stimme-grosze-wirkung/
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For three weeks in 2015 I was in the same language and working group 
as the Pope’s ‘almost-doctoral supervisor’ Michael Sievernich. This Jesuit 
pastoral theologian was a guest professor in Buenos Aires in 1991 and 1993 
and deepened his friendship with Bergoglio there. It is no surprise that the 
Pope wanted to have him attend the synod. 

His stay in Germany was brief, but since that time the Pope also speaks 
German. This means nothing other than that he kept the language warm 
for 27 years before he was able to use it again in the Vatican. Since he can 
only speak a little English, German is repeatedly helpful to him in the Vat-
ican in addition to both of his languages Spanish and Italian. This is espe-
cially the case since he does not like to communicate through an inter-
preter. Also, one finds an astonishingly large number of German-speakers 
in the Vatican. This is not just the case since a German was Pope. This has 
historical reasons and it has financial reasons, since from the Middle Ages 
up to the present day German dioceses, such as Cologne, are among the 
most affluent in the world and significantly contribute to financing the 
Vatican. That has theological reasons. Among Catholics, liberal and less 
liberal Protestants, and Evangelicals, German-speaking theologians play a 
dominating role, and this has little to do with the actual number of Ger-
man-speaking Christians. It is perhaps no accident that German theologi-
ans moderate the theological commissions at the Vatican as well as within 
the World Evangelical Alliance. 

German-speaking cardinals are, by the way, clearly overrepresented 
among the Pope’s confidantes. From Germany, one can name, above all, 
Cardinals Reinhard Marx, Walter Kasper, and Georg Ludwig Müller. 
From Switzerland and Austria, there are Cardinals Kurt Koch and Chris-
toph Schönborn. Cardinal Marx, who is the Chairman of the German 
Bishops’ Conference, is one of the most influential men in the Vatican. 
He is a member of the council of eight cardinals and as cardinal is the 
coordinator of the newly created Pontifical Secretariat Council for the 
Economy. The Council serves first to collect all the financial activities of 
the Vatican.  

Traditionally, the Pope automatically makes the holder of certain arch-
bishoprics cardinals. To the shock of Italians, the Pope unceremoniously 
suspended this for Turin and Venice. The Pope clearly seeks to reduce the 
numerical strength of Italians holding the office of cardinal through new 
appointments. This was begun by his two immediate predecessors, both the 
first non-Italians among popes in modern times. All the same, the new Arch-
bishop of Cologne, Archbishop Woelki, was nevertheless named Cardinal 
very early on. That the Pope has retained a traditional approach with re-
spect to Germany but not for Italy annoyed and disgruntled traditionalists 
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all the more. The fact that he then named Brazil’s João Braz de Aviz, who is 
an outspoken critic of the Kuria, cardinal also did not trigger much glee.  

 
Photo 29: Always on the job: Cardinal Reinhard Marx on the phone  

during a break between sessions at the 2015 Synod 

The new Coptic Pope and the new Syrian Orthodox 
Patriarch 

Before ending this chapter, in which the character and the behavior of the 
Pope have been in the foreground, I want to use the opportunity to counter 
the suspicion that I am Pope-fixated, for there are also formidable Chris-
tians elsewhere. Indeed, this is natural, because it is part of my mandate to 
maintain close contact with the leaders of all denominations.  

May I presume to evaluate the leaders of various denominations and 
churches, also and especially with regard to the strength of their charac-
ter? Expressed somewhat differently, since supposedly everyone who has 
contact with them does this: Is it also appropriate for me to entrust what I 
think about them to the public? I allow myself to do this to the extent that 
I limit myself to naming four exemplary leading figures from non-Evan-
gelical churches and congratulate four denominations on the choice of 
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their highest representatives and since all four are exemplary in character, 
personally very affable, and incorruptible. They are also unusually coura-
geous and steadfast at the core of their faith. Additionally, all advocate 
friendly dialogue with Evangelicals: Pope Francis since 2013, Patriarch Bar-
tholomew, who has been in office since 1991, the new Coptic Pope Ta-
wadros II since 2012, and the new Syrian Orthodox Patriarch Aphrim II 
since 2014. 

The new Coptic Pope Tawadros II, the “Patriarch of Alexandria and 
Pope of the See of St. Mark” – that is his official title –, is a truly excellent 
choice! I have come to appreciate him very much through several discus-
sions. Since Coptics only name unmarried priests, as a general rule mon-
astery inhabitants, to the position of bishop, it can quickly be the case 
that a new pope knows very little about the everyday life of the congre-
gation’s members. This is due to the fact that congregations are generally 
led by married priests who are not allowed to become bishops. However, 
the new pope spent a long time as a pastor and bishop in the diaspora 
areas in the south of Egypt in the direction of Sudan, where Copts live 
outside of their home territories, for instance due to vocational reasons. 
Often new congregations have to be gathered and set up. Islam dominates 
there more strongly than it even used to. One senses this experience with 
the Pope.  

 
Photo 30: Conversation with Coptic Pope Tawadros II in 2014 
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Photo 31: In conversation with the Syriac-Orthodox Patriarch S. H. Aphrim II,  

left Bishop Hanna Aydin 

The new Syrian Orthodox Patriarch S.H. Moran Mor Ignatius Aphrim II Ka-
rim is likewise an unusual choice. Karim, who was born in 1965 in Syria, 
became a priest in 1989 in Great Britain and was the Metropolitan in the 
USA from 1996-2014. He thus served Syrian Orthodox Christians in the 
West for 25 years. The church therefore chose a cosmopolitan patriarch. 
This is not someone who spent his entire life in a Syrian monastery. At the 
Syrian Orthodox Church of Antioch’s Congress at the St. Jakob v. Sarug 
Monastery in Warburg/Westphalia, the Patriarch expressed heartfelt 
thanks to the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) for its intensive service to 
the members of his church on all levels, in prayer, with other churches, in 
the media, in politics, and at the UN. The current Secretary General of the 
WEA, Bishop Efraim Tendero (the Philippines) had met with the Secretary 
General of the United Nations and had urged that the situation of Chris-
tians in the Near East be placed at the top of the agenda.  
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Photo 32: In Byblos / Lebanon (2015)  

at the table with (starting left from Thomas Schirrmacher): 
Chrysostomos II, Archbishop of the Cyprus Orthodox Church 
Abune Mathias, Patriarch of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 

Béchara Pierre Cardinal Rai, Maronite Patriarch of Antioch and All the East 
Catholicos Aram I of the Armenian Orthodox Church, Catholicate of Cilicia 

Tawadros II, Patriarch of Alexandria and Pope of the Coptic Orthodox Church 
Theodoros II, Greek Orthodox Patriarch of Alexandria 

Kurt Cardinal Koch, President of the Pontifical Congregation for Promoting Christian Unity 
Mor Basilios Thomas I, Catholicos of India of the Syriac Orthodox Church 

 
Photo 33: Children’s hour together with the Syriac-Orthodox Patriarch Afrim II 
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“Benedict’s Revenge” 

All the changes initiated by Pope Francis are overshadowed by his fight 
against the corrupt part of the church. Or in other words: All other changes 
for the better would be worthless and only appearances, if Francis had not 
thrown down the gauntlet to the rottenness in his own house. World Chris-
tianity must be grateful to him that he wants to put an end to the centu-
ries-old amalgamation of greed for money and craving for recognition, as 
well as office chess, sloppiness and the lack of awareness of injustice in 
chumminess with political power, yes, sometimes even with the Mafia. For 
all Christians suffer from the double standards in the Vatican and wher-
ever else they can be found in the upper Christian floors, because they ex-
pose the name of God to ridicule. God says: “For your sake my name is blas-
phemed among the Gentiles” (Jes 52:5 = Rom 2,24). I call Pope Francis “the 
revenge of Benedict” towards the Curia. Now revenge may not be the right 
term for Christians, but from the point of view of the arbitrary and even 
more so of the corrupt cardinals and prelates it precisely this. Apparently 
it was painful for the large majority of cardinals as to how the Curia has 
conducted itself. A steel broom has been taken to sweep out the stall! And 
that is the case, even though the majority of cardinals have those men to 
thank for their appointments who are going to be put to the test. After all, 
Francis has lambasted the Curia more than anyone else for 15 years and 
has rejected attempts to quiet him by giving him a post in the Curia and 
incorporating him into apparatus. For there is one thing not to forget: The 
cardinals who chose the Pope knew all of that! The Pope is just going to 
pick up and seamlessly continue globally where he left off in Argentina.  

Everyone was able to see on television that Pope Benedict handed over 
his investigative findings, complete with colored post-its. Naturally, Pope 
Francis has already brought several times more issues to light. However, 
that changes nothing about the fact that he is following the line of ap-
proach which Benedict’s inquiry reports specified. 

Benedict was a critic of liberation theology, but he still appointed the 
Regensburg Bishop Gerhard Ludwig Müller, a friend of the liberation the-
ologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, to be his successor as Prefect of the Congrega-
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith. Prior to his resignation, Benedict was 
already an admirer of Bergoglio and of his efforts for the poor. If Benedict 
had his finger in the pie as to the choice of his successor, he knew precisely 
whom he advocated. 
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Whoever wants to criticize my dramatic language regarding corrup-
tion in the Vatican or thinks that here is a Protestant who wants to work 
off a score with ‘Rome’: My choice of words is tame compared to those re-
peatedly used by Francis, internally as well as in interviews. An excerpt 
from his address to Curia cardinals and staff – where everyone expected a 
nice Christmas address to the employees – might serve to prove this. There 
he listed “the illnesses of the Curia,”20 whereby I will limit myself to only a 
few due to space considerations. The address also demonstrates in details 
how the Pope truly thinks. 

The 15 diseases of the Curia 

Dear brothers, . . . The Curia is called to improve, to always improve, and 
to grow in fellowship, holiness, and wisdom in order to be able to com-
pletely fulfill its task . . . The 15 illnesses:  

1. The disease of thinking we are “immortal”, “immune” or down-
right “indispensable,” neglecting the need for regular check-ups. A Curia 
which is not self-critical, which does not keep up with things, which does 
not seek to be more fit, is a sick body. It is often an effect of the pathology 
of power, from a superiority complex, from a narcissism which passion-
ately gazes at its own image and does not see the image of God on the 
face of others, especially the weakest and those most in need. . . .  

4. The disease of excessive planning and of functionalism. . . . Things 
need to be prepared well, but without ever falling into the temptation of 
trying to contain and direct the freedom of the Holy Spirit, which is al-
ways greater and more flexible than any human planning (cf. John 3:8). 

6. There is also a “spiritual Alzheimer’s disease.” It consists in losing 
the memory of our personal “salvation history,” our past history with 
the Lord and our “first love” (Revelation 2:4). . . .  

7. The disease of rivalry and vainglory. When appearances, the color 
of our clothes, and our titles of honor become the primary object in life, 
we forget the words of Saint Paul: “Do nothing from selfishness or con-
ceit but in humility count others better than yourselves. . . . (Philippians 
2:3-4). . . . Saint Paul himself defines such persons as “enemies of the 
cross of Christ” . . . (Philippians 3:19).  

8. The disease of existential schizophrenia. This is the disease of 
those who live a double life, the fruit of that hypocrisy typical of the 

                                             
20 „Die römische Kurie und der Leib Christi“ – Ansprache von Papst Franziskus an-

lässlich des Empfangs für die Leiter der römischen Kurie (“The Roman Curia and 
the Body of Christ” – Address by Pope Francis to the leaders of the Roman Curia), 
22.12.2014 http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/12/23/die_papstansprache_
an_die_kurie/1115831; other version: Schwarz. Papst. 80-91. 

http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/12/23/die_papstansprache_%E2%80%8Can_die_kurie/1115831
http://de.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/12/23/die_papstansprache_%E2%80%8Can_die_kurie/1115831
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mediocre and of a progressive spiritual emptiness which no doctorates 
or academic titles can fill. It is a disease which often strikes those who 
abandon pastoral service and restrict themselves to bureaucratic mat-
ters, thus losing contact with reality, with concrete people. In this way 
they create their own parallel world, where they set aside all that they 
teach with severity to others and begin to live a hidden and often disso-
lute life. For this most serious disease conversion is most urgent and in-
deed indispensable (cf. Luke 15:11-32).  

9. The disease of gossiping, grumbling and back-biting. I have already 
spoken many times about this disease, but never enough. . . . Brothers, 
let us be on our guard against the terrorism of gossip!  

10. The disease of idolizing superiors. This is the disease of those who 
court their superiors in the hope of gaining their favor. They are victims 
of careerism and opportunism; they honor persons and not God (cf. Mat-
thew 23:8-12). . . . 

13. The disease of hoarding. When an apostle tries to fill an existen-
tial void in his heart by accumulating material goods, not out of need but 
only in order to feel secure. . . . 

14. The disease of closed circles, where belonging to a clique becomes 
more powerful than belonging to the Body and, in some circumstances, 
to Christ himself. . . .  

15. Lastly: the disease of worldly profit, of forms of self-exhibition. 
When an apostle turns his service into power, and his power into a com-
modity in order to gain worldly profit or even greater power. This is the 
disease of persons who insatiably try to accumulate power and to this 
end are ready to slander, defame and discredit others, even in newspa-
pers and magazines. Naturally, so as to put themselves on display and to 
show that they are more capable than others. . . . 

We need to be clear that it is only the Holy Spirit who can heal all our 
infirmities. . . . It is the Holy Spirit who sustains every sincere effort at 
purification and in every effort at conversion. It is he who makes us re-
alize that every member participates in the sanctification of the Body 
and its weakening. He is the promoter of harmony ... 

The Pope is turning Everything upside down  

Owing to his attitude and his demeanor, the Pope has many enemies within 
the Vatican clergy. Again and again, there are very different reasons that 
come up for this: For the first time, in July 2014, Francis received victims 
of sexual abuse by Catholic clerics. They were individuals from Germany, 
Great Britain, and Ireland, and they participated in a morning mass in his 
chapel. He representatively asked them for forgiveness. Benedict had met 
with involved parties, but he always had done so outside of the Vatican. 
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Such occasions are not random meetings but rather targeted steps by the 
Pope in order to lead the Church through self-criticism and repentance out 
of old sins and errors.  

The Pope will surely not discuss the ordination of women, much less 
allow it, but he is appointing more and more women to central manage-
ment tasks, also in the Vatican. He writes: “I readily acknowledge that 
many women share pastoral responsibilities with priests, helping to guide 
people, families and groups and offering new contributions to theological 
reflection. But we need to create still broader opportunities for a more in-
cisive female presence in the Church. Because ‘the feminine genius is 
needed in all expressions in the life of society, the presence of women must 
also be guaranteed in the workplace’ and in the various other settings 
where important decisions are made, both in the Church and in social 
structures.”21 

Since 1929, the Eastern Church, which stands in fellowship with the 
Pope, has only allowed married priests to be ordained in their ancestral 
homeland but not in areas of the Roman Catholic Church with Latin rites. 
That meant, for instance, that the many emigrant churches in the USA 
could only ordain unmarried priests although Oriental-Catholic canon law 
principally provides for married priests. Pope Francis unceremoniously 
abolished the prohibition in 2014. With that, more and more married Cath-
olic priests (with Eastern Church rites) will fall into the field of vision of 
the Roman Catholic congregations, which naturally raises the question of 
why that should also not become possible for Roman Catholic priests. 

Such examples can easily be multiplied. I can only express my agree-
ment with Cardinal Christoph Schönborn’s competent judgment: “Pope 
Francis not only speaks about reforms within the Curia. He has decided to 
carry them out, and he is doing this in a very professional manner, with 
the best experts, with much advice, and with decisiveness.”22 

Pope Francis bestowed upon Cardinal Schönborn, a close confidante of 
both living Popes, the honor of holding the lecture at the 50th year anniver-
sary of the Bishops’ Synod in the Vatican. In the process, he measured the 
Church based on Acts 15 and Galatians 2:1-10. After his talk, I mentioned to 
the Cardinal that it was almost like Luther to measure the Church against 
the Bible, but that indeed was arguably why the Pope had searched him out. 
The Cardinal, who for years has interpreted Bible texts on the radio and on 
the Internet and in the process has many Evangelical listeners, had the fol-
lowing words: “The Holy Church stands and falls on the Holy Scriptures.” 

                                             
21 EG 103. 
22 Heckl (ed.). Ich bin einer von euch!, 63. 
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Other authors agree with this point of view that the Pope has intro-
duced a radical turn and has professionally implemented it. “Francis has 
tackled the problem at its root. He is flattening the exaggerated pyramidal 
form of the Church.”23 

The Catholic Church is no streamlined and agile yacht which the 
Pope can just turn. Rather, it is a gigantic tanker, the course of which 
can only be ponderously held or changed. However, if the captain calls 
for the tanker to change its course, this has to be sounded out, even if 
one has to realistically realize that no one knows what the consequences 
will be in detail. When the Second Vatican Council made a correction to 
the tanker’s course and encouraged lay Bible reading introduced mass 
in people’s native language, advocated religious freedom and human 
rights, changed the bow waves from the church and politics around the 
globe. In the process, one should not forget that the changes came ra-
ther surprisingly, have been put into practice in an enormously radical 
nature. For instance, in the case of mass, it included in practical terms 
that on one day the Catholic Church and hundreds of millions of people 
celebrated mass in Latin and on the next day mass was celebrated in 
people’s native language. 

750 Years Cologne Cathedral – and no Gospel 

I would like to illustrate just how high up in the hierarchy the problems of 
the Vatican reach by referring to an experience from last century. On Au-
gust 15, 1998, the Cologne Cathedral was 750 years old. Mikhail Gorbachev 
came to the anniversary worship service as did many other state guests. It 
is unforgettable how Helmut Kohl drove up in a simple German Army bus 
in which cardinals from all over the world sat as guests of the state. Kohl 
sat in the front like a travel guide, taking up two seats. It was typical Kohl, 
who – like Angela Merkel – had little use for pomp. This can be contrasted 
with the arrival of the North Rhine Westphalian Prime Minister, who ar-
rived like a king. 

The sermon of the “Pontifical Legate upon the celebration of the 750th 
anniversary of the commencement of building the Cologne Cathedral, Au-
gust 15, 1998,” Cardinal Angelo Sodano, the Cardinal Secretary of State 
(1991-2006), was broadcast live and included words of greeting to many 
politicians. The sermon’s topic was Mary’s ascension – which was not very 
accommodating for the many ecumenical guests – and the idea that one 
cannot understand who one was if belief in her ascension were missing. 
                                             
23 Politi, Franziskus, 31. 
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Millions of spectators (and at that time hearers) did not experience what 
was actually involved in Christian faith.  

Since I was sitting in the first row, after the worship service I was able 
to get right behind Kohl and take the long way outside, separated from him 
by two brawny bodyguards. Outside at the square, where hundreds of 
thousands were waiting, television reporters descended upon Kohl. I was 
still only one-half a meter behind him and heard everything. In any event, 
Kohl said more in a few minutes about belief than the Cardinal Secretary 
of State said in an entire sermon. The Cathedral, Kohl said, is not only a 
symbol of peace and new beginnings. Rather, it is a symbol that people re-
ceive forgiveness from God for their guilt and can start again. Generations 
of people have brought their concerns before God and have received for-
giveness, reconciliation, and consolation and have experienced the power 
of resurrection offered by the Christian faith. Foes have become friends at 
this place. 

The Cardinal Secretary of State acted as a politician, and the politician 
acted as a missionary. As a politician, the Cardinal Secretary of State said 
almost nothing using many words, and the politician as a missionary said 
almost everything of significance with few words. What an upside-down 
world! But it is also the world where Benedict and Francis have wanted and 
still want to reverse the structure.  

The following also cannot go unforgotten: The first news reported by 
ARD and ZDF in the morning was that a certain member of a rock band – 
please forgive me for no longer knowing who it was – had broken his foot. 
The Cathedral’s anniversary was not mentioned. Anyway, there was, after 
all, a live broadcast lasting many hours. The Cathedral had never been so 
beautifully illuminated and the ceremony – as would not be expected oth-
erwise from the Catholic Church – perfectly planned and colorfully con-
ducted. This was so even if Sodano squandered his chance to bring home 
the gospel to millions of observers in short form, i.e., the good news of for-
giveness through the suffering of Jesus Christ.  

From the old to the new Cardinal Secretary of State 

Pope Francis gave himself one-half a year to remove Pope Benedict’s Car-
dinal Secretary of State, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone. The Cardinal Secretary 
of State is to some extent the Vatican’s Prime Minister. He runs the state 
of “Vatican City” (officially the “Holy See”) and legally represents the Pope 
outwardly. The entire diplomatic apparatus is subject to him. 

It was already within the first days after his election that Francis de-
cided to remove Bertone together with some of his personnel, so much was 
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Bertone linked with the reasons for Benedict’s resignation. Please allow 
me a personal appraisal: Although Bertone knew that he only held the of-
fice transitionally, he did not hear the bell toll. Rather, up to the last mi-
nute he tried to save the old arrangement, together with his influence and 
his lifestyle.  

Recently, Bertone, once the second most powerful man in the Vatican, 
has been threatened with proceedings before a Vatican court because he 
supposedly financed the remodeling of his 700 square meter penthouse 
apartment with €200,000 from, among other sources, donations for the 
pontifical children’s hospital Bambino Gesù. The cardinal’s penthouse 
apartment comes with a rooftop terrace in the palace of Holy Charles – 
directly next to the Pope’s residence in Domus Sanctae Marthae. Regard-
less of whether this is proven or not, the highest cardinal in the Vatican 
cannot, in contrast to earlier times, depend on the protection of the Pope. 
For the Pope, such a gigantic apartment linked to such high costs is in itself 
repugnant, no matter where the money comes from. 

I happened to be with the Pope on the day that this case had come to 
his attention. He was stunned, shaken, but also in some way infuriated as 
to how, in the heart of the Vatican, such a palace could have been deviously 
obtained, not far from the Pope’s room in the neighboring house. 

In any event, an Italian church diplomat with many years of experi-
ence, in the person of Archbishop Pietro Parolin, took over the office of 
Cardinal Secretary of State, tantamount to the position of Prime Minister 
of the Vatican, in the fall of 2013. Francis thus decided for a man who in-
deed essentially stands for his line of thinking but who also embodies and 
continues the political diplomatic tradition of the Curia. The only thing is 
that Parolin does this more quietly than his predecessor and is not trying 
to pull the strings away from the Pope to himself.  

Excommunicating the Mafia: “Then I will die for the 
truth . . .” 

There is a life and death battle between the Pope and the Mafia.24 The Pope 
has continually incited the topic anew since publicly excommunicating 
Mafia members for the first time and prohibited priests and bishops from 
holding church ceremonies for Mafia families. He also radically enforced 
this. For instance, he participated in a solemn vigil for victims of the Mafia 
in the Roman Catholic church San Gregorio VII, where the names of 842 

                                             
24 See in particular Politi Franziskus 216-229. 
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victims of the Mafia were read. Ten percent of the names read were of chil-
dren. “Upon his pastoral visit in Pompeii and Naples on March 21, 2015, he 
again took up the fight against organized crime. In the heartland of the 
Mafia, he compared Camorra with a rotting animal carcass which not only 
looks ugly but also stinks. ‘Corruption stinks! Corrupt Society stinks! A 
Christian who allows corruption in his midst stinks!’”25 What Francis is go-
ing after here is the history of the Mafia itself, for a link to the Italian clergy 
is as old as the Mafia itself. 

The Pope knows that his unorthodox manner and the corresponding 
decisions in this connection, for instance excluding the Mafia from the 
Church and his crackdown on the Vatican Bank, could endanger his life. 
He told us the following: “Then I’ll just die for the truth!” Apparently, the 
Pope is not worried, although he has openly spoken with me and with oth-
ers about the dangers. It is probably more of a protection than a danger for 
the Pope to live in Domus Sanctae Marthae. Argentine newspapers joke 
that it is more difficult to poison him there. 

130 gendarmes, 20 of them schooled in counter-terrorism with auto-
matic weapons, along with 110 Swiss guards, are at the Vatican. In the 
meantime, I know many of them rather well. They perform professional 
work, but for the vastly twisted grounds there are too few of them. And 
they are powerless against the spontaneous ideas of the Pope. The situa-
tion is only manageable due to the fact that the Italian police are in part 
active on the Vatican grounds and are on call. 

A corrupt Hierarchy 

I met the Pope on March 20, 2013. On this day it was not possible to pay for 
any anything in the Vatican with a credit card, and no money could be 
withdrawn from automated teller machines (ATMs). This was due to the 
fact that the Italian Central Bank had prohibited the ATM operator, 
Deutsche Bank, from conducting the service on account of the Vatican’s 
not holding to transparency guidelines. I had to go over to Italian territory 
in order to withdraw money. In total, this situation caused the Vatican to 
lose a total of €25 million. Indeed, the Vatican’s total balances are €6 bil-
lion, so there are more pressing issues in Italy. The Christian faith is not 
brought into discredit when Silvio Berlusconi, as a billionaire, abets cor-
ruption through legislation. Rather, this occurs when the Church, which 
calls to poverty and for honesty, makes the opposite the norm at its high-
est echelons. 
                                             
25 Heckl (ed.). Ich bin einer von euch! 87 f. 
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It is the external symbol of a reality which the Pope describes as fol-
lows: “If the shepherds become wolves: bishops and priests who pursue the 
temptation of money and veil career ambition change from shepherds to 
wolves who eat the flesh of their own sheep.’”26 

It is one thing if an individual trusts all the details published by 
Gianluigi Nuzzi in his 2015 book Alles muss ans Licht: Das geheime Dossier über 
den Kreuzweg des Papstes (translation of the title: Everything has to come to 
Light: The secret File on the Pope’s Way of the Cross). However, there is no ques-
tion that he has used many authentic documents and audio recordings of 
important meetings having to do with the Vatican’s finances. Are they 
from the Pope himself, from one of his confidantes, or who else is it from 
within this inner circle who has been making recordings? One thing is 
clear: There is a war going on in the Vatican between, on the one hand, 
Pope Francis, his small commission staffed with lay people, and many dig-
nitaries who want to free the Curia from corruption, pomp, mismanage-
ment, and inefficiency and, on the other hand, representatives of the old 
guard who are either earning well due to the way things are run or live 
well given the current situation or are unable to imagine that the Pope will 
really take drastic measures. 

Another thing has become clear in the process: This is not just about 
squabbling within the Church. Everyone has known this since March 30, 
2014 at the latest, when professionals broke into the Palace of Congrega-
tions and used welding equipment to open dozens of safes and took large 
amounts of secret papers from the pontifical investigative commission 
(the “Cosea Commission”). In the meantime, members of the investiga-
tive commission have been living in rooms next to the Pope. Revelations 
that there have been a number of threatening letters have also sent a 
clear signal. 

For my part, I do not want to see the entire history of the tragedy re-
peated. What has shaken me most is that there are still parts of the Vatican 
which have increased expenditures and have not disclosed the financial 
flows. This has even occurred under the new Cardinal Secretary of State 
and even after the Pope repeatedly took drastic measures, of the kind that 
have included interviews on the topic with large daily Italian newspapers.  

Above all, I want to limit myself to what I know about Pope Francis. It 
is deeply shocking for Pope Francis that Curia cardinals or at any rate high-
ranking Vatican officials are participants in every irregularity, in every 
unnecessary expression of pomp, privately (as Ferraris) or ecclesiastically 

                                             
26 Pope Francis. Predigten. 60, Predigt in der Morgenmesse (sermon at morning 

mass), May 15, 2013. 
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(such as a Christmas tree at St. Peter’s Basilica costing hundreds of thou-
sands of euros). And it is shocking that this is still the case three years after 
commission after commission has investigated, after dozens of compro-
mised staff have been let go, after new committees of cardinals have been 
created, and after things have been rigorously swept clean. What should 
one do if a number of Curia cardinals, as single individuals, have free apart-
ments with between 350 und 524 square meters of space,27 not to mention 
Bertone’s 700 square meters. One cannot simply cut the apartments in the 
old palaces in half overnight.  

On July 1, 2013, the general director of the Vatican Bank and his deputy 
attracted the attention of the state prosecutor, in part owing to investiga-
tions put in motion by Benedict. They had to resign, which was a godsend 
for Francis, as was able to appoint new people. After all, Francis has 
achieved a situation where the Vatican Bank has been brought in line with 
international transparency standards and where the bank as a whole is no 
longer the attention of investigators. Investigations now have to do with 
individual customers and individual prelates as well as old cases which are 
gripping enough. 

There has likewise been another unexpected godsend: Net income has 
risen by tens of millions, although or specifically because unclean areas 
have been closed down. The Pope, for whom it is irrelevant how rich the 
bank is and who has seen to it that hundreds of customers have had to go, 
has achieved a consolidation of the Vatican’s finances. 

However, corruption and tainted networks between Vatican clergy and 
Mafia businessmen and policy makers in Rome and Italy have been so 
deeply rooted in the structures of Vatican City since its founding on Feb-
ruary 11, 1929 that a single Pope will hardly be sufficient to erase this.  

An example: The head of a Vatican Congregation recounted to me how 
corruption works when refilling a position. A position is announced first. 
However, most applicants withdraw because a network give assurances of 
cost-free apartments, other postings, or other things if they do not apply 
for the position. One or two candidates end up being left who are the desire 
of the network. If the boss chooses the individual and / or the Pope ap-
points the individual, then the work of the network has been fulfilled. It 
seems to me to be immensely difficult to find out who is behind this and 
which candidates are acting outside of such networks and which candi-
dates are really most appropriate. Additionally, personal files are report-
edly tampered with and objectionable contents simply disappear in the 
case of desired candidates. 
                                             
27 See the list in Nuzzi, Licht, 146-148. 
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The last public confrontation between a pope and the Curia was 500 
years ago. It ended with the election of the last antipope in history. Since 
them, one of the ironclad rules of the Curia has been that these sorts of 
confrontations do not belong in the public eye. These rules were broken 
by the Cardinal Secretary of State Bertone in Pope Benedict’s final phase, 
for instance when after the return from the Pope’s Brazilian trip he de-
clared that the Pope had given a wrong answer to one of the journalists’ 
question.  

A further rule is that for centuries every Pope has admiringly quoted 
his predecessor and does not express criticism, regardless of which er-
rors are involved. That is naturally the case with other high offices. 
Thus, President Barak Obama indeed described George W. Bush as in-
competent but since becoming President has no longer said an unflat-
tering word about him, also not about decisions he had promised to 
redo. But let’s return to the Pope. Pope Francis indeed quickly canonized 
his predecessor, but then placed the cleansing of the Vatican above the 
rules of tradition since he knew that only with the backing of the public 
did he have a chance to put an end to corruption. He has also repeatedly 
criticized his predecessors, as a number of examples in this book demon-
strate, including calling Pentecostals “sects” and for not advancing col-
legiality among the bishops. 

The End of an Epoch 

An immediate end to an epoch has come in which the Curia stood above 
the law and was protected from the law by the Vatican28, and where things 
were based on the following motto: rather cover up a crime than risk a 
scandal. The perpetual covering up had more conveyed the smell of a dou-
ble standard than the open working through of issues and self-criticism 
under Francis.  

Since 2013, the Pope has removed the most important privilege the Cu-
ria cardinals and leading staff in the Curia had: immunity from prosecu-
tion, including immunity from outside the Vatican. At one time, the Vati-
can pass protected Paul Casimir Marcinkus on the occasion of his Vatican 
Bank scandal and Cardinal Bernard Francis Law from the USA from inves-
tigations on account of suspicion of abuse of children and youths. The Vat-
ican did not deliver Marcinkus despite an international arrest warrant and 
suspicion that he was involved in two murder contracts. Things like this 
are over once and for all.  
                                             
28 Englisch. Kämpfer. 348-355. 
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When the prelate and (of all people) the Vatican chief accountant 
Nunzio Scarano were arrested by Italian police on June 28, 2013 with €20 
million in cash, it was assumed within the Curia that he would be free 
within hours. However, Francis enjoined the Vatican from insisting upon 
immunity. I do not want to unfold the unbelievable details of what this 
Mafioso in priest’s vestments did at this point. Others have already done 
this in detail.  

The next case was that of Bishop Jozef Wesolowski, the long-time nun-
cio in the service of the Vatican, whom the Attorney General of the Domin-
ican Republic charged with having paid seven minor-aged boys for sexual 
services and committing abuse. Pope Benedict relieved the bishop of all 
offices, and Pope Francis allowed him to be relocated into the laity. Also in 
this case the Pope did not insist on immunity. Instead, he placed the bishop 
under house arrest on account of danger of absconding. The Vatican in-
vestigators found over 100,000 photos of child pornography on his com-
puter. The prosecutor called for ten years of imprisonment; however, the 
bishop died in the Vatican before judgment could be passed.  

No Service provided by Nuns 

Bergoglio has always vehemently advocated that Bishops, etc. should not 
be served by nuns. Nuns are called to proclaim the message of Jesus Christ, 
protect children, stand by the elderly, take care of the sick, accompany the 
dying, and in general show the love of God. However, they are not there to 
wash cardinals and bishops for nothing, to clean, straighten up, cook, or 
do the shopping. The Pope repeatedly speaks about the army of almost 
100,000 women, almost all of them nuns, who wrongly serve bishops as 
domestics. Andreas Englisch is of the opinion that this is one of the main 
reasons why so many cardinals are upset with the Pope.29 

It is to be noted that Francis, in the process, is saying nothing against 
the sacrificial work of many nuns. It is just the opposite. On September 20, 
2015 at a celebration for nuns and others in Havana, Cuba, he said the fol-
lowing: “How many men and women in religious orders ‘completely spend 
themselves’ – and I repeat the use of the expression ‘completely spend 
themselves’ in life by caressing those whom the world combs out, whom 
the world despises, whom the world would prefer that they did not ex-
ist . . .”30 “Thanks to all these women and the many women dedicated to 
God who stand in the service of the ‘useless,’ with these, our brothers and 
                                             
29 Englisch. Franziskus. 11-12. 
30 Pope Francis. Gott. 64. 
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sisters, with the small, the least of these, one cannot make money on them 
and can further absolutely nothing constructive with them.”31 

Sleeping Bags for the Homeless 

What is a possible birthday gift for Francis? Something that he is able to 
give to others! On his 78 birthday on December 17, 2014, Francis gave 400 
sleeping bags to homeless individuals, in a certain sense from his “pocket 
money,” which means that it did not occur over the official channels of the 
Vatican’s social work. The Swiss Guards and other helpers distributed the 
sleeping bags and the press knew nothing about it. 

The most fascinating thing for me is when the Pope talks about such an 
action after the fact. He is pleased like a small child that he can do so much 
good and no one notices – at least not before and while he does it. It is 
actually abhorrent to Francis that there is wind of each of his good deeds 
from the global press.  

Bergoglio already had the following thought about wrong wrong eco-
nomic policy in 2009: “I think it is basically a problem of sin.”32 As a bishop, 
he also carried responsibility that there are people in Argentina who have 
nothing to eat. “Some could maintain”: ‘that’s a communist priest!’ No: 
what I am saying is pure gospel.” 

The Archbishop of Buenos Aires has denounced prostitution his life 
long as “modern slavery” and is active against all forms of human traffick-
ing. In 2009 he said: “We have concealed forms of slavery which are as cruel 
as earlier forms.”33 For Francis, corruption is a “burden” in Evangelii 
gaudium34, as is human trafficking”35, about which he writes: “I have always 
been distressed at the lot of those who are victims of various kinds of hu-
man trafficking. How I wish that all of us would hear God’s cry: ‘Where is 
your brother?’ (Gen 4:9). Where is your brother or sister who is enslaved? 
Where is the brother and sister whom you are killing each day in clandes-
tine warehouses, in rings of prostitution, in children used for begging, in 
exploiting undocumented labour? Let us not look the other way. There is 
greater complicity than we think. The issue involves everyone! This infa-
mous network of crime is now well established in our cities, and many peo-
ple have blood on their hands as a result of their comfortable and silent 
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complicity.”36 Human trafficking often overlaps with the oppression of 
women. “Doubly poor are those women who endure situations of exclu-
sion, mistreatment and violence, since they are frequently less able to de-
fend their rights.”37 

Something else should be noted: What differentiates the Pope from his 
predecessors and many theologians is that when he speaks about poverty 
it has “the stamp of personal experience.”38. He has, however, chosen this 
experience himself because he could have comfortably avoided it.  

3. “A Reorientation of the papal Office” 

The End of the imperial Papacy 

“The Pope does not want there to be an imperial papacy any longer.”39 
Therefore, the Pope’s inauguration mass is no longer to be called an “en-
thronement,” since there is, after all, no king in the Vatican. “Above all, 
however, this informal style stands in the service of a shrewd plan: to dis-
mantle the imperial character of the papacy, the Caesarean, demi-god ab-
solutism surrounded by an aura of infallibility which had been deposited 
over the course of centuries at the papal court and is even expressed in the 
pagan name for Peter’s successor: Pontifex Maximus.”40 

This not only applies to the Pope himself. Rather, it applies to the entire 
church. In one of his morning masses, he preached the following: “‘Trium-
phalism in the church is bringing it to a standstill,’ the Pope continued. 
‘Triumphalism by us Christians blocks Christians. A triumphalist church is 
a church which only goes half way.’ A church which contents itself with 
being ‘well appointed, with all required offices, with everything as right as 
a trivet, everything beautiful, efficient,’ which, however, disowns martyrs, 
would be a church which only thinks about triumph, which only thinks 
about successes and does not make those principles of Jesus its own: the 
rule of triumph which takes place via the way of failure. Human failure. 

                                             
36 EG 211. 
37 EG 212. 
38 Politi, Franziskus, 92. 
39 Marco Politi. „Angst vor der Protestantisierung des Vatikans“ (“Fear of the Pro-

testantization of the Vatican”). January 19, 2016, http://www.pro-medienmaga
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40 Politi, Franziskus, 28. 
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The failure of the cross. And that is a temptation to which we are all ex-
posed.’”41 

In his Encyclical Letter Laudato si, Francis was able to accomplish the 
stunt of not labeling himself Pope a single time and by limiting himself to 
the title “Bishop of Rome.”42 

It often comes down to very small gestures. Thus, the Pope only signs 
with “Francis” without a designation of his office. At least a “PP” (=Papa = 
Pope) would be normal. This was already the way it was with the officially 
distributed photo of the Pope on the day of the official inauguration on 
March 19, 2013. 

 
Photo 34: Signature and handwriting of the Pope on his photo  

upon the occasion of the mass at his inauguration in 2013  

                                             
41 Papst Franziskus. Predigten. 93 f, Predigt in der Morgenmesse (sermon at morning 

mass), May 29, 2013. 
42 Pope Francis. Laudato si’. 121 (Paragraph 10). 
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I once asked the Pope’s personal photographer, Francesco Sforza, whether 
the Pope also signed photographs. I unfortunately could only communi-
cate slowly with Sforza in Italian using sign language. He thought no, the 
Pope never signed photographs. I thought we should see if this is the case. 
He promised me an additional nice photo with the Pope if I were successful 
in obtaining a signature. Therefore, as a test object he first printed out a 
photo the size of letter paper. I went to the Pope who, while indeed laugh-
ing, signed without delay. However, as is always the case, he signed with-
out “PP” or any indication that he was the Pope. The result is in the color 
section of this book. 

In return, I received two photos from Sforza for Coffee Breaks with the 
Pope. One graces the cover of this book. Francesco, thanks for the photo 
with your namesake! 

In every major piece of his writing, Pope Francis has emphasized that 
the papal teaching office does not have to address every question. Con-
versely, as far as I know, he has never insisted that one has to acknowledge 
papal teaching office in order to truly believe – which in any event is re-
quired by Catholic canon law. 

 
Photo 35: The photo signed by Pope Francis without “P. P.”, October 2015. 
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“A Reorientation of the Papacy” 

At this point I have to go into the understanding of who a pope is in the 
Pope’s first independent Apostolic Letter Evangelii gaudium, dated Novem-
ber 24, 2013, in which Francis gives an explanation of his program. It is not 
by chance that it has to do with evangelism. The called for “reorientation 
of the papacy” has to orient itself towards concerns having to do with 
evangelism. 

What is conspicuous is the completely different style compared to that 
of the writings of his predecessors. There are no dogmatic determinations 
to be found, no orders, no rules, and no final statements. Instead, the Pope 
suggests, or calls for, a search for solutions and calls upon all Christians 
and the great mass of lay people to evangelize using new formulations and 
ways of making connections for people. In the section entitled “The scope 
and limits of this Exhortation,” the Pope even declares that it is not appro-
priate for the Pope to give the answer instead of the local bishops who 
know the local situations better. Instead, he is conscious of the need to 
promote a sound ‘decentralization.’”43 

As far as a papal letter is concerned, Pope Francis sets a completely new 
tone in the document. He seeks to “suggest,” “encourage,” and decentral-
ize. Nowhere is there anything based on reference to his office. Indeed, the 
Pope actually says that the “collegial spirit” of both his predecessors has 
“made little progress”44 and that this is something he wants to change. It 
is completely new for a pope to criticize his predecessors in an official doc-
ument. 

He wants to learn about bishops’ collegiality from the Orthodox 
churches.45 To this end, one has to say that bishops’ collegiality was for-
malized and demanded in the Second Vatican Council. In 1983, it was 
promulgated by Pope John Paul II in canon law. Indeed, it was frequently 
mentioned but de facto further reduced. This did not occur by the Pope’s 
receiving a veto right against all decisions made by bishops, including de-
cisions made by councils. Rather, it said that any vote without a positive 
vote by the pope is null and void. The authority of local bishops and na-
tional bishops’ conferences was also weakened towards the Vatican. How-
ever, the Pope now says: “Nor do I believe that the papal magisterium 
should be expected to offer a definitive or complete word on every ques-
tion which affects the Church and the world. It is not advisable for the Pope 
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to take the place of local Bishops in the discernment of every issue which 
arises in their territory. In this sense, I am conscious of the need to pro-
mote a sound ‘decentralization.’”46 

This desired decentralization is also made clear based on a fact which 
up to now, as far as I know, has not been made a topic by anyone besides 
Bernd Hagenkord SJ. Apostolic letters are usually riddled with quotes, 
from the Bible, from councils, popes, teaching documents, etc. Francis 
above all richly quotes from the Bible, as had already been done by Pope 
Benedict in his writings. Compared with his predecessors, he strongly re-
duced the number of quotes by popes, one-half of which come from Pope 
Benedict XVI. Instead, he very often quoted from texts and accounts of re-
gional bishops’ conferences. 

It is interesting to note the justification of decentralization, for it is 
justified, among others, by maintaining that centralization hinders 
evangelization: “Excessive centralization, rather than proving helpful, 
complicates the Church’s life and her missionary outreach.”47 Evangeli-
zation – and I have heard this from the mouth of the Pope himself – 
should determine structure more than the question of maintaining the 
status quo or maintaining the influence of the Catholic Church. Accord-
ing to the Pope, the Church without evangelization would be in its final 
stages anyway.  

Overall, then, it is a matter of nothing less than “a reorientation of the 
papacy.” In context it reads as follows: “Since I am called to put into prac-
tice what I ask of others, I too must think about a conversion of the papacy. 
It is my duty, as the Bishop of Rome, to be open to suggestions which can 
help make the exercise of my ministry more faithful to the meaning which 
Jesus Christ wished to give it and to the present needs of evangelization. 
Pope John Paul II asked for help in finding ‘a way of exercising the primacy 
which, while in no way renouncing what is essential to its mission, is none-
theless open to a new situation.’ We have made little progress in this re-
gard. The papacy and the central structures of the universal Church also 
need to hear the call to pastoral conversion. The Second Vatican Council 
stated that, like the ancient patriarchal Churches, episcopal conferences 
are in a position ‘to contribute in many and fruitful ways to the concrete 
realization of the collegial spirit.’ Yet this desire has not been fully real-
ized, since a juridical status of episcopal conferences which would see 
them as subjects of specific attributions, including genuine doctrinal au-
thority, has not yet been sufficiently elaborated. Excessive centralization, 
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rather than proving helpful, complicates the Church’s life and her mission-
ary outreach.”48 

All of that is underscored in the document by an unbelievable state-
ment that the Pope makes but does not even mention by name: “In all the 
baptized, from first to last, the sanctifying power of the Spirit is at work, 
impelling us to evangelization. The people of God is holy thanks to this 
anointing, which makes it infallible in credendo. This means that it does not 
err in faith, even though it may not find words to explain that faith. The 
Spirit guides it in truth and leads it to salvation.”49  

It becomes radical at this point. The Pope, infallible according to Cath-
olic teaching insofar as he makes a claim to this authority, says that the 
entire people of God, indeed every Christian is pushed to evangelism and 
is “infallible” when he in faith proclaims the gospel, even if the right words 
are lacking. The Pope has reinterpreted the infallibility of the Church – for 
the sake of evangelism. If I had written this, everyone would have sup-
posed that it was a pot shot at Catholic teaching. I can see the Pope grin-
ning in front of me as he wrote it. There is nothing less infallible than the 
gospel of Jesus Christ when we correctly believe it and give testimony of it 
to others. 

The Pope here is indirectly referring to the infallibility of the pope. It 
is not that he denies it. However, the reflex of his predecessors has been 
omitted. In the process, the statement that the Holy Spirit is active in all 
Christians and guarantees the truth of belief, also in all lay people, receives 
particular emphasis. Evangelism is shifted from Bishops to lay people, as 
had already been done in the first sentence of the document entitled Chris-
tian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: “Mission belongs to the very being of 
the church. Proclaiming the word of God and witnessing to the world is 
essential for every Christian.”  

Another Addition: “A Reorientation of the Papacy” 

From Evangelii gaudium, where for the first time Francis called for “a reor-
ientation of the papacy,” to his address at the 50th anniversary of the Bish-
ops’ synod in Rome, there is a visible common thread found. Cardinal Rein-
hard Marx called the speech a “historical address,” and the Italian daily 
newspaper Il Giornale spoke of a “doctrinal earthquake.” 
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A small excerpt from the address follows.50 It was accompanied by a 
talk by Cardinal Christoph Schönborn, which I have already touched upon 
above. There are times during the address Francis gave when I could not 
trust my ears and thought that my command of Italian was just too weak. 

Ceremony Commemorating the 50th Anniversary of the Institution of the 
Synod of Bishops 

“In the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, I emphasized that ‘the 
people of God is holy thanks to this anointing, which makes it infallible 
in credendo’ and added that ‘all the baptized, whatever their position in 
the Church or their level of instruction in the faith, are agents of evan-
gelization, and it would be insufficient to envisage a plan of evangeliza-
tion to be carried out by professionals while the rest of the faithful would 
simply be passive recipients.’ The sensus fidei prevents a rigid separation 
between an Ecclesia docens and an Ecclesia discens, since the flock like-
wise has an instinctive ability to discern the new ways that the Lord is 
revealing to the Church.” 

“A synodal Church is a Church which listens, which realizes that lis-
tening ‘is more than simply hearing.’ It is a mutual listening in which 
everyone has something to learn. The faithful people, the college of bish-
ops, the Bishop of Rome: all listening to each other, and all listening to 
the Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of truth’ (John 14:17), in order to know what 
he ‘says to the Churches’ (Revelation 2:7).”  

“I am persuaded that in a synodal Church, greater light can be shed 
on the exercise of the Petrine primacy. The Pope is not, by himself, above 
the Church; but within it as one of the baptized, and within the College 
of Bishops as a Bishop among Bishops, called at the same time — as Suc-
cessor of Peter — to lead the Church of Rome which presides in charity 
over all the Churches.”  

“While reaffirming the urgent need to think about ‘a conversion of 
the papacy,’ . . .” 

At the same time, the Pope has borne criticism from the conservative 
Catholic media. The Spanish Catholic news site ‘secretum meum mihi’ 
asks whether the Pope wants to become a “protestantization” of the 
church.  

“Collegiality” is a term which comes from the language used in the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, and for a time it was an empty phrase. The term “syn-
odality,” which was coined by the Pope at the beginning of his term of 

                                             
50 Paul VI Audience Hall, Saturday, 17 October 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/con

tent/francesco/de/speeches/2015/october/documents/papa-francesco_2015101
7_50-anniversario-sinodo.html.  
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office, is simply the organizational application of “collegiality” and sum-
marizes the sense of the bishops’ synod created by the Second Vatican 
Council in one term. What one has is a Pope who is getting serious about 
things which were decided upon 50 years ago. And of all things, nothing 
else occurs – to of all people those who want to defend the papal office – 
than to pull out the denominational card against the Pope. These same 
Catholics, who want to prevent the papal office from losing anything of its 
absolutism, are dismantling the current Pope in order to do so. 

In the process, it is nevertheless apparent from a Protestant point of 
view that in his address, the Pope indeed categorizes and relativizes the 
papacy but that the church not only exists “cum Petro,” that is to say, 
with the pope. Rather, it exists “sub Petro,” that is to say, under the pope. 
The Pope continues to guarantee, according to the Pope in his address, 
the unity of the church: “The fact that the Synod always acts cum Petro 
et sub Petro — indeed, not only cum Petro, but also sub Petro — is not a lim-
itation of freedom, but a guarantee of unity. For the Pope is, by will of 
the Lord, ‘the perpetual and visible source and foundation of the unity 
both of the bishops and of the whole company of the faithful.’” 

 
Photo 36: The Pope giving his address during the  
Vatican synod anniversary as seen from my seat 
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“God, have mercy on me, a sinner” 

Background to Francis’ viewpoint regarding the office of the Pope is that 
he sees himself clearly as a human being and sinner. For that reason, he 
cannot conceive of his being the sole individual who has the correct an-
swer to everything. Indeed, Pope Benedict was also aware of his inadequa-
cies. By the way, he expressed this already from his first words given from 
the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica, but he did not draw the line directly to 
the teaching office of the pope. 

In 2016, Pope Francis said the following in his interview book with An-
drea Tornielli: “I have gotten used to never following my first reaction 
when I get an idea or when someone makes a suggestion. I always remain 
on guard here, because the first reaction is usually wrong.”51 In the same 
interview, one finds the following dialog: “[Question] You have repeatedly 
labeled yourself a ‘sinner.’ When you visited a prison in Palmasola in Bo-
livia during your visit to Latin America in July 2015, you said: ‘A man stands 
before you, whose many sins have been forgiven . . .’ It is impressive to 
hear a pope say something about himself. [Answer] Really”52 

In 2009, as an answer to the question whether an individual who makes 
it to cardinal sees things clearly: “That is not true. I do not have all the 
answers. Not even all the questions. . . . I admit that on the basis of my tem-
perament the first answer which comes to me is usually the wrong one. . . . 
For that reason, I have learned to not trust my first reaction.”53 There is 
nothing in this point of view that he has changed as Pope. 

And again in 2009: “I do not want to pride myself on anything, for I am 
truly a sinner, whom the mercy of God has loved in a privileged way.”54 “I 
had to learn everything on the spot, by means of my mistakes. For one 
thing is true, and that is that I have made a pile of mistakes. Mistakes and 
sins.”55 

Francis’ coming Resignation 

Francis has long since declared that what Pope Benedict did for the first 
time, namely to resign from the papal office on account of weakness 
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associated with old age, to be the normal state of affairs.56 He has repeat-
edly said this and similar things, to the effect that he will do the same when 
he senses “that it just won’t work anymore.” Benedict’s path is “no excep-
tion.”57. Several times he has said that he will likely remain in office for 5 
years. The Pope has spoken with me completely freely about his resigna-
tion – or his departure from the stage: He believes God will give him as 
much time as he needs. Should he become too weak or die or be the victim 
of a stroke, that will be the time at which his God-given mandate will have 
ended anyway, and others will have to continue it. 

Is the Pope Protestant? 

Andreas English quotes a 60 year old Catholic priest: “He is a Protestant.”58 
This charge can be found on many Catholic websites. When on Refor-
mation Day 2016 the Pope participates in the opening of the Reformation 
Year in Lund, this choir will become even louder. 

As a Protestant, one can naturally immediately object: The Pope prays 
to Mary and the Saints, the Pope sees his office as a guarantee of the unity 
of the church, the Pope has canonized his predecessors, and so forth. I be-
long to those who can already see huge advances in the doctrinal unity of 
all churches. In any event, I often have less in common doctrinally with a 
nominal Evangelical who proclaims a prosperity gospel or Evangelically 
liberal theologians who deny the historicity of the resurrection and virgin 
birth than with Pope Francis or oriental churches. I am glad that over the 
years, in addition to other Evangelical churches and denominations, the 
World Evangelical Alliance’s theologians meticulously worked on one the-
ological topic after the other with theologians from the Pontifical Council 
for Promoting Christian Unity. The Pope expressly commended this effort 
in his address in November 2014. The newest document clearly demon-
strates how open and honestly both sides label their points of convergence 
as well as the remaining, in part grave topics which distinguish us and even 
sometimes divide us. It also clearly shows that the Pope is not so quickly 
going to become a “Protestant.” 

Furthermore, it is somewhat difficult for Evangelicals to comprehend 
how as a convinced Catholic one can charge the Pope with being a 
Protestant. On the one hand, he would have to give up his office, and on 
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the other it would also have to be the case that if he is the Pope in the sense 
of church doctrine, he is also the shepherd of the church when he calls for 
changes and a fortiori when he wants to clean up corruption and severe 
culpability. Is it not rather the case that the individual who sharply criti-
cizes the Pope is long since Protestant, since such an individual proceeds 
on the assumption that there are truths above the Pope and on the basis 
of which each believer can criticize every church dignitary, including the 
Pope? The Reformers did not advocate anything other than that, did they?  

However, it is important to make a distinction, for the charge of being 
“Protestant” can mean two completely different things. I know both ver-
sions, for as example as I have gotten to know it from staff on the Vatican 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.  

The charge of being “Protestant” can, on the one hand, refer to the tra-
ditional denominational difference. It would be the charge that could have 
been made 200 years ago and that has to do with conservative Lutherans 
or Evangelicals who, from the viewpoint of the Western world, lie very 
close to the Catholic positions on questions of ethics, for instance on the 
topics of abortion or same sex marriage. 

With that said, it is more frequently the case that it is not this tradi-
tional denominational charge which is meant. Rather, it is above all that 
“Protestant” means ethical and often theological arbitrariness, above all 
in traditional Western Protestant churches. Even if a dialogue partner ex-
pressly makes an exception in my case with respect to the charge, it is nev-
ertheless still often latently purported that it is not completely incidental 
but rather almost inevitable that there is a path from Luther to the defense 
of abortion as a human right by liberal churches. 

The first charge is difficult for me to comprehend. This is due to the 
fact that the current comments and changes are coming from the Pope 
himself. General criticism of the Pope’s line of approach still always means 
to view the Pope as subordinate to the doctrines of the Holy Scriptures or 
to the adopted teachings of his predecessors and of ecclesiastical law. 
Therefore, it also means, in a certain sense, to be standing above the Pope 
making a judgment on him. 

In the second case, it is to be remembered that the liberal nature of 
Protestant churches in the West shapes the picture of Protestantism but 
not, however, in the Global South and in much of the world. Whether this 
is due to the fact that in the Global South there has always been another 
orientation, or whether the local offshoots of European churches had long 
since – how should I express it – gone into reverse. Desmond Tutu, the An-
glican Archbishop of South Africa, who once stood for the Anglican 
churches in Africa under the motto liberal, leftist, political, and rich, was 
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then also denounced on account of severe corruption in the church. Today, 
the Anglican churches in Africa are all again conservative, mission-ori-
ented, are to be counted as being on the Evangelical spectrum, and / or are 
characteristically charismatic.  

The Pope’s Catholic Critics  

The internet is full of websites by Catholics, including priests, who stigma-
tize the Pope as a heretic. “The barrage of criticism is relentless.”59 His dis-
missals are called “purges.” At the same time, every pope has the right to 
dismiss all the staff of his predecessor, and every pope has given priority 
to staff who share his line of thinking. Also, there is no pope prior to Fran-
cis had filled offices so theologically broadly as Francis. He has sought to 
include all wings of the Catholic Church, provided that they are not in the 
position of declaring war on each other.  

The “strategy of inclusion”60 has led to a situation where no pope up to 
now has had such a range of tolerated theological and other views among 
the leading representatives of the Curia and elsewhere. It is solely for this 
reason that there are so many critics of the Pope who are in office. For 
instance, the Australian Cardinal George Pell is Prefect of the new Secre-
tariat for the Economy and a member of a new council of eight cardinals, 
although at the 2015 Synod of Bishops he took the lead as a critic of the 
line held by the Pope. 

Bishops do not operate so aggressively but occasionally obviously. The 
Polish Bishops’ Conference declared that it will not follow the call of the 
Pope and will continue to only conduct foot washing on Catholic men. Foot 
washing will not be conducted on women or on non-Christians, for exam-
ple on Muslims. The Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline 
of the Sacraments has enabled the practice but has not ordered it, with the 
result that one can follow tradition instead. 

This demonstrates a dilemma: tradition brought into positioning 
against the Pope. To measure a pope against something above him is not a 
trademark of Catholic tradition. Rather, it is quite Protestant. “The ultra-
conservatives in the Curia showed themselves to be loyal to the Pope un-
der Benedict XVI. And yet, since doctrine is no longer as important to his 
successor, the defenders of pure dogma are revolting against Francis.”61 
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The Catholic historian and author of a history of the Second Vatican 
Council, Roberto de Mattei, who is Italian, has written: “Nowadays, how-
ever, resistance has to be directed towards the highest Church authority if 
it deviates from the perennially valid teaching of the Church.”62 Mattei 
presents a front against the post-synod letter with a severity that no 
Protestant would allow.63 

What good is what is said by a pope with absolute canonical authority 
or on the basis of the pope’s teaching authority if it only holds true as long 
as the popes, one after the other, hold to certain shared positions but then 
see that authority essentially placed into question as soon as a pope makes 
small corrections?  

Furthermore, in my opinion, most ‘conservatives’ do not know that 
Francis’ revolution has an explicit name: “The Missionary Transformation 
of the Church.”64. 

What strikes me is that as a general rule, the many websites I have stud-
ied do not see corruption and greed and the propensity for luxury and 
power in the Vatican as treason against Christianity and do not praise 
Francis for cleaning things up. Indeed, many a conservative appears to 
want to hide their corruption under the cloak of tradition.  

The outrageous sins of greed, corruption, power grabs, and sexual ex-
ploitation in Church leadership deserve to be grappled with, wherever it 
occurs. However, in the Vatican, in the heart of the Catholic Church, under 
those whose life purpose is to serve God and to advise the Pope? There 
really cannot be any pardon for that! 

The Reformation had profound theological grounds. However, the open-
ness for the break also had something to do with moral conditions and cor-
ruption in the Vatican and among many Church dignitaries. It had to do with 
the Vatican’s positioning itself with power politics and going all the way to 
issuing death threats in the face of theological questions. In addition, there 
was the complete fusion of the Church with the leading banks of the world (a 
key word here: Fugger), with politics, global politics, and with the running 
battle between European cities, principalities, and states as well. Whoever 
maintained armies and put them into position also quickly found a military 
opponent during times of constantly changing factions in Europe. 
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Had the sale of indulgences not been the most important source of in-
come for the Vatican at Luther’s time but had rather been solely a theo-
logical question, Luther’s originally cautious inquiries would have led to 
serious discussions – after all, in 1513 practically all of the cardinals were 
of the opinion that indulgences needed to be abolished. However, due to 
the fact that it had much to do with enormous sums of money and a lot to 
do with power, the Pope promised to do away with this prior to his selec-
tion and afterwards blocked all criticism against issuing even greater in-
dulgences. The entire issue was made into a question of power: Are you 
going to obey the pope or not? 

In the 16th century, my historical role model, Martin Bucer, came very 
far along in his efforts to work out a theological unification between “old 
believers,” the Catholics, and Evangelicals and set this down in writing. In 
the end, he failed not primarily due to the Emperor or to Germany. Rather, 
it had to do with a craving for power on the part of the Pope and Italy. 
When the pope finally called for the Council of Trent, the calls of the em-
peror for true reform went largely unheard, and the condemnation of 
Protestants was more important than any reform – although Trent’s con-
sequences did bring many improvements. At the same time, it also trig-
gered the Counter-Reformation, which formalized a conflation of politics 
and the Church over the long term. 

If one considers that at the 18th Council, according to the Catholic 
count, which was the 5th Lateral Council of 1512-1517, where the approxi-
mate 100 participating bishops called for far-reaching reforms, which spe-
cifically had corruption among bishops and worse yet among the prince 
bishops in view, it is a tragedy that the Pope impeded tough decisions and 
immediately issued soft resolutions by the dozen. Seven months later the 
Reformation began. 

Can you not understand why I asked the Pope recently in a letter 
whether it is clear to him how differently history would have gone if he 
been Pope from 1515 to 1526?  

Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke 

Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke, born in 1948 and thus unusually young for a 
Cardinal, has purportedly been of the opinion that the Church under Pope 
Francis has been “leaderless.” I have met Burke several times because in a 
certain sense he is the Vatican’s patron for pro-life activists. As a result, he 
accompanied the Pope once when we met him as a human rights activist. 
He presided over Dignitatis Humanae Institute (DHI) symposiums, where I 
have been a speaker several times. 
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Photo 37: With Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke  

at a DHI symposium in 2013 in the Vatican  

Cardinal Burke, a heroic figure in his camp, has expressly criticized Fran-
cis’ Apostolic Letter Evangelii gaudium and has maintained that the docu-
ment could hardly be part of the Pontifical Magisterium. . . . It was already 
in December 2013 that Francis dismissed Burke from the important bish-
ops’ congregations . . . and from the Congregation for the Causes of Saints. 
Now [in October 2014] Burke has also confirmed his demotion from the 
position of the head of the Vatican court to a patron cardinal of the cleri-
cally insignificant Order of Malta.”65 Burke also belongs to the most 
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resolute opponents of the theses of Cardinal Walter Kasper on the sacra-
ment of marriage and his readiness to allow remarried divorced individu-
als to take communion. Francis had commissioned Kasper with the role of 
introducing the topics with a talk at both of the coming family synods at 
the Vatican.  

I admit openly that I have not completely understood and do not com-
pletely understand the Cardinal. As a Protestant, I could understand the 
criticism and contention. But as a guardian of Catholic Identity? Has not 
Burke taken on the role of pope, of an antipope, so to speak? 

 
Photo 38: Cardinal Raymond Leo Burke during a visit to the Pope  

by human rights activists at Christmas 2013  
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“Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity . . . 
in the Catholic Church” 

Please forgive me, but the unity of the Catholic Church has always ap-
peared to me to be more of a theory than reality. For of what use is the 
theory if the majority of Catholics do not listen to “Rome” or when na-
tional Catholic bishops’ conferences, for instance in Poland and in Ger-
many, obviously have quite completely different orientations?  

I sat with Andrea Riccardi, the founder of the global Community of 
Sant’Egidio, in the first row at a conference held in Tirana on the topic of 
the persecution of Christians, which the Vatican, the World Council of 
Churches (WCC), the world Evangelical Alliance, the World Pentecostal 
Fellowship, and others organized under the roof of the Global Christian 
Forum in the fall of 2015. The alliance had suggested Riccardi as an opening 
speaker. At the front, Cardinal Kurt Koch, of the Pontifical Council for 
Christian Unity, was being introduced. The somewhat inexperienced mod-
erator said falteringly and hesitantly – in English – that Koch came “from 
the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity . . . in the Catholic Church.” Ric-
cardi and I smilingly wondered about this: Is this council responsible for 
unity in the Catholic Church or is it to be understood that there is unity in 
the Catholic Church and the Council is, however, to advocate a Christian 
unity in the Catholic Church. At any rate, Riccardi have never been and is 
not active with respect to unity only outside of the Catholic Church. Ra-
ther, he has soberly seen that the Church in itself is urgently in need of a 
spirit-affected unity. 

4. Pope Francis and Evangelicals 

The Pope approaches his greatest Opponents and 
embraces Them 

The Pope is approaching Evangelicals, including Pentecostals, who are, in 
a certain sense, the greatest ‘opponents’ on the global Christian market. 
While in Brazil it is mainly a matter of ungentlemanly competition – from 
both sides – the Archbishop of Argentina has led the way by demonstrating 
that there are also other ways to go. Evangelicals are characteristically dif-
ferent from those in Brazil and have thanked him for his efforts. 

Is this only a new strategy of embrace? Or does it include converging 
content with Protestant and Evangelical positions? Whoever reads the 
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Pope’s Apostolic Letter Evangelii gaudium finds in tone and content that 
other tones are to be heard, even if this began to emerge under Pope Ben-
edict XVI and the actual difference was first visible in contrast to Pope 
John Paul II. In our long, private discussion with the Pope shortly after the 
publication of Evangelii gaudium, the World Evangelical Alliance was able 
to personally convince itself that the Pope not only wrote in this manner 
and not only spoke in this manner. Rather, he also stands wholeheartedly 
behind what he has written there and is completely aware of the possible 
consequences.  

In the following I would like to address a number of evangelicals’ fa-
vorite topics and ask what the Pope thinks about them. 

Francis and the Bible 

Shortly after my first private discussion with Francis, there was a blog ad-
vocating atheism entitled “Brights – The Nature of Doubt.” It included a 
picture of the Pope and me under the heading “Bible Fundamentalists 
amongst Themselves.”66 Subsequent to that came “Whining Bible Funda-
mentalists”67 and “Evangelical Bible fundamentalists at the Synod of Apos-
tles.”68 Indeed, seen from the outside, it is the Bible which makes us Chris-
ten – even if we would prefer to say that it is Jesus Christ, of whom the 
Bible speaks and who gives it its importance. 

Hans Waldenfels is from Bonn and is a much-traveled theology profes-
sor who is informed with respect to world religions. I first had a discussion 
with him in an ARD talk show 25 years ago. He has written the following 
about Francis: The deepest source out of which the Jesuit Bergoglio draws 
is the Holy Scriptures, by which he lives in a way that has become seldom 
seen in present-day spiritual writers. It is not the historico-critical view-
point, to which we are guided many times over, but rather the simple im-
mersion in that which is addressed in the Holy Scriptures, indeed in both 
parts, in that which we Christians call the ‘Old Testament’ and the New 
Testament. Clearly, Bergoglio hears in the Scriptures what Christians in 
our culture at the end of a reading in worship service often routinely and 
mindlessly affirm: the ‘word of the living God.’ Looking at the Scriptures is 
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for him clearly meeting the living God.”69 I can only confirm that from my 
own experience. 

In 2001, Bergoglio wrote in a letter to catechists: “However, there is the 
danger of a standoffish exegesis or a distanced application of Biblical texts 
if the personal encounter is missing, an indispensable occupation with the 
Holy Scriptures which every believer and every congregation have to reg-
ularly tend to so that ‘the hearing of the Word becomes a living encounter 
in the old and still valid tradition of lectio divina.’”70 

One gets to know the Pope best through his book A Big Heart open to God. 
It was released in Argentina shortly before his being selected as Pope. It 
has 300 pages of exegesis and meditations on New Testament texts. Ber-
goglio’s colleague, the Argentine Archbishop, José Maria Arancedo, wrote 
in the foreword: “An additional feature which I would like to point out is 
familiarity with the Biblical texts. It betrays a solid Biblical theological 
foundation and a wisdom-based perspective which enriches these texts in-
sofar as he applies them to life. We are not dealing with an exegetical study 
at this point, although dealing with the texts shows theological education 
and diligence.”71  

In order to recognize the common thread in Francis’ life, one can com-
pare these Bible interpretations with The Truth is an Encounter: Homilies from 
Santa Marta. The book was published in 2014, and in it the Pope pursues his 
favorite activity: interpreting Bible texts. He not only recommended this 
to all his priests in Evangelii gaudium; he exemplifies it himself. 

This is also what he has in common with the majority of Evangelicals 
who do not primarily combat an all too critical way of addressing the Holy 
Scriptures by arguing apologetically. Rather, they do so by letting the Holy 
Scriptures speak to them and also by first of all principally bringing a level 
of trust to the historical investigation of the contents of Scripture. 

The Turning Point in the Pontifical Bible Commission 

In 1993 “fundamentalist” hermeneutics were the great enemy in the doc-
ument on hermeneutics brought out by the Bible Commission. Even femi-
nist exegesis got away a bit better.72 What remained completely open was 
who was actually meant by the word “fundamentalist.” Evangelical theol-
ogy? Jehovah’s Witnesses? 
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Then, in addition to other developments, came the Jesus trilogy by 
Pope Benedict XVI. From there, one sees a direct line to the new document 
by the Pontifical Bible Commission brought out in 2014 and entitled The 
Inspiration and Truth of Sacred Scripture.73 The Commission no longer de-
fends the historico-critical method and no longer presents its results as 
established truths. Rather, they are designated the “opinions of many ex-
perts.” The theologians within the Bible Commission have even taken on 
typical Evangelical positions (e.g., that the gospel of John and Revelation 
were written by John, that the book of Acts was written by Luke, and that 
the Ten Commandments were actually received by Moses). All of this has 
far reaching consequences. The era of Biblical criticism is nearing its end 
within global Christianity, and many Evangelical authors are not aware of 
the positive consequences that their decades long defense of the credibil-
ity of the Bible and simultaneous assessment of historical research sur-
rounding the Bible have had on the Catholic Church. 

The Pontifical Bible Commission has very modest offices. If one goes up 
the stairs in the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, one finds a door 
on the right half way up where the simple offices are directly under the 
offices of Cardinal Müller. This is where important Catholic theologians 
from all over the world work semi-independently. I say “semi-” because 
on the one hand they are called as members but can then select their di-
rectors and can work and publish independently. 

Meeting God in Bible Study – Evangelization and the 
Bible 

In his Apostolic Letter on evangelization, Evangelii gaudium, Francis goes 
into detail regarding the relationship to the Bible. The options relating to 
caring for the poor and the critique of the idolization of affluence are de-
liberately established by the Pope through his use of the Bible and done 
with a Christian spirit and not out of political correctness. For that reason, 
it is very comprehensible for Evangelicals and could just as easily have 
been formulated by the Evangelical Alliance’s Micha Initiative. Overall, the 
Apostolic Letter, up to the last section on Mary, is one long Bible study. 

For the Pope, the Bible is a fountain of youth for evangelization: “The 
Church, which is a missionary disciple, has to grow in its interpretation of 
the revealed word and in its understanding of truth.”74 For that reason, the 
Pope vehemently has been pleading for bible-based sermons, called a 
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“homily” in common Catholic usage (and otherwise often so called): “At 
the same time, the homily can truly be an intensive and pleasing experi-
ence of the Holy Spirit, a strengthening encounter with the Word of God, 
a constant source of renewal and of growth.”75 

In particular, he does not see the actual strength of the homily in proc-
lamation to the congregation. Rather, he sees it in the preparer’s having to 
intensively grapple with the Bible. The Pope describes in detail how a hom-
ily is to be prepared. The preacher has to “first of all develop a significant 
personal familiarity with the Word of God: For him it is not enough to know 
its linguistic or exegetical aspect, although that is surely also necessary. 
He has to approach the Word with a ready and praying heart so that it 
permeates deeply into his thoughts and emotions and generates a new dis-
position in him.”76 

After one has called upon the Holy Spirit, the first step is to commit 
complete attention to the Biblical text, which has to be the foundation of 
the sermon. If someone pauses and attempts to understand what a pas-
sages’s message is, he is exercising the ‘service of truth.’ It is a humility of 
the heart which acknowledges that the Word of God always goes beyond 
us, and we are ‘neither its possessor nor its lord. Rather, we are only its 
custodian, its heralds, its servants.’ This attitude of a humble and amazed 
veneration of the Word of God is expressed by dwelling upon it, by study-
ing it very carefully, and by having a holy fear of manipulating it.”77 

An Evangelical could also formulate it in the same way. If many serv-
ants of the Church take heed, the implications can hardly be imagined. 
How has the Pope expressed it? “The Word of God carries assets with it 
which we are not able to anticipate. The Bible speaks of seeds which, once 
they are sown, grow on their own even when the farmer is asleep.”78 

It is no wonder that the Bible is central for the Pope as far as evangeli-
zation and a recovery of enthusiasm for evangelization is concerned: “All 
of evangelization rests upon the Word, heard, observed, lived, celebrated, 
and witnessed to. The Holy Scriptures is the source for evangelization. For 
that reason, it is necessary to incessantly form oneself through hearing the 
Word. The Church does not evangelize if it does not continually let itself 
be evangelized. It is indispensable that the Word of God ‘increasingly be-
come the center of all the actions the Church undertakes.’ The listened to 
and – above all in the Eucharist – celebrated Word of God nourishes and 
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strengthens Christians internally and enables them to be a true witness for 
the gospel in everyday life.”79 

That also has the consequence that the Pope calls for the same thing as 
the World Evangelical Alliance (the keyword being ‘Biblical Engagement’): 
Setting out with personal Bible study within the entirety of Christianity 
has to precede setting out on evangelization, and it has to continually ac-
company it! The study of the sacred Scriptures must be a door opened to 
every believer. It is essential that the revealed word radically enrich our 
catechesis and all our efforts to pass on the faith. Evangelization demands 
familiarity with God’s word, which calls for dioceses, parishes and Catholic 
associations to provide for a serious, ongoing study of the Bible, while en-
couraging its prayerful individual and communal reading. We do not 
blindly seek God, or wait for him to speak to us first, for ‘God has already 
spoken, and there is nothing further that we need to know, which has not 
been revealed to us.’ Let us receive the sublime treasure of the revealed 
word.”80 

Just one of the many examples demonstrating that the Pope also means 
all of this in a completely practical way is the fact that the Pope had a min-
iature version of the four Gospels printed for distribution at Angelus pray-
ers and for distribution among the visitors when there are public audi-
ences. 

Given that the Pope no longer sees himself as the center of the world, 
that he preaches decentralization, distributes Bibles en masse to visitors 
at the Vatican and ‘lay people,’ and calls upon priests to read the Bible daily 
and to live out of the Bible and not only open it for sermon preparation, 
there will have to be consequences. 

Excursus: Mary, the Drawback for Evangelicals? 

It was often already the case with Pope Benedict that his Apostolic Letters 
and Encyclicals came off in a very Biblically-centered fashion with very 
few statements’ unable to be signed off on by Evangelicals. However, there 
was always a final chapter with a call to Mary, demonstrating that based 
on its style it did not belong to the original text. It was first with this final 
chapter that the relevant document became a purely Catholic document. 
Even if one were able to share statements about Mary and not reject the 
newer Marian dogmas, to pray to Mary and to call upon her for protection 
for the Church and evangelization is impossible for Protestant and a 
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number of other Christian churches. Evangelicals believe in the actual bi-
ological virgin birth, in the divine calling of Mary through an angel, and 
much more. With the New Testament, and in the entourage of Martin Lu-
ther, Mary is a paradigm of faith and proof that God does not make a gen-
der or social distinction when he chooses people. And yet, it is very diffi-
cult to find any anchor for the Catholic Church’s last two big Marian 
doctrines.  

Let us take the Apostolic Letter Evangelii Gaudium as an example. In-
deed, briefly beforehand the “relationship” to Mary and the saints81 is al-
ready mentioned, but the final chapter comes off as appended and not 
comprehensible for Orthodox believers or Protestants: “Mary, Mother of 
Evangelization”82 along with a long prayer to Mary.83 The Pope writes: 
“With the Holy Spirit, Mary is always present in the midst of the people. 
She joined the disciples in praying for the coming of the Holy Spirit (Acts 
1:14) and thus made possible the missionary outburst which took place at 
Pentecost. She is the Mother of the Church which evangelizes, and without 
her we could never truly understand the spirit of the new evangeliza-
tion.”84 “As a true mother, she walks at our side, she shares our struggles 
and she constantly surrounds us with God’s love. Through her many titles, 
often linked to her shrines, Mary shares the history of each people which 
has received the Gospel and she becomes a part of their historic identity.”85 
“There is a Marian ‘style’ to the Church’s work of evangelization.”86 

This closing section demonstrates that next to the new, common fea-
tures there continue to be the old theological differences which have to be 
worked through with a Bible in one’s hand. 

The personal Relationship to Jesus – Jesus in the Center 

As already indicated at the Bishops’ Synod in 2012 and by Pope Benedict 
XVI, Pope Francis sees – just like every Evangelical (and actually every 
Christian) – that what is essential in Christian faith is a personal encounter 
with and relationship to Jesus. With general audiences in the Vatican, 
Francis always makes an invitation to Jesus Christ and not to the Catholic 
Church, which repeatedly sours Kuria cardinals. 
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This becomes very clear in his first Apostolic Letter entitled Evangelii 
gaudium. There he writes: “I never tire of repeating those words of Bene-
dict XVI which take us to the very heart of the Gospel: ‘Being a Christian is 
not the result of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with 
an event, a person, which gives life a new horizon and a decisive direc-
tion.’”87 For him, the issue has to do with winning those who “do not know 
Jesus Christ or who have always rejected him.”88  

This leads to renewal of the church now being described in a manner 
also found in the Evangelical tradition: “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.”89 

Tens of thousands of people often hold out their cell phone to the Pope 
in order to photograph him. During mass on April 24, 2016, the Pope said 
the following about cell phone apps: “Not even the last updated version 
will be able to help you become vast and free in love.” Think about it, if 
Jesus is not a part of your life, it is just like not having any reception.” 

I also know that the same words do not always convey the same con-
tent. However, it cannot simply be seen as a triviality when the Pope sud-
denly speaks like Billy Graham. And that this is underscored with reference 
(2009) to his own conversion: “I believe in my story, which is permeated 
by the regard of a loving God who met me on a 21st of September and in-
vited me to follow him.”90 

The impact of this is entirely felt on the topic of evangelization. After 
all, it has to do with “Jesus, the one who evangelizes par excellence and is 
the gospel in person,” and it is Jesus who “especially identifies with the 
least of people” (comp. Matthew 25:40).”91 Furthermore, the goal of evan-
gelization is simply “personal encounter with the saving love of Jesus”92. 

Here are a few statements from 2005 up to the present day: 
2005: “Above all we proclaim a person, an event: Christ loves us and 

gave his life for us (comp. Ephesians 2:1-9).”93 
2007 in a letter to catechists: “‘A new beginning in Christ’ means to be 

conscious at all times that he is our sole shepherd and sole center. Center-
ing on Christ means, for that reason, ‘departing on a path with Jesus.’ And 
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for that reason, our way out to the periphery does not distance us from our 
center. On the contrary: We remain connected to the vine and for that rea-
son bring in rich fruit in his love (comp. John 15:4). The Christian paradox 
demands that the way of his heart has to lead the disciple out so that he 
can remain, and it has to change him so that he can be loyal.”94 

2013: “There are no Christians without Jesus. And Jesus is missing when 
a Christian obeys commands which do not lead to Christ and do not come 
from Christ.”95 

2015: “Our faith in no abstract teaching or a philosophy. Rather it is the 
living and complete relationship to a person: to Jesus Christ, the only be-
gotten Son of God, who became a man, died, and rose from the dead in 
order to save us and who is alive in our midst. Where can we encounter 
him?”96 

This also has an ecumenical dimension. The pope calls upon baptized 
Catholics to encounter Jesus. People in other churches, who have truly en-
countered Jesus, already have that which is decisive and are “going on a 
pilgrimage” “together”97 with believing Catholics. The common goal of all 
Christians is first of all that people encounter Jesus, not first of all that they 
join a church of their own. I have long been advocating an international 
discussion between all churches regarding proselytism, precisely because 
this appears to be the most delicate issue in ecumenism. Such an official 
process of discussion has begun within the framework of the Global Chris-
tian Forum by the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, the World Evan-
gelical Alliance, the Pentecostal World Fellowship, and other churches and 
denominations. 

The Pope has enabled this discussion with an unbelievable open goal. 
When I introduced the project to Pope Francis, he said that the issue is 
really quite simple. A baptized Catholic who does not believe in Jesus 
Christ as his savior is not a Christian, while a baptized non-Catholic who 
believes in Jesus Christ as his savior is a Christian. That, in his view, should 
be the starting point. 

Never were the opportunities for open discussion on this topic so 
great. This really has to do with working through what individual 
churches and denominations truly think about each other. However, it 
also has to do with each participant self-critically reporting from his 
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own realm. In this process, it is not only about Evangelicals and Pente-
costals. The relationship between the Russian Orthodox churches and 
the Vatican is highly strained because the Russian church is charging 
the Catholic Church with proselytism. From the side of Evangelicals, we 
speak openly about the fact that we are not seeking to poach any active 
church members – at any rate this is generally the case. Rather, in evan-
gelism, we come across ‘inactive members’ who only exist on paper in 
other churches and who are either secularized or have completely lost 
contact to their church. We criticize the fact that some churches do not 
look after these people but suddenly protest when they find faith in God 
through us, for example Russian youths who come to faith in discos. 
They have never gone to a worship service but suddenly, on account of 
their infant baptism, are reclaimed as Russian Orthodox. This can only 
be discussed openly if at the same time we also speak self-critically about 
our mistakes. 

The Pope speaks about the evangelizing Church in 
front of the Conclave 

Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio spoke in front of the Conclave of the Col-
lege of Cardinals in Rome and called for the Church to undergo a radical 
change of direction with respect to evangelization. As a result, the Cuban 
Cardinal Ortega is said to have asked him whether he could give him a writ-
ten version of the talk. After that, Bergoglio jotted down a few notes in his 
native languages of Spanish and gave the manuscript to Ortega. The cardi-
nals thus knew whom and what they were selecting when it came to the 
position of pope. Here is a sketch by the ‘not yet Pope’: 

“We have already talked about evangelization. The Church exists to 
evangelize. . . . Jesus Christ himself pushes us internally to do so.  

1. Evangelization has apostolic passion as a precondition. Evangeliza-
tion requires that the church unreservedly come out of its shell. The 
Church is called to come out of its shell on its own and go out to the pe-
ripheries, not only geographically but also existentially: those peripheries 
of the mystery of sin, of suffering, of injustice, of ignorance and of disre-
gard for faith, out to the peripheries of thought and of all suffering.  

2. If the Church does not come out of its shell in order to evangelize, it 
remains turned in upon itself and becomes ill (comp. the withered woman 
in the Gospels). The abuses which have shown themselves in the institu-
tions of the Church have their foundation in this self-referentiality, in a 
type of theological narcissism. . . . 
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3. . . . There are two points of view regarding the Church: the evange-
lizing Church which comes out of its shell, ‘hearing God’s word full of rev-
erence and awe and proclaiming it full of confidence’ . . . and the worldly 
Church, which lives within itself, out of itself, and for itself. This awareness 
can open our eyes for possible changes and reforms which are necessary 
for saving souls.”98 

This, however, completely corresponds to what he has always said, for 
example in 2009: “The Church, which comes from another epoch in which 
it was favored by the surrounding culture, had become accustomed to hav-
ing its facilities open to all who were interested. This worked in a commu-
nity which was already permeated by the gospel. In the current situation, 
on the other hand, the Church has to change its structures and pastoral 
approaches and orient itself towards missionary activities. We cannot per-
sist in a ‘standard customer schema’ that passively waits for the believer 
to appear before us. Instead, we must have structures which allow us to go 
where we are needed, where the people are. [. . .] [Question:] This presup-
poses, however, a change in mentality . . . [Answer:] It presupposes a mis-
sionary church. [. . .]”99 

What the Pope sketched in the aforementioned is what he has under-
scored innumerable times with repeatedly new formulations. One example 
will have to suffice. In 2014 he said the following at St. Peter’s Square: “I 
repeat this often: When it comes to the alternatives between a Church 
which goes out on the street and runs into problems and a Church which 
is ill from being self-referential, I have no doubts about preferring the for-
mer.”100 

The consequence is clear: A Christian can only live missionally. To be a 
Christian and a missionary is the same thing. To proclaim the gospel with 
words and, above all, with one’s life – that is the most important reason for 
the existence of Christian community and each one of its member.”101 “A 
Christian is called to take the freeing message everywhere, that there is 
forgiveness for wrongs committed, that God is bigger than our sins and 
loves us unconditionally, and that we are intended for community and 
eternal life.”102 
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Evangelii Gaudium: The Pope on Evangelization 

At this point, I naturally have to go into more detail with respect to the 
Pope’s first independent Apostolic Letter, in which he describes his pro-
gram. It is not by chance that it has to do with evangelization. Evangelii 
Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) are the first two words of the initial Apostolic 
Letter penned by Pope Francis and dated November 24, 2013. The actual 
title is On the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s World. That document 
ended the year of faith which had begun with the Roman Bishops’ Synod 
on re-evangelization the year before. In the concluding document, the 
Pope – as usual – was called upon in Proposition 1 to take up the results of 
the Synod and to dedicate a letter to them. Since Pope Benedict had in the 
meantime resigned, the task fell to Pope Francis.103 

Astonishingly, Pope Francis does not directly treat the topic of the 
Synod, which was winning back Christian areas and baptized Catholics 
without a relationship to the faith. Rather, he plain and simply writes 
about the evangelization of all people, in full accordance with the com-
ments made by the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) on evangelization at 
the Synod. This corresponded to comments produced by the Theological 
Commission of the WEA and which our Secretary General Geoff Tunnicliffe 
presented at the Synod. I knew in advance that the then Archbishop of 
Buenos Aires considered the topic to be far too narrow and actually wanted 
to speak about what elsewhere is called global mission. 

Evangelization: The entire Congregation for all People 

It is pleasing that the Pope consistently places evangelization in the center 
of things and beyond the Synod triggering the topic. He emphasizes it 
much more strongly than in the past that it is a matter of the “proclama-
tion of the gospel to those who do not know Jesus Christ or have always 
rejected him.”104 Christendom’s prayer should especially keep this in 
view.105 

Prioritizing the proclamation of the gospel does not stop at the struc-
ture of the Church: “I dream of a ‘missionary option,’ that is, a missionary 
impulse capable of transforming everything, so that the Church’s customs, 
ways of doing things, times and schedules, language and structures can be 
suitably channeled for the evangelization of today’s world rather than for 
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her self-preservation. The renewal of structures demanded by pastoral 
conversion can only be understood in this light: as part of an effort to make 
them more mission-oriented, to make ordinary pastoral activity on every 
level more inclusive and open, to inspire in pastoral workers a constant 
desire to go forth and in this way to elicit a positive response from all those 
whom Jesus summons to friendship with himself.”106 

The sections which are central are above all “The Church’s Missionary 
Transformation” and “The entire People of God proclaims the Gospel.”107  

What the Pope above all understands by the word evangelization is that 
every Christian, thus above all the great mass of “lay people”108, testifies to 
others of his lived out relationship to Jesus, for evangelization is based on 
relationships. If this comes off as astonishingly Evangelical, then it applies 
a fortiori for the goal of evangelization, which is described as the “personal 
encounter with the saving love of Jesus.”109 That the Pope expressly ad-
dresses the personal gifts of the Spirit,110 signals openness to the Pentecos-
tal movement,111 and recommends to all Christians to steadily study God’s 
Word directly112, is hardly surprising. And it is not followed by any qualifi-
cation or limitation that would place ecclesiastical authorities in a preced-
ing position! 

What was unspoken as a point of discussion at the Bishops’ Synod but 
repeatedly fell behind questions of hierarchy and the sacraments, namely 
that it is almost exclusively lay people who win others to faith in Jesus 
Christ, has now been made into a starting point and central focus, above 
all in two long sections: “The entire People of God proclaims the Gospel”113 
and “We are all missionary disciples.”114. For: “Lay people are, put simply, 
the vast majority of the people of God. The minority – ordained ministers 
– are at their service. There has been a growing awareness of the identity 
and mission of the laity in the Church.”115 

This results in great openness for ever new ways of passing on the cen-
tral message of the Christian faith of reconciliation with God. “Whenever 
we make the effort to return to the source and to recover the original 
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freshness of the Gospel, new avenues arise, new paths of creativity open 
up, with different forms of expression, more eloquent signs and words 
with new meaning for today’s world. Every form of authentic evangeliza-
tion is always ‘new.’”116 

Furthermore, it has been recognized, welcomed, indeed demanded 
what has also been Evangelical DNA, that is, that every individual is cease-
lessly, speaking or not, a witness of the gospel: “Today, as the Church seeks 
to experience a profound missionary renewal, there is a kind of preaching 
which falls to each of us as a daily responsibility. It has to do with bringing 
the Gospel to the people we meet, whether they be our neighbors or com-
plete strangers. This is the informal preaching which takes place in the 
middle of a conversation, something along the lines of what a missionary 
does when visiting a home. Being a disciple means being constantly ready 
to bring the love of Jesus to others, and this can happen unexpectedly and 
in any place: on the street, in a city square, during work, on a journey.”117 

This goes so far as to say that every Christian is identified with mission. 
“My mission of being in the heart of the people is not just a part of my life 
or a badge I can take off; it is not an ‘extra’ or just another moment in life. 
Instead, it is something I cannot uproot from my being without destroying 
my very self. I am a mission on this earth; that is the reason why I am here 
in this world. We have to regard ourselves as sealed, even branded, by this 
mission of bringing light, blessing, enlivening, raising up, healing and free-
ing.”118 One can only say ‘Amen’ to this! 

The priestly office continues to be largely sacramentally defined, but 
no domination is derived from it: “Its key and axis is not power understood 
as domination, but the power to administer the sacrament of the Eucha-
rist; this is the origin of its authority, which is always a service to God’s 
people.”119 Alternatively, in the typically drastic language of the Pope: “I 
want to remind priests that the confessional must not be a torture cham-
ber but rather an encounter with the Lord’s mercy . . .”120 

Evangelization and the Holy Spirit 

What arises is also a strong emphasis on the role of the Holy Spirit in every 
Christian and an emphasis on the diversity, indeed the creativity for the 
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proclamation of the gospel, as five quotes should document: “Keeping our 
missionary fervor alive calls for firm trust in the Holy Spirit, for it is he 
who ‘helps us in our weakness’ (Romans 8:26).”121 “What I would like to pro-
pose is something much more in the line of an Evangelical discernment. It 
is the approach of a missionary disciple, an approach ‘nourished by the 
light and strength of the Holy Spirit.’”122 

“Evangelization joyfully acknowledges these varied treasures which 
the Holy Spirit pours out upon the Church. We would not do justice to the 
logic of the incarnation if we thought of Christianity as monocultural and 
monotonous. While it is true that some cultures have been closely associ-
ated with the preaching of the Gospel and the development of Christian 
thought, the revealed message is not identified with any of them; its con-
tent is transcultural. Hence in the evangelization of new cultures, or cul-
tures which have not received the Christian message, it is not essential to 
impose a specific cultural form, no matter how beautiful or ancient it may 
be, together with the Gospel. The message that we proclaim always has a 
certain cultural dress, but we in the Church can sometimes fall into a need-
less hallowing of our own culture, and thus show more fanaticism than 
true evangelizing zeal.”123 

“The Holy Spirit also enriches the entire evangelizing Church with dif-
ferent charisms. These gifts are meant to renew and build up the Church. 
They are not an inheritance, safely secured and entrusted to a small group 
for safekeeping; rather they are gifts of the Spirit integrated into the body 
of the Church, drawn to the centre which is Christ and then channelled 
into an evangelizing impulse.”124 

Evangelization and social Engagement 

In the end, evangelization is the foundation for all social and political en-
gagement, as the following example shows so well: “The Church proclaims 
‘the Gospel of peace’ (Ephesians 6:15) and she wishes to cooperate with all 
national and international authorities in safeguarding this immense uni-
versal good. By preaching Jesus Christ, who is himself peace (cf. Ephesians 
2:14), the new evangelization calls on every baptized person to be a peace-
maker and a credible witness to a reconciled life.”125 
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It is interesting that just as Evangelicals – for instance in the Lausanne 
Declaration or the Cape Town Commitment – Pope Francis equally empha-
sizes proclamation of the gospel and social engagement and yet bases the 
latter on the former. He never leaves a doubt that silent action and witness 
should never be allowed to displace the verbal proclamation of the gospel. 

Wherever the Catholic Church takes this document seriously, deep 
changes lie ahead. It is exciting for non-Catholic Christians to see whether 
the enormous number of Catholic Christians listen to this wake-up call or 
not. 

“The Primacy of Grace” 

Evangelicals will then ask whether the Pope means the same thing by “gos-
pel” and by evangelization as Protestants. And that is not in light of official 
Catholic teaching, which continues to apply, but in light of the Apostolic 
Letter Evangelii Gaudium – taken in its own right. Whoever looks closely will 
note that he occasionally emphasizes the action of God as a prerequisite 
for evangelization and conversion more strongly than Evangelicals who 
tend to be oriented towards an “Arminian” position, a position that says 
that faith on the part of an individual depends on the individual’s own de-
cision.  

Since we are dealing here with such an important topic for those who 
are Evangelicals, I would like to cite four instances of evidence: 1. “In every 
activity of evangelization, the primacy always belongs to God, who has 
called us to cooperate with him and who leads us on by the power of his 
Spirit.”126 

2. “Through her evangelizing activity, she cooperates as an instrument 
of that divine grace which works unceasingly and inscrutably. Benedict 
XVI put it nicely at the beginning of the Synod’s reflections: ‘It is important 
always to know that the first word, the true initiative, the true activity 
comes from God and only by inserting ourselves into the divine initiative, 
only begging for this divine initiative, shall we too be able to become – with 
him and in him – evangelizers.’ This principle of the primacy of grace must 
be a beacon which constantly illuminates our reflections on evangeliza-
tion.”127 One only needs to consider: “Primacy” in Catholic language is ac-
tually a description of the supremacy of the Pope! 

3. “Evangelization is the task of the Church. The Church, as the agent 
of evangelization, is more than an organic and hierarchical institution; she 
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is first and foremost a people advancing on its pilgrim way towards God. 
She is certainly a mystery rooted in the Trinity, yet she exists concretely 
in history as a people of pilgrims and evangelizers, transcending any insti-
tutional expression, however necessary. I would like to dwell briefly on 
this way of understanding the Church, whose ultimate foundation is in the 
free and gracious initiative of God.”128 

4. “The Church which ‘goes forth’ is a community of missionary disci-
ples who take the first step, who are involved and supportive, who bear 
fruit and rejoice. An evangelizing community knows that the Lord has 
taken the initiative, he has loved us first (cf. 1 John 4:19), and therefore we 
can move forward, boldly take the initiative, go out to others, seek those 
who have fallen away, stand at the crossroads and welcome the outcast.”129 

Justification, Election, Grace 

The Pope is an absolute ‘fan’ of the 1999 Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justification from the Lutheran World Federation and the Pontifical Council 
for promoting Christian Unity. The joint declaration was taken worldwide 
as tremendous progress. The then Prefect of the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, Cardinal Josef Ratzinger, declared however, that the dec-
laration could never ever revoke any earlier council decision – for instance 
decisions by the Council of Trent. For a long time this threw a certain 
shadow over the Declaration. After all, and this appears to be to be the de-
cisive point, he did not place the correctness of the definition of justifica-
tion in the Declaration as a consensus of New Testament findings into 
question. In contrast, the definition itself and what was accomplished 
based on content had always been very much welcomed by the Pope. 

Francis now simply skips the question of what that all means for the 
Council of Trent and ties it into there being a joint description of what is 
viewed as the Biblical teaching on justification. “Lund” – see the beginning 
of this book – is a direct consequence! 

Here are thus both central sections formulated in the 1999 Joint Decla-
ration on the Doctrine of Justification: “15. In faith we together hold the con-
viction that justification is the work of the triune God. The Father sent his 
Son into the world to save sinners. The foundation and presupposition of 
justification is the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ. Justifica-
tion thus means that Christ himself is our righteousness, in which we share 
through the Holy Spirit in accord with the will of the Father. Together we 
                                             
128 EG 111. 
129 EG 24. 



4. Pope Francis and Evangelicals 109 

confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of 
any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, 
who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works. 16. 
All people are called by God to salvation in Christ. Through Christ alone 
are we justified, when we receive this salvation in faith. Faith is itself God’s 
gift through the Holy Spirit who works through word and sacrament in the 
community of believers and who, at the same time, leads believers into 
that renewal of life which God will bring to completion in eternal life.” 

Repeatedly, Francis highlights the priority of God’s action: “Faith is a 
gift of God that you receive, and for that reason the Apostles asked Jesus: 
‘Increase our faith!’”130 

In his address in a Pentecostal church in Caserta on July 28, 2014, Pope 
Francis said: “The truth is an encounter, an encounter between individu-
als. Truth does not come from a laboratory. It comes from life, by seeking 
Jesus in order to find him. However, the most beautiful thing, the greatest 
mystery is: When we find Jesus, we notice that he sought us first, that he 
found us first, for he arrives before us! I like to say in Spanish the Lord is 
‘primerea.’ That is a Spanish word: He goes before us, and he always waits 
for us. He is there before us. And I believe Isaiah or Jeremiah says – I am 
uncertain at this point – that the Lord is like the blossom of an almond 
tree: He is the first to bloom in spring. And the Lord waits for us! Is it Jere-
miah? Yes! He is the first to bloom in spring. He is always the first.”131 

Here are some additional highlights: “In the end, the present is our an-
swer to this so good God, who chose me, who made a promise to me, and 
who wishes to enter into a covenant with me; and I enter into a covenant 
with him.’ As a result, election, promise, and covenant are the three pillars 
upon which the history of salvation rest.”132 “That is thus my invitation 
extended to everyone. Let us accept the grace of the resurrection of Christ! 
Let us experience renewal from God’s mercy. Let us allow Jesus to love us, 
allow the power of his love to also transform our lives; and we will become 
tools of this mercy, channels through which God waters the earth, protect-
ing the entire creation as well as being vessels through which justice and 
peace can flourish.”133 
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“The salvation which God offers us is the work of his mercy. No human 
efforts, however good they may be, can enable us to merit so great a gift. 
God, by his sheer grace, draws us to himself and makes us one with him. 
He sends his Spirit into our hearts to make us his children, transforming 
us and enabling us to respond to his love by our lives. The Church is sent 
by Jesus Christ as the sacrament of the salvation offered by God.”134 

Mercy! 

From the priority of grace follows the priority of mercy: Cardinal Walter 
Kasper, also owing to his book Mercy, is one of the Pope’s favorite theolo-
gians. Shortly after his election, after all, Francis recommended the book 
from the window of the Apostolic Palace. The following sentence from the 
book could also be from Francis himself: “If mercy is the externally active 
foundational characteristic of God, it is at the same time, so to speak, the 
sign which stands before the entire history of salvation.”135 Here is the 
proof: The first sentence of Francis’ “Misericordia vultus” reads as follows: 
“Jesus Christ is the face of the Father’s mercy. These words might well sum 
up the mystery of the Christian faith. Mercy has become living and visible 
in Jesus of Nazareth, reaching its culmination in him.”136 

From this Francis derives the following: “Mercy is the very foundation 
of the Church’s life. All of her pastoral activity should be caught up in the 
tenderness she makes present to believers; nothing in her preaching and 
in her witness to the world can be lacking in mercy. The Church’s very 
credibility is seen in how she shows merciful and compassionate love.”137 
“Thomas thus explains that, as far as external works are concerned, mercy 
is the greatest of all the virtues: ‘In itself mercy is the greatest of the vir-
tues, since all the others revolve around it and, more than this, it makes 
up for their deficiencies. This is particular to the superior virtue . . .’”138 

“And Jesus’ message is this: mercy. For me – I say this in all modesty – 
it is the Lord’s strongest message: mercy. He said it himself: ‘I have not 
come to call the righteous . . .’ The righteous justify themselves. Oh, loving 
father, if you can do it, because I cannot! And yet they believe they can. – 
‘I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners’” (comp. Mark 2:17).139 
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“The Church is commissioned to announce the mercy of God, the beating 
heart of the Gospel, which in its own way must penetrate the heart and 
mind of every person.”140 

Where are Indulgences in all of this? 

In the “Bull of Indication of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy,” indul-
gences are only incidentally mentioned, namely in §22 out of the entire 24 
paragraphs. This is all the more astonishing since the jubilee year was in-
stalled over 600 years ago. After many pages on mercy, Francis says almost 
apologetically: A Jubilee also entails the granting of indulgences. This prac-
tice will acquire an even more important meaning in the Holy Year of 
Mercy.141 However, what is then described as an indulgence has only re-
motely to do with the classical Catholic theology of indulgences (1. “and 
yet sin leaves a negative effect on the way we think and act” and 2. the 
Father grants mercy and forgiveness “through . . . his church”). In addi-
tion, Francis is on the whole not far from simply granting an indulgence to 
all believers. An ancient, disputed question142 is why the Pope, if he has the 
power to do so, does not simply grant everyone an indulgence. 

In the German Bishop’s Conference brochure, which introduces “The 
Holy Year,”143 the indulgence simply does not appear. 

Ecumenism of Blood: Martyrdom and the Persecu-
tion of Christians today 

No pope has so often brought concrete cases of the persecution of Chris-
tians into public view. He stated the following before Evangelical church 
leaders in Africa: “God makes no distinctions between those who suffer. I 
have often called this ecumenism of blood.144 There is a growing community 
of Catholics and Evangelicals working for persecuted Christians but also 
holding to an ecumenical theology of martyrdom. While in Argentina, 
Archbishop Bergoglio led a major Catholic-Evangelical campaign for pas-
tors imprisoned around the world. 
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The Pope speaks out clearly against the persecution of Christians in 
Evangelii Gaudium and for “religious freedom.”145 He calls upon Islamic 
countries as follows: “I ask and I humbly entreat those countries to grant 
Christians freedom to worship and to practice their faith, in light of the 
freedom which followers of Islam enjoy in Western countries!”146 

Already as an archbishop, Francis pursued this topic. The emphasis of 
martyrdom has always been linked to his preference for evangelization. 
One example should suffice. “[Question:] But you cannot deny that the 
church, over the two thousand years of its history, has showcased martyr-
dom as the way to sainthood? [Answer:] We have to make something clear: 
Whoever speaks about martyrs is speaking about individuals who in the 
final event gave testimony, to the point of losing their lives. When we say: 
‘My life is martyrdom,’ that actually means: ‘My life is a testimony.’ How-
ever, this thought is currently linked with something bloody. Neverthe-
less, the word ‘martyr,’ based on the fact that it deals with the final stages 
of life for a number of these witnesses, has became a synonym for the of-
fering of one’s life for the faith. At the same time, the term – allow me the 
expression – has been ‘reduced.’ Christian life consists of giving cheerful 
witness, in the way Jesus did.”147 

For many years, large parts of the Catholic Church have ignored the 
fact that in a number of countries the Catholic Church was and is being 
severely persecuted, while the persecution of other Christians did not even 
come into view. Pope Benedict made Aid to the Church in Need into a pon-
tifical foundation in 2011. Up to the present day, this work is still not pop-
ular at many bishops’ conferences, and in Rome there is up to this day no 
institution which concerns itself with this topic. 

I can still remember the Catholic Bishop and Apostolic Vicar Paul 
Simick of Nepal, who in 2007 was present at our large ecumenical consul-
tation regarding the Christian Witness . . . document in Toulouse. He re-
counted that Christians in Nepal had been forgotten by all churches 
around the world, even his own. When I showed him in the plenary session 
that the World Evangelical Alliance prays for Nepal when it prays for the 
persecuted church in the International Day of Prayer and had even men-
tioned him by name, it brought him to tears in public. 

Later his small, newly built, wooden bishop’s church was bombed by Hindu 
fundamentalists, and three girls died. I visited him and he told me that his 
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superior, a cardinal in India, had not once come but that after me addi-
tional Evangelical leaders would be coming. I learned at a later time that 
following his experience in Toulouse, he became a friend of the Evangeli-
cals (and the few other Protestants) in Nepal such that it was no longer 
possible for the government to break down Christianity into three differ-
ent parties in order to deal with each individually. 

By the way, the Church was first able to be built after religious freedom 
was achieved in Nepal in 2007. Prior thereto, over the course of 20 years, 
the Archbishop had annually held a prohibited mass somewhere in the 
country and prayed that any arrest would take place after the mass. The 
henchmen came too late every time. 

 
Photo 39: With the Archbishop of Nepal in 2010 in his church after the attack 
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My experience with the 5-year effort on Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 
World, which was published in 2011, the first document jointly produced 
by the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, and the World Evangelical 
Alliance, confirmed to me that the situation faced by oppressed and perse-
cuted Christians brings world Christianity together. Anti-conversion laws 
in many countries comprise the reasons for this process. In the end, the 
process has also shown me that it is Biblical language which brings us to-
gether in ecumenical relationships. In the Holy Scriptures, the language of 
our common historical point of departure precedes all divisions, and it is 
the sole authority which everyone acknowledges. 

Martyrdom and Solidarity have to be a Part of Doctrine 

“Schirrmacher: Martyrdom and Solidarity have to become a part of doc-
trine: Sant’Egidio campaigns against the persecution of Christians at the 
International Meeting for Peace”148, Bonner Querschnitte, October 21, 
2015 

In Tirana, Albania’s capital, the International Meeting for Peace or-
ganized by the Catholic community Sant’Egidio, one of the largest inter-
religious meetings for dialogue in the world, took place with leaders of 
all world religions. The World Evangelical Alliance’s moderator for in-
trafaith and interfaith relations and human rights and freedom of reli-
gion expert, Thomas Schirrmacher, called upon the international Chris-
tian community to awaken from its lethargy and demonstrate a 
heretofore unequalled level of solidarity in light of the world situation. 
According to Schirrmacher, there are politicians, journalists, and lead-
ers of non-Christian religions who are campaigning more intensively for 
the fate of persecuted Christians than many church leaders. 

Schirrmacher spoke on a panel with representatives of all major de-
nominations, and his statements are all accessible on the internet. In his 
contribution to the panel, Schirrmacher expressed sharp criticism of his 
own “guild,” theologians who are working within the world of scholar-
ship. On the one hand, academic theologians from all denominations still 
largely ignore the topic of martyrdom. This topic belongs within Chris-
tology and pneumatology, and Christian ecclesiology cannot be ad-
dressed without incorporating the topic of suffering for Christ. However, 
there is hardly anything in dogmatic theology that can be found on the 
topic. Church history, pastoral theology, and liturgy need to deal with 
this topic more intensively. 
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Photo 40: During the panel address at the Sant’Egidio International Meeting  

for Peace in Tirana; the moderator is the President of Sant’Egidio,  
Marco Impagliazzo (second from the right) 

Why are theologians who have lived and worked in situations where 
there is persecution listened to more? Why is what they write not ac-
cepted as true, let alone seen as scholarly theology? 

It is not only the theology of this question which is still largely dom-
inated by the West and ignores the everyday reality of suffering many 
churches experience. Church life also largely passes by this fact. And as 
far as solidarity with persecuted Christians is concerned, it is still largely 
limited to one’s own denomination. 

No Christian and no church can maintain that they do not have the 
time, the personnel, and the financial means for the simplest form of 
solidarity, which is prayer. A short prayer for those Christians affected 
by sheer violence should simply have a place in every Sunday worship 
service, in every Church event, and in every individual’s morning and 
evening prayer. 

Advocacy on behalf of persecuted Christians has a positive effect on 
ecumenical relationships. There is not only ecumenicity among martyrs. 
Rather, it is in suffering for Christ that we often first recognize others to 
be fellow Christians. It was just 50 years ago that most Christians did not 
even accept the seven ancient Oriental churches (Coptics, Syrians, Ar-
menians, Ethiopians, etc.), who currently suffer most bitterly as Chris-
tians on account of their alleged Monophysitism (“teaching of one na-
ture”). That, however, is history. It has long since been recognized that 
these churches are essentially saying the same thing using different ter-
minology. 
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The President of Sant’Egidio, Marco Impagliazzo, who moderated the 
panel, named Schirrmacher as perhaps the person who is most familiar 
with the situation regarding the persecution of Christians around the 
world and, indeed, with respect to all denominations. He is reported to 
have personally spoken with Pope Francis about this topic several times 
and with all major leaders of Christian churches. In the near future, one 
of Schirrmacher’s visions will become a reality in Tirana: an ecumenical 
conference in which persecuted church leaders from all denominations 
will report to other church leaders on their situation. This conference, 
at the beginning of November, will be conducted under the umbrella of 
the Global Christian Forum (Secretary General: Larry Miller), carried out 
by the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, the World Evangelical 
Alliance, and the Pentecostal World Fellowship.  

 
Photo 41: With Patriarch Sakko (Iraq) at the opening event of the  

Sant’Egidio International Meeting for Peace in Tirana in September 2015 
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The founder of Sant’Egidio, Andrea Riccardi, wrote a book in 2000 on the 
topic of the persecution of Christians (Il secolo del martirio. I cristiani 
nel Novecento), which appeared in German in 2002 carrying the title Salz 
der Erde, Licht der Welt: Glaubenszeugnis und Christenverfolgung im 20. 
Jahrhundert (translation of the title: Salt of the Earth: Witnessing to the 
Faith and the Persecution of Christians in the 20th Century). Since that 
time, Sant’Egidio, alongside the Church in Need, is arguably the interna-
tional Catholic organization which has occupied itself most intensively 
with the topic of martyrdom and religious freedom and, for that reason, 
maintains a close relationship with the International Institute for Reli-
gious Freedom (IIRF), for example with the IIRF’s representative for 
Rome, Prof. Thomas K. Johnson. 

Cardinal Walter Kasper 

Cardinal Walter Kasper is an exceedingly friendly and fatherly companion! 
He is living proof that ecumenical relationships are built upon personal 
friendships. I remember meeting Cardinal Walter Kasper shortly after 
Pope Francis’ inauguration. At the time of Pope Benedict’s retirement, the 
Cardinal was shortly before his 80th birthday and for that reason was al-
lowed to participate in the Conclave. He did this although by the time of 
the Conclave itself he was already over 80 years old. Despite the fact that 
he had long since been out of office, he did not allow himself to miss wel-
coming the ecumenical guests at the inauguration in his usual heartfelt 
manner. 

Cardinal Walter Kasper did not first discover the topic of martyrdom and 
the persecution of Christians when he was advanced in age. He had already 
repeatedly addressed this issue as the longstanding Secretary and Presi-
dent of the Pontifical Council for promoting Christian Unity as well as hav-
ing repeatedly made it a topic prior thereto as a bishop and professor. That 
he emphasized the “ecumenism of the martyrs” was nothing new for him: 
Suffering serves the unity of the Church in that it brings Christians to-
gether, but it also brings churches of the most differing directions to turn 
their attention to the suffering church. 

At the Vatican Synod, by the way, I was together with Cardinal Kasper 
on a daily basis in the German language group. As the eldest serving mem-
ber among the participating cardinals, he sat in the synod aula in an hon-
orary place in the first row of the synod aula across from the Pope. 
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A new Understanding of Ecumenism 

In his Apostolic Letter Evangelii gaudium, ecumenism for the Pope means 
“pilgrims journeying alongside one another.”149 He wrote a long paragraph 
in this regard, which sentence for sentence surely does not say what other 
popes have not already said. And yet it is completely new because he does 
not immediately become entrapped with numerous qualifications: 

“Given the seriousness of the counter-witness of division among Chris-
tians, particularly in Asia and Africa, the search for paths to unity becomes 
all the more urgent. Missionaries on those continents often mention the 
criticisms, complaints and ridicule to which the scandal of divided Chris-
tians gives rise. If we concentrate on the convictions we share, and if we 
keep in mind the principle of the hierarchy of truths, we will be able to 
progress decidedly towards common expressions of proclamation, service 
and witness. The immense numbers of people who have not received the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ cannot leave us indifferent. Consequently, commit-
ment to a unity which helps them to accept Jesus Christ can no longer be 
a matter of mere diplomacy or forced compliance, but rather an indispen-
sable path to evangelization. Signs of division between Christians in coun-
tries ravaged by violence add further causes of conflict on the part of those 
who should instead be a leaven of peace. How many important things unite 
us! If we really believe in the abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, 
we can learn so much from one another! It is not just about being better 
informed about others, but rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown 
in them, which is also meant to be a gift for us. To give but one example, 
in the dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters, we Catholics have 
the opportunity to learn more about the meaning of episcopal collegiality 
and their experience of synodality. Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit 
can lead us ever more fully into truth and goodness.”150 

One does not find a call to others to return to the lap of the Church, 
whereby I refer to what was said above about proselytism. It is not a matter 
of superiority. Rather, it is “about reaping what the Spirit has sown in 
them, which is also meant to be a gift for us. . . . Through an exchange of 
gifts, the Spirit can lead us ever more fully into truth and goodness.”151. 
Surely there are many Catholic teaching documents which stand in oppo-
sition. However, up to just recently, it was not imaginable that a pope 
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would dispense with making a call to all Christians to return to the lap of 
the Catholic Church and only address us out of personal belief.  

The Pope says “No to warring among ourselves,”152 for there are “many 
wars [that] take place within the people of God.”153 With that said, he does 
not mean wars between churches but also within his Church. The same 
applies to his summary appeal which is directed towards his own church 
internally as well as to all Christians: “I especially ask Christians in com-
munities throughout the world to offer a radiant and attractive witness of 
fraternal communion.”154 

The Pope followed this with many actions. At the end of the Second 
Vatican Council, Pope Paul VI pushed through narrow-minded changes in 
the Decree on Ecumenism. While in the draft one read that Evangelical 
Christians “find” God in the Holy Scriptures, he had it changed to “seek.” 
The Evangelical “churches” were downgraded to “ecclesial communities.” 
Even if the Council’s decree will naturally not be set aside, in reality it is 
history – at least as long as Pope Francis holds the papal office. 

The Pope and the Russian Patriarch 

There are direct positive consequences for Evangelicals to the Pope’s be-
coming the forerunner of ecumenism and the rapid tempo with which he 
has moved to break historical incrustations. It is not only that their ‘ac-
knowledgment’ led to their being more frequently included at the table 
where they used to be missing. Instead, there are for the first time discus-
sions taking place in the wake of the Pope. This used to be unthinkable or 
at least difficult. An example is the relationship with the Russian Orthodox 
Church. After all, the World Evangelical Alliance can thank the World 
Council of Churches and the Vatican that in light of the tense situation in 
Russia, where different churches feel beset by the majority religion, dialog 
has occurred.  

The Metropolitan of Moscow has been neither named nor confirmed 
by the Ecumenical Patriarch in Constantinople since 1461. Moscow is in-
creasingly labeled the “third Rome.” At the end of the 16th century, the title 
“patriarch” appears, but the office was completely abolished by Czar Peter 
the Great. Of all times, the office of patriarch was reintroduced in Moscow 
in 1917. In 1729 “Rome” limited permission to participate in the sacra-
ments to those who were in complete unity with Rome. The Orthodox did 
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not allow this to interfere, and the three Patriarchs of Constantinople, Al-
exandria, and Jerusalem rejected “the sacraments of the heretics” and de-
cided that converts from western churches were to be rebaptized “as non-
baptized.” In contrast, “Moscow” headed for confrontation in 1757 by ac-
knowledging the sacraments of the western churches. This is hardly imag-
inable since nowadays the Moscow church is significantly more anti-Cath-
olic than the rest of the Orthodox churches. The case today is that the 1965 
agreement between Rome and Constantinople mutually repealing the con-
demnation of Moscow has not been executed. “Moscow” has repeatedly 
blocked progress, indeed, in retrospect, repeatedly declaring documents 
to be invalid or newly creating them. Moscow has very precisely noted that 
the Pope always calls himself the “Bishop of Rome.” And finally, there was 
an unusual meeting between the Pope and the Patriarch of Moscow in an 
airport terminal in Cuba. As is demonstrated in the following report, it had 
direct consequences for Evangelicals It was a diplomatic masterpiece on 
the part of the Pope in preparation for the Pan-Orthodox Council on Crete 
in June 2016. He had to meet the Russian Patriarch, without ascribing high 
value to Putin and without damaging Patriarch Bartholomew’s position. 
The result was two church leaders meeting at an airport rather inci-
dentally while in transit. 

Report: World Evangelical Alliance at the Moscow Patriar-
chate 

“World Evangelical Alliance provided with Information on Discussion be-
tween the Pope and the Russian Patriarch: Schirrmacher honors those who 
faced 70 Years of Christian Persecution in Russia”155  

Bonner Querschnitte, March 21, 2016 
The Russian Orthodox Church’s Department for External Church Re-

lations has provided the Director of the International Institute for Reli-
gious Freedom and moderator for intrafaith (ecumenical) relationships 
for the World Evangelical Alliance, together with the Secretary General 
of the Asian Evangelical Alliance, Richard Howell (New Delhi), with in-
formation on the results of a discussion between the Pope and the Patri-
arch of the Russian Orthodox Church. The meeting between the Pope 
and the Patriarch of the Russian Orthodox Church climaxed in a joint 
statement – including the topic of the persecution of Christians. 
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Archimandrite Philaret Bulekov, Vice President of the Russian Orthodox 
Church Department for External Church Relations, welcomed the fact 
that large churches and Christian associations were moving closer to 
each other in matters relating to Christian persecution. 

Howell and Schirrmacher were in Moscow for executive sessions of 
the Global Christian Forum, both acting as representatives of the World 
Evangelical Alliance. For 20 years, the Global Christian Forum has been 
a discussion forum for the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, the 
World Evangelical Alliance, and the Pentecostal World Fellowship. 

 
Photo 42: With Archimandrite Philaret Bulekov, Vice President of the Russian  

Orthodox Church Department for External Church Relations and  
Secretary General of the Asian Evangelical Alliance, Richard Howell 

Additionally, Schirrmacher visited the Russian Evangelical Alliance and 
conducted discussions with the Secretary General, Sergey Vdovin, and 
with the presidents of both of the largest member churches, the Union 
of Evangelical Christians-Baptists and the Pentecostal Churches of Evan-
gelical Faith. In the course of the Global Christian Forum, the head of the 
Baptists, Pentecostals, and Lutherans met representatives of the Russian 
Orthodox church at the patriarchate. During the meeting, Schirrmacher 
and Howell thanked the Russian churches that during a most brutal 
Christian persecution they upheld faith in Jesus Christ during 70 years 
of communist rule. Schirrmacher also commemorated the martyrs. 
However, he also called upon the churches to learn from history and 
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advocate religious freedom in Russia and stand up for the persecuted 
church around the world. 

Francis and Evangelicals 

The Baptist Scholar Timothy George has written in Christianity Today: 
“Catholics and evangelicals are the two largest faith communities in the 
body of Christ.”156 How they relate to each other will significantly decide 
the future of global Christianity in a radically changing globalized 
world . . .” 

In 2009, the Archbishop of Buenos Aires was not in favor of “uniformity 
and complete unity” ruling between Catholics and Protestants and Catho-
lics and Evangelicals. Rather, he is for a “reconciled diversity” in which 
“one is traveling together, praying together and working and looking for 
encounter in truth.”157. Nothing changed when he became Pope, and that 
is the foundation upon which we meet.  

Evangelical leaders stream into the Vatican, sometimes as official rep-
resentatives for the World Evangelical Alliance, sometimes for their 
churches, sometimes for missions agencies or other initiatives or even pri-
vately. Among Evangelicals, I have probably most often been to see the 
Pope, although I cannot say that with certainty. In any event, I am only 
one Evangelical visitor on a long list.  

Jürgen Erbacher wrote in 2014: “Such an unprejudiced interaction with 
Evangelicals is unusual.”158. Regarding this, however, one must say: Firstly, 
this applies only to the Vatican, not Bergoglio, who has always acted this 
way. Secondly, this had already been initiated and increasingly pushed for 
under Pope Benedict and under the President of the Pontifical Council for 
promoting Christian Unity, Cardinal Kurt Koch. 

A rather negative description of the state of the Catholic Church in Ar-
gentina was made in 2009 by the Archbishop of Buenos Aires, and the fol-
lowing question was asked: “Is it in contrast to most Evangelical congrega-
tions, where a climate of warmth and closeness rule, where people are 
spoken to by name and one does not wait for people to come but instead 
sets out for them?” Bergoglio’s response was as follows: “It is absolutely 
important that Catholics – clerics as well as lay people – seek to encounter 
people.”159 
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In Caserta he clearly referred to the prior history in Argentina: “We are 
on the way to unity, among brothers. A number of people will be aston-
ished: ‘The Pope has gone to the Evangelicals.’ He has visited brothers! Yes! 
Because – and what I want to say now is the truth – they sought me out 
first, in Buenos Aires.”160 

 
Photo 43: Pope Francis with the top religious leaders of Albania, on the far right the 

President of the Albanian Evangelical Alliance 

With every visit to a country, the Pope has sought out Evangelical pastors 
and churches, as a rule the leadership of the National Evangelical Alliance, 
for example in Albania or in the Central African Republic (CAR). He held a 
guest lecture at the largest Evangelical theological seminary in the Central 
African Republic161 and met with the entire board of the Evangelical Alli-
ance (Alliance of Evangelical Churches of CAR) and the heads of the Evan-
gelical churches.162 A number of months prior thereto, the chairman of the 
Evangelical Alliance, Nicoloas Guerekoyame-Gbangou, together with the 
chairman of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference and the president of the 
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Islamic Council, started a peace initiative and conducted joint visits to the 
governments of other countries,163 for which they received the UN Peace 
Prize164 and were expressly praised by the Pope. 

A further example is a report from Mexico: “Pope Francis praised the 
merits of ‘serious’ Evangelicals in an interview on Mexican television. As 
Vatican Radio has reported, these churches, according to the Pope’s view-
point, are more able than Catholics to create closeness in South America: 
“If you go once to one of their worship services, on the following Sunday 
they are waiting at the door for you, know your name, and welcome you.” 
In Roman Catholic congregations, in contrast, many times things are very 
distanced. According to Francis, what is attractive for outsiders are appar-
ently good and Biblical sermons in many Evangelical groups, On the con-
trary, many Catholic interpretations are a “disaster.” They do not reach 
the heart of the hearer: “They are theology lessons or abstract, long pro-
ductions.” It is also for that reason that he placed so much weight on 
preaching in his encyclical Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel). A Roman 
priest recently reported to him that the priest’s parents told him during a 
visit how happy they were. They had reportedly found a church where 
mass was celebrated without a sermon. According to the Pope, that 
amounts to declaring bankruptcy. But there are also black sheep in the 
Evangelical movement. For instance, Francis criticized movements which 
proclaim a prosperity gospel. That is sectarian and not Biblical. However, 
he also sees many a premature church plant critically: “Someone goes and 
takes a course and then founds a cult.” However, not all Evangelicals 
should be lumped together. “There are groups who call themselves Evan-
gelicals and are not even Christians. And then there are so many Evangel-
icals we acknowledge.”165 

In The Catholic World Report166 the Italian journalist Alessandra Nucci 
thinks that the Pope concentrates more strongly on Evangelicals and Pen-
tecostals than on “classical” Protestants. The joint opening of the com-
memoration of the Reformation in the Lund Cathedral on October 31, 2016, 
together with the Lutheran World Federation, does not exactly speak of 
his having lost sight of classical Protestants any more than his meetings 
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with Anglicans, Waldensians, the Orthodox, or Ancient Eastern Orthodox, 
to name just a few. 

Despite this, the trend is unmistakable, and it is not only explainable 
based on the new openness of the Pope to movements which emphasize 
personal belief very strongly and are very missionary in nature. Rather, it 
is also explainable based on the fact that in terms of numbers they make 
up the majority of non-Catholics. This is not to mention that their move-
ments also have many adherents in historical Protestant churches. This 
hardly strikes Europeans because Evangelicals as a percentage of Pro-
testants is traditionally very low, while on all other continents the situa-
tion is different. Thus, Evangelicals as a percentage of Christians (including 
Catholics and Orthodox) in Europe is on average 5%, while in Asia, Africa, 
and North America it is 37%-40%. Evangelicals make up about 3% of the 
population in Europe, while in Africa and Latin America they account for 
17% of the overall population.  

It is not owing to the numbers that under John Paul II and Benedict XVI 
there were contacts with Evangelicals and Pentecostals that, however, 
never had the official character of contacts with other churches and took 
place more on the margins, and furthermore it repeatedly came to nega-
tive statements against them. Indeed, Evangelicals and Pentecostals as a 
percentage of non-Catholics move up slightly year to year, but for a long 
period of time their number has outweighed that of other non-Catholics. 

Report on the first Meeting two Days after the Pope’s Instal-
lation 

“Francis wants more Ecumenism”167  

PRO-Medienmagazin (PRO Media Magazine), March 21, 2013 
Pope Francis wants to make efforts towards a more intense ecumen-

ical dialog. The head of the Catholic Church stated this on Wednesday in 
front of church and other religious representatives in the Vatican. 
Among the guests was the theologian Thomas Schirrmacher. 

“I treasure your presence very much, and I see in it a tangible sign of 
willingness to grow in mutual respect and cooperation for the common 
good,” the newly elected Pope said according to Vatican Radio. As a re-
sult, he wants to strengthen his will to go along the “path of ecumenical 
dialog,” following the example of his predecessors and intensively pro-
moting the same. Furthermore, in addition to Catholics, Francis also 
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welcomed “the other churches,” above all Jewish representatives and 
Muslims who were present. 

As the head of the Theological Commission of the World Evangelical 
Alliance (WEA), theologian Thomas Schirrmacher participated in the in-
stallation on Tuesday and was in the audience before the Pope. “Fran-
cis’” commitment to ecumenical cooperation and to the necessity of 
continuing dialog on theological common ground and differences was 
formulated more clearly than ever, and noticeably came from the 
heart,” Schirrmacher said. 

Schirrmacher expressed satisfaction regarding the role the Evangel-
ical Alliance is playing in the meantime in Rome: “The World Evangelical 
Alliance, as the representative of 600 million Christians, has quite natu-
rally been taken notice of and is taken seriously in Geneva and Rome. 
That is not the consequence of thoroughgoing changes among Evangel-
icals, which no one expects anyway. Rather, it is first of all simply the 
result of our existence and size.” Schirrmacher maintains that Francis’ 
predecessors would not have known straightaway about the WEA. This 
was the observation Schirrmacher had made in past years. This has 
changed. “The idea of seeing Evangelicals as a type of Christian one has 
to treat differently than others is a foreign idea for the Pope,” he de-
clared. 

Evangelical Catholics 

One of the best informed individuals among journalists when it comes 
to the Vatican, and a renowned biographer of the Pope, the American 
John L. Allen, calls them “Evangelical” Catholics.168 He sees three large 
wings in the Catholic Church, the traditional, the liberal, and the Evan-
gelical. I discussed this him at length at the Pontifical University of the 
Holy Cross upon the occasion of a joint guest lecture. For one thing, the 
latter group has grown due to, on the one hand, missions success in the 
Global South. On the other hand, the prior and current popes have pro-
moted it. The traditional wing is stable, but it is also not growing. The 
liberal wing is dropping as a proportion. “Evangelical Catholics” appear 
to be a contradiction in themselves. However, one has to occupy oneself 
with them if one wants to understand global developments. One can dis-
cuss the degree to which the word “Evangelical” is the correct expres-
sion, even if no one has had a better suggestion up to now. However, the 
fact is that Catholics themselves use it without reservation and we have 
to grapple with that. 
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World Youth Day in Cologne and Bonn took place on my doorstep. Cit-
izens of Bonn had made tens of thousands of beds available, and around 
the clock there was preaching in churches and schools, prayer, singing, 
and discussion. Whoever saw young people sitting by the dozens on the 
ground in the pedestrian area was unable to distinguish them from Evan-
gelical youth. The same discussions about Bible passages and the same top-
ics were discussed, indeed almost always the same songs were played on 
the guitar. 

As far as I know, John L. Allen was the sole journalist and Vatican expert 
who publicly assigned the highest level of probability to Jorge Mario becom-
ing Pope. In his long introduction on the Archbishop of Buenos Aires169 ten 
days prior Bergoglio’s to his election as Pope, he presented precisely the 
characteristics which make the Pope so popular. But he also correctly saw 
him as an intellectual heavyweight. Allen also mentioned Bergoglio’s being 
the strongest critic of the Curia and having the stuff necessary to really 
clean things up in the Curia as reasons for his chances at becoming pope. 

Dialogues with the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity 

The Evangelical-Roman Catholic Dialogue on Mission (ERCDOM)170 from 
1977–1984 was a dialogue between the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity (PCPCU) and leading Evangelicals under the leadership of 
John R. Stott. Everyone coming from the Evangelical sphere was either 
linked to the World Evangelical Alliance (at that time it was still called the 
World Evangelical Fellowship) or with regional or national Evangelical al-
liances. The WEA’s Theological Commission first began in 1974, really took 
off from 1980 onwards, and was not yet organized well enough to have 
coped with a dialogue of that sort.171 

In 1990, however, the WEA (WEF) was prepared for and declared itself 
ready for an institutional dialogue between the PCPCU and the WEA (in the 
form of its Theological Commission), which began in 1993 and ended in 
2002 with the following document: Church, Evangelization, and the Bonds of 
Koinonia: A Report of the International Consultation between the Catholic Church 
and the World Evangelical Alliance.172 
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Since 2009, the WEA’s Theological Commission and the PCPCU have 
been participating in a new round of official dialogues. The majority of the 
five WEA representatives in dialogue with the PCPCU were intentionally 
chosen from countries where the majority of the population is Catholic. 
From the side of the Catholic Church, Juan Fernando Ushma Gomez has 
been responsible, while from the side of the World Evangelical Alliance it 
has been Rolf Hille, the predecessor of my predecessor, who was the chair-
man of the Theological Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance and 
until the end of 2014 the Director for Ecumenical Affairs under Geoff Tun-
nicliffe. 

From 2009 to 2015 there were six meetings where dialogues were held. 
In the meantime, a text has been completed and will have been published 
by the time this book appears. 

The Salvation Army and the Waldensians as Examples 

The Pope has also reached out to small Evangelical denominations. The 
Salvation Army and the Waldensians can serve here as examples. 

“On the Friday before the third Advent in 2014, there was a premiere 
in the Vatican: For the first time a pope officially received the Salvation 
Army. This Protestant, free church movement, which has a strong social 
focus, was founded in 1865 in London and spread from there around the 
world. At the meeting, the Pope fished deeply into his memories and re-
counted how his grandmother opened the door to ecumenism for him dur-
ing his early youth: ‘And now I want to tell you an anecdote: When I was 
four years old – that was 1940, when none of you had been born yet! – I 
took a walk with my grandmother. There was an idea circulating about at 
the time that all Protestants were going to end up in hell. There were two 
women from the Salvation walking on the sidewalk across the street. They 
were wearing those hats they used to wear then, and I asked my grand-
mother: ‘Who are those women? Are they nuns? My grandmother said to 
me: ‘No, they are Protestant. And they are good.’ According to Francis, that 
was the first ecumenical sermon he heard in his life.”173 

I was present at the first meeting the Pope had with the General of the 
Salvation Army. It was obvious that the Salvation Army is a familiar and 
treasured entity for the Pope and that he views their efforts for the poor 
as exemplary. 

Francis has visited the Shroud of Turin. This was intended to demon-
strate homage to tradition. However, pictures went around the world of 
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how the Pope visited the Waldensians and, using moving and stirring 
words, asked for forgiveness for the Catholic Church’s guilty actions. 
The Waldensians are a Protestant church which extends into Italy, 
southern Germany, and South America. However, it emerged at the end 
of the 12th century, long before Martin Luther, as a lay community and 
was founded by the Lyon businessman Petrus Valdes in southern France. 
The Waldensians were excluded from the Catholic Church and were per-
secuted as heretics during the Inquisition. As the largest Protestant 
church in Italy, things did not go better for them for a long time after 
the Reformation.  

The new Split in Christianity over Topics of sexual 
Ethics 

A new split has appeared on the Christian world horizon which has been 
destroying much of the global ecumenical progress at just about the same 
rate. It is in the first place conspicuous in that it relates to the various at-
titudes towards homosexuality and, more concretely, towards ordination 
or consecration of homosexual pastors and bishops and same-sex mar-
riage, even if the split goes deeper and includes a complete bouquet of eth-
ical questions and their relationship to classical Christian doctrinal posi-
tions. This separation does not, however, primarily distance denomi-
nations from each other. It primarily runs through many churches and de-
nominations. The Anglican Church is the best example. It suddenly went 
through an official split, in part on a country to country basis and in part 
within countries, into a conservative, missions oriented direction and a 
‘liberal’ direction, even if the office of the Archbishop of Canterbury has 
whitewashed the split. However, there are similar developments in the Lu-
theran and Baptist realm. Thus, Lutheran churches in Africa have suddenly 
foregone financial support amounting to hundreds of thousands and mil-
lions of euros from Lutheran partner churches – to the boundless aston-
ishment of German partner churches. 

It has been a long time since there has been a topic which has so shaken 
the global church as the question of homosexuality and especially same-
sex marriage. Were it not for this topic, ecumenical relationships would be 
doing better on a global scale than ever before. For instance, the World 
Council of Churches (WCC) has completely dispensed with taking a posi-
tion on the topic due to the fact that ecumenical cooperation would oth-
erwise hardly be conceivable. Whenever the WCC were to want to publish 
something on the topic of homosexuality, it would have to fear that the 
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Russian Orthodox Church would threaten to leave. This would considera-
bly reduce the total number of churches represented by the WCC.  

Against this background, one might welcome or deplore the fact that 
Catholics and Evangelicals are moving closer to each other given their 
common ground when it comes to questions relating to ethics and sexual 
ethics – this was and is to be assumed regardless of anything else. If one 
adds that on the whole Catholic theologians have never gone as far with 
criticism of the credibility of the Bible as Western Protestant churches and 
that belief in the historicity of the resurrection and the virgin birth form 
a close Catholic-Evangelical tie, there is a certain automatism which has 
given the Pope extra momentum. That liberally oriented churches have a 
more difficult time with the topic of Christian persecution is also often 
moving Catholics, Orthodox, and Evangelicals closer together. I am per-
sonally anything but happy about the international development of an in-
creasing split in ethical positions. And yet, either way Evangelicals can do 
nothing other than to use the opportunity of the moment such that cur-
rent Orthodox, Oriental, and even Catholic Christians move closer to-
gether than ever before. 

Let us take an example of Evangelical-Catholic cooperation which more 
liberally oriented Protestants do not support. At the 34th German 
“Kirchentag” (German Protestant Church Assembly) in Hamburg, Evangel-
ical and Catholic activists jointly conducted a “Human Trafficking Day” in 
the Fish Auction Hall (“Fischauktionshalle”) and above all pointed to the 
concrete fate of those individuals in forced prostitution, also using reports 
by people affected. The reception on the part of visitors was enormous, 
and after only a few minutes our resolution had the required number of 
several thousand supporters. Support from the side of Protestant mainline 
churches, in contrast, was slight. Concern was expressed that criticism of 
forced prostitution could actually be a criticism of prostitution itself!  

As the Evangelical Alliance, we were only able to get the topic of Chris-
tian persecution into a side program via Catholic politicians at the CDU 
(Christlich-Demokratische Union or Christian Democratic Union) and CSU 
(Christlich-Soziale Union or Christian Social Union) booths (political party 
booths). The Oriental bishops, whom we had invited to speak about the 
situation in the Near East, spoke during the lunch break on the market of 
possibilities to very few people. This was truly a missed opportunity at the 
“Kirchentag.” 

The following is to be noted: Neither Catholic traditionalists nor Evan-
gelical traditionalists are the ones heading for Catholic-Evangelical coop-
eration. The reason is that the more traditional the orientation of both 
sides, the more difficult the cooperation. A right to life march can break 
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down when it comes to the question of whether and how many pictures of 
Mary will be shown or how clearly Catholic teaching on family planning 
from the time prior to Francis is presented. Stated alternatively, the 
stronger the denominational imprint from both sides, the more difficult 
the cooperation is.  

But now I would like to go back to the growing cooperation between 
Catholics and Evangelicals. In the following, through the use of two exam-
ples, I would like to show how it can look. 

Report: The Thomaner Choir at St. Peter’s Basilica and the 
Vatican’s Human Rights Institute 

“Ecumenical engagement on behalf of human dignity: Schirrmacher and 
Johnson at the Vatican: Evangelical Thomaner Choir participates in the Lit-
urgy of a papal Mass,”174  

Bonner Querschnitte, July 3, 2013  
The executive chair of the Theological Commission of the World 

Evangelical Alliance, Thomas Schirrmacher, was the only Protestant 
spokesperson at the recent discussions at the Vatican among high-rank-
ing church leaders, politicians, and experts. The discussion occurred 
upon an invitation by the Dignitatis Humanae Institute (DHI). The topic 
was the increasing pressure placed against people representing Chris-
tian ethics in various states in the western world, especially in matters 
relating to the beginning and end of life and to questions of sexual eth-
ics. Schirrmacher was accompanied by Professor Thomas K. Johnson, 
who advises the Theological Commission on questions relating to human 
rights. 

From a total of 18 countries, there were six cardinals, five represent-
atives of papal councils, 15 cabinet ministers and members of Parlia-
ment, and ten academic experts participating in meetings in the rooms 
of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences in the Vatican Garden. 
Schirrmacher and Johnson were the only Evangelical experts. 

The honorary president of DHI, Cardinal Renato Raffaele Martino, 
who had previously spent 16 years as the Vatican Ambassador to the 
United Nations, gave the opening address for the meetings. He em-
phasized that all committed Christians from all denominations must 
jointly fight on behalf of the conviction that human dignity and hu-
man rights are not vague generalities that mean one thing today and 

                                             
174 http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-272013-ausgabe-

262.html.  

http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-272013-ausgabe-262.html
http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-272013-ausgabe-262.html


132 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

something else tomorrow, but that human dignity, according to the 
Christian origin of the concept, includes the protection of life from 
conception to death. . . . 

In Schirrmacher’s speech, he pointed out that in the Revelation of 
John, Christians were persecuted because “they obey God’s command-
ments and remain faithful to Jesus” (Revelation 14:12). The unex-
pected order shows that it is not being a Christian in itself that is un-
der attack, but that rather Christians’ ethics are under attack. Worship 
services and similar meetings are protected practically everywhere in 
Europe and the Western world. However, when Christians want to 
practice their ethics and do what they perceive to be right and proper, 
it is maintained that they are increasingly coming under pressure 
from the media, pressure in the form of social discrimination, and 
even legal pressure. Of course, real freedom of religion not only in-
cludes worship and prayer in one’s own church buildings. It always 
includes the freedom to present one’s own deepest moral convictions 
in the public square and to lead one’s life on the moral basis of one’s 
convictions owing to freedom of conscience. 

DHI’s President, Italian Luca Volonté, who is also Chairman of the 
European People’s Party in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council 
of Europe, announced closer collaboration with evangelical experts, say-
ing Catholics and Evangelicals simply have too many convictions in com-
mon when it comes to questions of the right to life and involvement 
against the persecution of Christians for them to work without each 
other. 

The conclusion of the meetings was the Saturday “Peter and Paul” 
Papal Mass. It had an ecumenical emphasis due to the presence of a del-
egation representing the Ecumenical Patriarch of the Orthodox Church 
and the fact that for the first time a Protestant choir participated in the 
liturgy in St. Peter’s Cathedral: The Thomaner Choir sang selections 
from Johann Sebastian Bach’s cantata “Jesu meine Freude” (“Jesus, My 
Joy”) and participated in the liturgy with the oldest Catholic choir in the 
world, that of the Sistine Chapel in Rome. The President of the Pontifical 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity, Cardinal Kurt Koch, greeted, 
among others, Dr. Werner Neuer, who helped make this unique event 
possible. Schirrmacher commented, “It was really uplifting and special 
to hear the musical piece ‘Jesus, My Joy,’ which I knew from my child-
hood as my mother’s favorite music, in St. Peter’s Basilica. And to have a 
Protestant choir sing at a papal mass, along with the very friendly words 
of greeting from the Pope, are things which have never happened be-
fore. It was a suitable conclusion to the meetings in the Pontifical Acad-
emy held with ecumenical participation.”  
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Photo 44: The Thomaner Choir in St. Peter’s Basilica 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith: Symposium on 
Marriage 

“The World’s Religions meet in the Vatican to discuss Commitment to tradi-
tional Marriage: Evangelicals support the Vatican in its Commitment to tra-
ditional Marriage”175 

Bonner Querschnitte, November 21, 2014 
The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith has conducted a 

three-day colloquium on the “Complementarity of Man and Woman” in 
cooperation with three pontifical councils (Pontifical Council for the 
Family, Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, and the Pontifical 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity). Speakers from 23 countries and 
almost all larger religions invoked the model of lifelong marriage be-
tween the two sexes and children. The colloquium took place in the fa-
cilities of the Pope Paul VI Audience Hall within the Vatican. The 
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colloquium had already been planned prior to the announcement of the 
synod on the topic of the family.  

The Pope opened the colloquium with an address in which he noted 
that it is neither conservative nor progressive to advocate long-term 
marriage between the two sexes as the best place for children. The fam-
ily is, after all, simply the family and not a political plaything. “Children 
have a right to grow up in a family with a father and a mother capable 
of creating a suitable environment for their development and emotional 
maturity,” the Pope said.  

 
Photo 45: The Pope and Cardinal Müller open the Marriage Symposium  
of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in November 2014.  

The second from right is the papal photographer, Francesco Sforza  

Representatives from not only all the large, well known world religions, 
such as Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, but also representa-
tives from regional religions in India and Japan, including Sikhs, Jainists, 
and Shintoists and extending to Latter Day Saints (Mormons) in the USA 
were speakers together with Christians from many denominations. They 
underscored the importance of family built upon lifelong marriage be-
tween the two sexes.  
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Photo 46: With Rick Warren at the Marriage Symposium of the Congregation  

for the Doctrine of the Faith in November 2014 

“It became clear – and that was the intention of the entire thing – that 
the large majority of humanity still retains the ideal of the classical fam-
ily consisting of a father and a mother and children where the father and 
the mother remain together for life,” declared the Chairman of the The-
ological Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance, Thomas Schirr-
macher.  

As Schirrmacher noted in his contribution to the Scholar’s Panel, the 
closer cooperation between the Pontifical Council for the Family and 
WEA family experts, which was only agreed upon two weeks prior, found 
expression at the colloquium. Schirrmacher pointed out that it was par-
ticularly encouraging that the focus rested upon the positive promotion 
of lifelong marriage as an investment in children and not in condemning 
others. The topic of same-sex ‘marriage’ was only seldom addressed, and 
when it was addressed, it occurred in a restrained manner. The topic of 
divorce, on the other hand, was addressed much more frequently. How-
ever, the context was actually more of a matter of bolstering people to 
meet the challenge of the differences between the sexes in order to have 
a deep, lifelong relationship and achieve happiness through that rela-
tionship.  

Schirrmacher’s words were as follows: “The largest contingent of 
plenary speakers, apart from the moderating cardinals and archbishops, 
came from all five continents and from the Catholic Church and Evan-
gelicals within and outside of the World Evangelical Alliance. Of note 
were the American pastor Rick Warren, the leading Anglican Archbishop 
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of Nigeria, Nicholas Okoh, the former Bishop of Rochester and WEA ad-
visor on questions relating to the Islamic world, Michael Nazir-Ali, Dr. 
Russell D. Moore, President of The Southern Baptist Convention’s Ethics 
& Religious Liberty Commission, and Jaqueline Cooke-Rivers, an African-
American university professor hailing from a Pentecostal church. Addi-
tionally, there were other Protestants from the conservative end of the 
spectrum who spoke, for instance the head of Bruderhof, Johann Chris-
toph Arnold. Understandably, representation from the spectrum of lib-
eral Protestantism was missing.”  

Schirrmacher thanked Cardinal Müller for the good cooperation. He 
also held talks with five members of the Congregation of the Doctrine of 
the Faith. The Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, the main organ-
izer of the colloquium, is the theological commission of the Vatican and 
thereby the counterpart of the WEA’s Theological Commission. Schirr-
macher also emphasized that it was gratifying and completely in the 
spirit of Evangelicals that representatives of non-Christian religions 
were dealt with respectfully and courteously without any hint of syncre-
tism. Cardinal Müller notably determined at the beginning of the lunch 
that there would be no common prayer for the religions.  

 
Photo 47: A rare glimpse from the roof of the  

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith 
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Three global Christian Structures: The Pie Theory  

The document Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World was adopted in 
2011 by the Vatican, the World Council of Churches, and the World Evan-
gelical Alliance. Above all, through the activities of the earlier Secretary 
General of the WEA (2005-2014), Geoff Tunnicliffe, the WEA and the Evan-
gelicals and Pentecostals belonging to it have become an important part-
ner between churches and world religions, on an equal footing with the 
World Council of Churches and the Vatican. This has had far-reaching, pos-
itive consequences for many countries in which Evangelicals comprise a 
minority. This is the case with respect to large churches there as well as 
with respect to how governments deal with us. 

The Catholic Church has – roughly speaking – as many members as the 
WCC and the WEA combined, which each representing approximately 600 
million Christians in their member churches. If I cut the Christian pie down 
the middle, I have the Catholics on one side and non-Catholics on the other 
side. If I cut the non-Catholic half in half again, the quarters represent the 
WCC and the WEA. 

Francis on Fundamentalism  

I was naturally delighted that the Pope, as I did in my book Fundamentalism, 
sees fundamentalism as a justification or use of violence in the name of 
truth.176 “Bergoglio: To kill in the name of God means to make an ideology 
out of religious experience. This brings the forging of political intrigue 
along with it, and it comes to idolizing power in the name of God. People 
who do this raise themselves to the level of God. In the middle of the 20th 
century, such people obliterated entire peoples because they held them-
selves to be Gods. The Turks did this with the Armenians, Stalinist com-
munists did this with Ukrainians, National Socialism did this with the Jews. 
They used discourse containing divine attributes in order to kill people.”177 

Cardinal Müller, by the way, defended the exact same position in an 
interview with the German newspaper die Zeit.178 “Fundamentalism” for 
him is not simply to be understood as unswervingly holding to the truth. 
Rather, it means forcing one’s belief upon another with violence or other 
methods. 

                                             
176 EG 253, also see 63 and 250. 
177 Papst Franziskus. Himmel. 36. 
178 From December 30, 2015. 
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In addition, Francis uses the term fundamentalism as obedience de-
manded of people by clerics. It is interesting to note: For him, this applies 
within the Catholic Church as well as outside of it. In short, to a certain 
extent it might otherwise be stated as follows: “Fundamentalists” are al-
ways the others. The Pope, however, turns the term inwardly and self-crit-
ically. Many an Evangelical and Pentecostal could learn something from 
this. 

“Bergoglio: The teacher proposes God’s truths. He shows the way. If, 
however, he is a true teacher, he lets his student go and accompanies him 
in his spiritual life.  
Skorka: How many not so true teachers are there? Has their number in-
creased recently? 
Bergoglio: Yes, the number of small reactionary groups has increased; I call 
them fundamentalists. As you said, in the middle of all the uncertainty 
they say to young people: ‘Do this or that.’ As a result, young boys or girls 
of 17 or 18 years of age get enthused, and they are issues strict directions 
on how to move forward. Their lives are mortgaged, and at 30 they ex-
plode.”179 

“The priest who presumes to just exclusively issue orders as happens 
in fundamentalist groups devalues people in their search for God and mu-
tilates them. In his role as a teacher, the priest instructs, he proposes re-
vealed truth, and supports people. Even when he has to witness failure, he 
supports them. The teacher who presumes to make decisions for his stu-
dent is not a good priest. He is a good dictator, one who devalues the reli-
gious personality of other individuals.”180 

Perhaps it is this point of view held by the Pope that makes him come 
off most like a Protestant. And at the same time I by no means think that 
this warning could not apply to Protestants and, in particular, Evangeli-
cals. This is most notable in the following quote: “If God took a risk in cre-
ation to create us free, who am I to interfere? We condemn spiritual har-
assment when a priest issues orders and forces manners of behavior and 
demands in such a way that the freedom of another is taken away. God 
even left the freedom to sin in our hands. One has to speak very clearly of 
the values, limits, and commands, but a spiritual and pastoral harassment 
is not permitted.”181 
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“The Joy of Love”: Don’t throw “Stones”! 

“The Joy of Love: The Pope dispenses with a general decree”182 

PRO-Medienmagazin (PRO Media Magazine), April 10, 2016 
In terms of language and in its very nature, worlds separate Amoris 

Laetitia on marriage and family from writings by earlier popes on sexual 
ethics, even if the official teaching of the church has hardly changed. 
The writing is more ordinary, sometimes even more facile, generally un-
derstandable, and oriented towards real life situations. The Pope ex-
presses thanks for many contributions made which have helped him un-
derstand family (4) and rejects having one solution which is valid for 
everyone, i.e., “doctrinal intervention (3). The document contains a lot 
of “self-criticism” (36). This is quite unique for a papal document, at least 
when one considers those prior to 2013.  

A positive appreciation for sexuality and eroticism is found through-
out, without there immediately being qualifications, as was common 
earlier. That has consequences, for instance when the Pope writes self-
critically that a calling to love and mutual support has been “overshad-
owed by an almost exclusive insistence on the duty of procreation” (36).  

The Pope has refused to make a universally valid decision on the ac-
tual issues from the last two bishops’ synods in Rome although both 
bishops’ synods asked him for that in the final document: “. . . I would 
like to make it clear that not all discussions of doctrinal, moral, or pas-
toral issues need to be settled by interventions of the magisterium” (3). 
He essentially mentions four reasons for this stance:  

1. Regional and cultural differences: “Each country or region, more-
over, can seek solutions better suited to its culture and sensitive to its 
traditions and local needs” (3). The decentralization called for by the 
Pope, especially in Evangelii gaudium and in the final address at the 
Synod on the Family 2015, has continued. Decentralization has already 
been radically put into practice with respect to the annulment of mar-
riages by no longer making the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith in Rome responsible but rather local bishops and respective pasto-
ral care workers. What is already the case has now anyway been made 
officially possible, which is that the practice of Catholic pastoral care in 
Germany will now differ from that, for instance, in Poland or Africa. 

2. Applying ideal requirements to concrete situations: The Pope has 
written: “For this reason, a pastor cannot feel that it is enough simply to 
apply moral laws to those living in ‘irregular’ situations, as if they were 
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stones to throw at people’s lives” (305). A pastoral care provider has to 
look at each case individually and, at the same time, allow for compas-
sion “from our awareness of the weight of mitigating circumstances – 
psychological, historical, and even biological . . .” (308). For that reason, 
the Pope opens up the possibility that in individual cases those who have 
divorced and remarried might receive access to communion. 

3. A plea for a decision based on conscience on the part of believers: 
An upward revaluation of conscience on the part of believers with re-
spect to Church teaching is a thread running throughout the document 
(37, 42, 83, 222, 265, 298, 300-303), for instance in the case of communion 
for those who have divorced and remarried or in the case of contracep-
tion. Believers make the final decision based on conscience. Indeed, one 
can read all of this in St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), the most signifi-
cant Medieval religious teacher, whom the Pope quotes repeatedly. 
However, it was particularly under Pope John Paul II that conscience was 
rather seen as the executive body when it comes to church teaching. 

4. There is no such thing as ‘lifelong’: This has to do with compassion 
and with “integration” of the believer who has become guilty. “No one 
can be condemned forever, because that is not the logic of the Gospel!” 
(297). According to the Pope, it can no longer be maintained that a be-
liever living in what is an “irregular” situation is in a condition of mortal 
sin and is living without grace (301). A “lifelong” judgment has in a cer-
tain sense been done away with (297). 

For the conservative wing of the Catholic Church, this document is a 
nightmare, as discussions on the web are presently demonstrating. In 
the place of nonnegotiable legal norms binding in every individual situ-
ation, there are numerous reasons why priests and believers can deviate 
from the norm in individual cases. In the process, the change has serious 
consequences in that from this time forward it is going to be serious if 
not impossible for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith to ad-
monish bishops’ conferences or bishops themselves with respect to the 
issues addressed. With this document, the church gives up a part of its 
supervisory authority in questions of sexuality. 

The Pope does all of this without at any point changing church 
teaching itself, as long as one does not want to see the emphasis on cul-
ture, individual situations, and conscience as a shift in the entirety of the 
Church’s moral doctrine in one go. This becomes clear when looking at 
the topic of homosexuality. It is not an agitating central topic of sexual 
ethics. Rather, it is almost treated incidentally, not more and not less 
than, for instance, cohabitation of unmarried heterosexuals, which is 
also not seen as corresponding to the ideal within creation. 

Ecumenically, the document opens doors in the direction of Ortho-
dox and classical Protestant ethics – Karl Barth would have been de-
lighted. More liberally oriented Protestants will be deeply disappointed, 
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but large parts of the Evangelical world will understand the document 
to be a rapprochement with respect to their position: Biblically pre-
scribed basic ethical positions and pastoral care applied to life and con-
science are not seen as being in conflict with each other. Thus, I have 
argued in my book Leadership and Ethical Responsibility: The Three As-
pects of every Decision that “commandment,” “wisdom,” and “heart” 
are all equally Biblically based sources for ethics. The Pope uses some-
what different terminology, but he is aiming at the same thing. From my 
conversations with him, I know that it is precisely a matter of the fol-
lowing: preserving the breadth of divine interaction with people in Holy 
Scripture, which at the same time includes encouragement and admon-
ishment, commandments and wisdom, doctrine and decisions of con-
science.  

Also, one finds that a rapprochement with other Evangelical and 
classical Protestant positions is taking place. The points of departures 
are consistently small Bible studies which are dispersed throughout the 
entire document. It is not only compassion which is emphasized; rather, 
God’s grace always comes first, and humanity is not able to achieve God’s 
order and “covenant” without God’s continual grace (36, 37, 35). That 
which is typically Catholic has taken a strong step backwards. Even a 
long closing chapter about Maria including prayer to Maria, which had 
been typical of Pope Francis up to now, has given way to a short “Prayer 
to the Holy Family.” 

Interreligious Dialogue 

Also when it comes to the question of dialogue with the adherents of other 
religions, the views of the majority of Evangelicals and of the Catholic 
Church lie close to one another. That was already the case under Pope Ben-
edict. Interreligious dialogue is called for and desired in Evangelii gaudium 
but without the desire of even temporarily suspending the proclamation 
of the gospel. It is precisely the viewpoint of conversations with adherents 
and leaders of other religions as is propagated and intensively practiced 
by the World Evangelical Alliance. 

“In this dialogue, ever friendly and sincere, attention must always be 
paid to the essential bond between dialogue and proclamation, which leads 
the Church to maintain and intensify her relationship with non-Christians. 
A facile syncretism would ultimately be a totalitarian gesture on the part 
of those who would ignore greater values of which they are not the mas-
ters. True openness involves remaining steadfast in one’s deepest convic-
tions, clear and joyful in one’s own identity, while at the same time being 
‘open to understanding those of the other party’ and ‘knowing that 
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dialogue can enrich each side.’ What is not helpful is a diplomatic openness 
which says ‘yes’ to everything in order to avoid problems, for this would 
be a way of deceiving others and denying them the good which we have 
been given to share generously with others. Evangelization and interreli-
gious dialogue, far from being opposed, mutually support and nourish one 
another.”183 

A dialog which does away with missions is thus excluded. The Pope for-
mulates his thoughts here in a manner which is in line with the document 
Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World, which the Vatican, the World 
Council of Churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance jointly adopted in 
2011. 

Religions 

At the beginning of 2016, the first video of a new monthly video message 
within the so-called “prayer intentions” of the Pope. In the video one sees 
adherents and clerics from Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism, the 
majority of them are friends or the Pope’s earlier dialogue partners. Their 
statements express whom they believe in, and in a second round all say “I 
believe in love.” 

At the end the Pope calls for serious dialogue between all religions and 
worldviews because he maintains it can bring about the fruit of freedom 
and justice. There is really no objection with respect to this. “Most of the 
planet’s inhabitants declare themselves believers. This should lead to dia-
logue among religions. We should not stop praying for it and collaborating 
with those who think differently.” Then come the words: “Many think dif-
ferently, feel differently, seeking God or meeting God in different ways. In 
this crowd, in this range of religions, there is only one certainty we have 
for all: We are all children of God.” At any rate it is vague, if not misleading. 
If this is said with respect to the creation of all people, then a Christian 
certainly has this certainty. However, if this is said with respect to the re-
ligions’ doctrines, that can hardly be said to be correct. 

Certainly the video awakens the impression that all religions want the 
same thing, namely love, and it awakens the impression that Islam and 
Buddhism are equivalent ways to God. Up to now, I have not had an oppor-
tunity to discuss the video with the Pope. The video in itself does not seem 
to fit at all with what the Pope has said and written up to now. It seems to 
me as if a lot of other people had their hands in this. 
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PART 2 – THE CHRONOLOGY OF A  
GROWING RELATIONSHIP 2011 – 2016 
In the second part of this book I would like to introduce six central events 
and processes in the growing relationship between the Pope and the Cath-
olic Church as an international institution, on the one hand, and the World 
Evangelical Alliance, in which the majority of Evangelicals and Pentecos-
tals are domiciled. I would like to begin with two processes and events in 
2011 and 2012 in the final phase of Pope Benedict’s tenure. Then I will turn 
my attention to Benedict’s resignation, describe two events from 2014, and 
two from the year 2015. 

2011: The most significant ecumenical Doc-
ument of the Modern Era 

Geoff Tunnicliffe 

In 2007 the World Evangelical Alliance’s (WEA) Commission for Religions 
Freedom met in Bangkok. For the first time, the Secretary General partici-
pated. The Secretary General was the Canadian Geoff Tunnicliffe, who had 
been elected in 2005. He remained in office for 10 years, until the end of 
2014. I reported to him on the state of discussions with the Vatican and the 
World Council of Churches (WCC) with respect to a document on missions 
and dialogue, and I reported that I had participated in this effort since 2006 
as an expert from the side of the WCC. I recommended that we express an 
interest in the invitation by the WCC to participate as an institution and 
partner on the side of the WCC. A declaration regarding what missions are 
and what they are not, directed towards global politics and other religions 
would only make sense, I argued, if the vast majority of Christians issued a 
joint statement and not if a portion put out a statement and in the process 
either openly or covertly criticized other fractions. 

One can hardly believe that the world has changed so quickly over the 
course of ten years. The thought that we would sign a joint paper on mis-
sions with the WCC appeared absurd. After all, in 1982 there had been such 
a paper with the Vatican, but there appeared to be other topics here which 
were insurmountable. Furthermore, the understanding of missions as well 
as the opportunity for discussions with other religions had been hot 
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potatoes. However, to be working with both simultaneously appeared to 
be illusory, and to many it only seemed to be possible if Evangelicals and 
Pentecostals gave up their DNA. 

 
Photo 48: With Geoff Tunnicliffe in Bangkok in 2007 

Geoff Tunnicliffe explained to me how delicate an issue he saw this to be. 
However, he also laughed and said: “There has to be some risk if we want 
to make progress. It would not be so difficult for us to look around for an-
other assignment, if we have to step down. We will find something any-
way.” We never thought that five years later we would be showered with 
praise worldwide from within and from outside our camp. 

Geoff was of the opinion that we not broadcast it. And yet reality quickly 
caught up with us: The Vatican and the WCC asked me to hold the opening 
address and introduce the joint program at the next large gathering on the 
topic in Toulouse, France in 2007.184 Thus the cat was out of the bag. The 
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two other WEA representatives, both by the way from Pentecostal 
churches, John Langlois, Chairman of the Commission for Religious Free-
dom and on the international council for decades and on the WEA board, 
and Richard Howell, Secretary General of the Asian Evangelical Alliance, 
supported me entirely. 

In any event, without Geoff Tunnicliffe’s appetite for risk and without 
his backing, there never would have been the Christian Witness in a Multi-
Religious World document. 

The honored dean of Evangelical criticism of the ecumenical move-
ment, the Tübingen missiologist Peter Beyerhaus, whose large commemo-
rative publication upon the occasion of his 70th birthday entitled Kein an-
derer Name: Die Einzigartigkeit Jesu Christi und das Gespräch mit nichtchrist-
lichen Religionen (Translation of the title: No Other Name: The Uniqueness of 
Jesus Christ and Dialogue with non-Christian Religions), which I published in 
1999, is a symbol of the change of the change which took place between 
2006 and 2011. At the outset, he was very critical and warned us regarding 
what we were doing. However, at the large Cape Town 2010 International 
Congress on World Evangelization, his student Christof Sauer and I intro-
duced the resulting document, and Peter Beyerhaus demonstratively got 
behind it. It was held to be correct on the basis of its contents and neces-
sary, and it was a major advance for missiology and for ecumenical rela-
tionships between denominational Christians. 

The most significant ecumenical Document 
of the Modern Era 

Five years later, the first joint text of the Vatican, the World Council of 
Churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance was published. The docu-
ment has long since written church history, as it was accepted and re-
ceived on all continents to an extent that no one had been able to predict. 
However, at this point I would like to underscore the central role played 
by Pope Benedict in the process.  

When the text was finished, it naturally had to be submitted to Pope 
Benedict. My Catholic friends naturally did not know how and when the 
Pope would react. In contrast, I was rather sure that he would approve, for 
he had repeatedly taken up thoughts from drafts of the paper in papal 
writings and – without naming the process underway – hailed them. 
                                             

of Christian Witness”. (abridged version) Current Dialogue (World Council of 
Churches) 50 (February 2008): 55-66. 
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I saw a copy of the final draft with comments by the Pope. Pope Bene-
dict had marked a number of spelling mistakes with clearly legible, small 
handwriting! Otherwise, he left the text untouched and welcomed it. He 
was only averse to the word “Kodex” (English: “code” or “codex”). He did 
not point out that the word is a set canonical term in the Catholic Church. 
Rather, he pointed out that it had to do with the book The Da Vinci Code. 
The WCC and the WEA quickly agreed upon a new subtitle. Since the pro-
ject ran for five years under the name “Code” or “Code of Ethics,” the for-
mulation has held among insiders as the most common designation in the 
German subtitle Empfehlungen für einen Verhaltenskodex (Recommendations 
for Conduct). 

“Today we are writing history” 

“‘Today we are writing history’: Recommendations for conduct for 
Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World is published,”185 Bonner 
Querschnitte dated June 29, 2011 

“Today represents a historic moment in our shared Christian wit-
ness,” claimed Jean-Louis Cardinal Tauran, president of the Pontifical 
Council for Interreligious Dialogue. “For the first time in history, the 
World Council of Churches, representatives of the Vatican, and the 
World Evangelical Alliance have issued a joint document.”186 

“Mission belongs to the very being of the church.” These words 
stand at the beginning of the document that was delivered in a public 
ceremony celebrated at the headquarters of the World Council of 
Churches in Geneva yesterday. Representatives of the above named 
church organizations worked more than five years in a series of larger 
and smaller conferences to come up with a document stating what it 
means to bear testimony to and pass on the Christian faith in the multi-
religious world of the 21st century. The result is a document reflecting 
classical foundations for Christian witness followed by principles and 
recommendations. 

                                             
185 http://www.missionrespekt.de/derprozess/prozess.dokumente/intstimmen.3/

index.html.  
186 The complete opening ceremony can be found in YouTube: http://youtube/

H6WcNBAzl3Y.  

http://www.missionrespekt.de/derprozess/prozess.dokumente/intstimmen.3/index.html
http://www.missionrespekt.de/derprozess/prozess.dokumente/intstimmen.3/index.html
http://youtube/%E2%80%8CH6WcNBAzl3Y
http://youtube/%E2%80%8CH6WcNBAzl3Y
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Photo 49: Launch in Geneva (2014): Plenum, from left to right:  

Archbishop Pier Luigi Celata (Sekretary, Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID)),  
Jean-Louis Pierre Cardinal Tauran (President, PCID),  

Dr. Olav Fykse Tveit (General Secretary, World Council of Churches),  
Dr. Geoff Tunicliffe (General Secretary, World Evangelical Alliance (WEA)),  

Monsignor Andrew Vissanu Thanya-Anan (Under Secretary, PCID),  
Prof. Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher (Chairman, Theological  

Commission and Speaker for Human Rights, WEA)  

Cardinal Tauran called upon those present with the following words: “We 
Christians have the duty to proclaim our faith without any compromise . . . 
We are not teachers giving lessons about God. We are messengers of salva-
tion brought to us by the death and resurrection of Christ, who is still liv-
ing today.”  

Geoff Tunnicliffe, the Secretary General of the World Evangelical Al-
liance (WEA), pointed out that all four major concerns which the WEA 
have defended since its founding in 1846 play a leading role in the doc-
ument presented. These main concerns are: 1. Christian Unity, 2. Human 
Rights, 3. World Evangelism, and 4. Religious Freedom. The Secretary 
General of the WEA spoke of a “powerful document,” not least of all due 
to the fact that through the representatives of the various organizations 
90% of the world’s Christians are represented. Mission is at the “heart of 
the gospel,” and without mission the church is dead. Christian witness 
should not only take place through words; rather, it should likewise take 
place through deeds.  
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Thomas Schirrmacher, who coordinated the efforts for the World 
Evangelical Alliance, made it clear that the document presented is in no 
way a compromise. Over the years there have been very sceptical voices 
from assorted directions which held a document with any substantial 
content regarding the topics of freedom of religion and mission as im-
possible to compose. In the end there are now distinct recommendations 
which, on the one hand, clearly bear witness to Jesus’ mandate to his 
church. On the other hand, there are also limits highlighted with respect 
to mission tied to the biblical message.  

In this connection the text points out in its first foundational point 
that that it is not only a joy to give an account to others about one’s own 
hope, but that rather this has to happen with “gentleness and respect” 
(with reference to 1 Peter 3:15). In the final point of the foundations, it 
is reinforced that while Christians have the responsibility to bear wit-
ness to Jesus, “conversion is ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit.” Ac-
cording to Schirrmacher, this theologically excludes any thought about 
the possibility of a forced conversion. This places limits on Christian 
mission, not, for example, for political reasons but rather due to the fact 
that it is biblical.  

Archbishop Pier Luigi Celata said in the subsequent press conference 
that the document is built upon two pillars: the first is Jesus’ mandate to 
make the gospel known, and the second is the dignity every person has 
by virtue of the creation. 

 
Photo 50: Cardinal Tauran and the Secretary Generals of the World Council of 

Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance 
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Interview on Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World 

Interview in Christsein heute187 (translation of the magazine title: Being a 
Christian Today), June 2014 

“Mission belongs to the very being of the church. Proclaiming the 
word of God and witnessing to the world is essential for every Christian. 
At the same time, it is necessary to do so according to gospel principles, 
with full respect and love for all human beings.” This is how the docu-
ment Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World: Recommendations 
for Conduct begins. The document was adopted by the three large bodies 
of world Christianity, the Catholic Church, the World Council of 
Churches (WCC), and the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) in 2011. On 
August 27 and 28, 2014, churches and mission agencies in Germany will 
receive the document for Germany during the “MissionRespekt” consul-
tations (www.missionrespekt.de).  

We interviewed Thomas Schirrmacher, who led the WEA delegation 
in the development process of the document. 

What was the reason for producing a global document on the ethics of missions? 
The question of ethics in missions has been increasingly asked over 

recent years in internal Christian discussions as well as with respect to 
other religions. However, politics is also asking about the degree to 
which the human right of religious freedom is limited by other human 
rights. Furthermore, anti-conversion laws in countries in Asia and the 
Near East can often turn into oppression of Christians, and the accusa-
tion can arise that mission efforts are still just something like the cru-
sades or colonialism. 

What is special about this declaration? 
When the document was publicly introduced, the representatives of 

the Vatican, the WCC, and the WEA al called it “historic” or “unique.” 
Indeed, Cardinal Tauran said: “Today we are writing history.” If we look 
back three years, it was not just a matter of flowery wishes at a celebra-
tion. For me there are five things which are historic and new: 

1. Never before has global Christianity (more precisely an estimated 
95%) spoken with one voice. 2. The Constantine era, in which churches 
uses the state, power, culture, the economy, and family pressure in order 
to keep people in the Church or to make them Christians is now, at the 
latest, officially over for all churches. 3. The topic of human rights is a 
common basis for all churches and no longer stands in contradiction to 
the essence of the church, and this is expressed in its mission efforts. 4. 

                                             
187 Christliches Zeugnis in einer multireligiösen Welt (Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious 

World) (Interview by Dietrich Ebeling). Christsein heute 121 (2014) 6: 34-36. 
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With that said, the “ethics of missions” has become a joint topic that 
Evangelicals no longer see as a rejection of missions. 5. The document 
breaks up entrenched positions that had been the subject of infighting 
over the last century, something which was in part justified but not cor-
responding to today’s reality. 

It was the topic of missions (and its flip side, religious freedom), 
which led to the founding of the World Evangelical Alliance in 1846. It 
was the topic of missions that brought the ecumenical movement in the 
19th century together. For me it is no coincidence that it has again been 
the topic of missions, albeit if initially only the way we conduct missions, 
that has led to the first joint document of global Christianity. 

How long was work conducted on the paper – and what were the main mile-
stones? 

Five years. A small group of about nine staff members from the Holy 
See, the World Council of Churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance 
which met regularly between 2006 and 2011, formulated a suggested text 
which was sent to many church leaders, member churches, and commis-
sions in 2010. Innumerable suggestions – also from national alliances, for 
instance – were evaluated and incorporated. After large-scale consulta-
tion in Lariano (Italy) in 2006 and in Toulouse (France) in 2007, experts 
and high-ranking church leaders me for a third consultation in Bangkok 
in order to intensively work on a final text. The text worked out there 
saw only changes made in smaller details and agreed upon among the 
highest committees of the three bodies. Pope Benedict XVI wanted to be 
assured that the unclear term “code” would be removed from the title. 

How did the World Evangelical Alliance become involved? And what was its role 
in the process? 

I was originally called to Geneva by the World Council of Churches 
in 2006 as an adviser for the planning process. In the course of the dis-
cussions, the idea arose that it would be too little for the WEA to only 
be involved in an advisory role through me. This was due to the fact 
that such a document could only have penetrative force if 1. it is sup-
ported by all of Christianity to the greatest extent possible and 2. is also 
published in the name of those carrying on a large part of world mis-
sions and not in opposition to world missions. The three bodies had 
never officially worked together. The arrangement then became offi-
cial, with the Vatican representing one-half of Christianity and the 
WCC and the WEA the other half (the WCC and the WEA are, each rep-
resenting about 600 million people, combine to be about as large as the 
Catholic Church). I had the honor of the opening address at the large-
scale consultation in Toulouse, in which I presented the program plan 
for the following years. 
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Which parts of the declaration carried particular challenges insofar as reaching 
a consensus was concerned? 

Since we did not want a paper which was the result of compromise 
but rather a text which would find broad acceptance in each of the three 
global bodies, we deliberately omitted topics where initially no consen-
sus was to be found. Thus, there is no separate section about non-reli-
gious individuals or atheists, for example. Rather, there is only a short 
statement that similar principles also apply to dealings with them. In the 
Vatican there are completely different organs which are occupied with 
this topic, and the theological argumentation is very different. However, 
I find it a strength of the document that it formulates short and simply 
where we are in agreement and does not hide other areas with meaning-
less compromise formulations. 

How are things in Germany going to move from here? 
This document, as no document before it, has officially brought a 

broad range of Christianity to one table in Germany as it has done in 
many other countries. It is astonishing that under the leadership of the 
Association of Protestant Churches and Missions in Germany (Evange-
lischen Missionswerk, or EMW), we saw the Catholic Missions Agency 
‘Missio,’ and the Working Group of Evangelical Missions (Arbeitsgemein-
schaft Evangelikaler Missionen, or AEM), together with practically all 
churches in Germany represented through the National Council of 
Churches, the Association of Free Churches and the German Evangelical 
Alliance, etc., joint discussions were able to be held about how to make 
the document fruitful for Germany. It is not a matter of acting as if we 
agree on everything but recognizing that differing opinions can only be 
tackled if there is an exchange of ideas with each other. 

How do you measure the significance from the free church perspective? 
Above all, free churches bring the viewpoint to global Christianity 

that the Christian faith is always a matter of personal conviction. It is 
always voluntary, and it cannot and may not be seen as irresistibly in-
herited. In the process, compulsion can be physical, within the family as 
well as culturally, societally, etc. Out of that one can also derive that mis-
sions actually mean that every Christian is in dialogue with other people 
and that this work of persuasion of one individual persuading the next 
carries churches through the generations, neither through support by 
the state, nor through power, nor through money. 

Their view is now to a certain extent the official view of the church 
and with respect to global Christianity the point of view of the highest 
authority. The Constantinian era has been shelved. That opens up a lot of 
leeway to other churches to learn from the free churches. For instance, 
there is the case of Pope Benedict XVI who made a recommendation to 
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Praeses Nikolaus Schneider in Luther’s church in Erfurt. He recom-
mended learning from young religious movements about how to share 
the gospel out of personal conviction since soon only those will be going 
into the church who are personally convinced in their faith. 

Are there passages which are understood differently or are filled 
with different meaning but where agreement had to be reached? 

From the very beginning, we attached great importance to only hav-
ing statements included which every individual should be able to com-
pletely defend within his own domain, as if it were a document stem-
ming from his own institutional body. I could go a bit further: The 
document could have been a document coming solely from the WEA. For 
that reason, we also attempted to use terminology which means about 
the same thing for all three institutional bodies. Therefore, we call ‘evan-
gelization’ giving “witness” because that is unambiguous while ‘evange-
lization’ in the Vatican technically means ‘re-evangelization,’ for in-
stance, thus the winning back of baptized Christians. In the case of the 
term “healing,” it was deliberately formulated to include medical heal-
ing as well as healing through miracles. 

However, that naturally changes nothing about the fact that certain 
foundational terms which do not directly have to do with the special 
topic of the document remain imbued in varying ways. For instance, 
when one reads in the initial wording that “mission” belongs to the very 
being of the church,” the word “church” naturally continues to be un-
derstood differently. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church’s strongly hier-
archical point of view is immediately expanded upon in the second sen-
tence, which emphasizes that giving witness is applied to each 
individual Christian. And a too individualistic Evangelical view of this 
second sentence is then adjusted by the first. . . . 

Was there a personal highlight for you during those five years? 
A personal highlight took place at the final large-scale consultation 

in Bangkok when we were stuck with a difficult question of formulation. 
It became rather emotional. Finally, a long-serving church leader from 
Indonesia, who was the moderator of the WCC’s Central Committee, 
pleaded for simply taking the corresponding Biblical formulation since 
the Bible was the joint foundation for all three group institutions. In five 
minutes the final version of the sentence was set! 

And Germany? 

I had no expectations at all that the ecumenical progress achieved on a 
global scale with the document Christian Witness in a Multi-Religious World, 
which was followed by great progress in countries such as India, Canada, 
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and the Netherlands, would also reach Germany. This is due to the fact 
that the German situation is too different. In Germany there are, eccle-
siastically and historically seen, two denominational “top dogs,” which 
by all means conduct many projects with each other and deliver state-
ments together but seldom work with the small churches in Germany. 
The German Evangelical Alliance is no association of churches as in al-
most all countries. However, if it did not exist, then the counterpart to 
the World Evangelical Alliance would be missing. Free churches, which 
for instance in Switzerland comprise the Evangelical Alliance, are asso-
ciated in Germany, on the one hand, in the Union of Protestant Free 
Churches. On the other hand, they are members or guest members in 
the Working Group of Christian Churches (Arbeitsgemeinschaft christ-
licher Kirchen, or ACK), the national counterpart to the World Council 
of Churches, to which, however, the Catholic Church in Germany also 
belongs. The Orthodox and Ancient Oriental Churches are only repre-
sented in the ACK. 

The Evangelical Missions Agency in Hamburg, under Christoph Anders 
and Michael Biehl and the international bishop of the EKD, Martin 
Schindehütte are above all to be thanked, along with Prelate Klaus Krämer 
from the Catholic missions association missio in Aachen that step by step 
the document first brought all denominational German missions associa-
tions and then all churches together. 

All Churches in Germany do Something jointly for the first Time 

“Third Anniversary of Ecumenical Landmark Document in Berlin: World 
Evangelical Alliance as Guest of all German Churches”188, Bonner Quer-
schnitte, August 21, 2014 

After five years of work, a landmark document addressing the con-
duct of Christian witness around the world was released June 28, 2011 
by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) of the Ro-
man Catholic Church, the World Council of Churches (WCC), and the 
World Evangelical Alliance (WEA). On August 26-27, 2014 in Berlin, 
church leaders from all over the world joined representatives from all 
German churches to celebrate the third anniversary of the document 
as well as to adopt it for German Christendom. The three signing bod-
ies were represented by Monsignor Dr. Angel Ayuso Guixot, secretary 
of the PCID, Dr. Olav Fykse Tveit, General Secretary of the World Coun-
cil of Churches, and Dr. Geoff Tunnicliffe, Secretary General of the 
World Evangelical Alliance. Also present were the presiding bishops 

                                             
188 https://www.bucer.org/fileadmin/_migrated/tx_org/BQ0312_eng.pdf.  

https://www.bucer.org/fileadmin/_migrated/tx_org/BQ0312_eng.pdf
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of the two largest churches in Germany, Cardinal Reinhard Marx, head 
of the Catholic Bishops Conference, and Dr. Nikolaus Schneider, chair 
of the Protestant Church in Germany (EKD). The World Evangelical Al-
liance was additionally represented by Dr. Richard Howell, General 
Secretary of the Asian Evangelical Alliance, and three representatives 
of WEA’s Theological Commission, Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher, Dr. 
Rosalee Velosso Ewell, and John Baxter Brown, all co-authors of the 
document.  

The congress “MissionRespekt” (Mission/Respect) is sponsored by 
the Working Group of Christian Churches (Arbeitsgemeinschaft christ-
licher Kirchen, or ACK) in which the Catholic Church is a member, and 
the German Evangelical Alliance, together with most German churches 
as well as the three large missions associations from the three branches 
of Christianity. This is a first time occurrence in Germany and is thus a 
historically unique event. 

2012: Synod of Bishops on Evangelization 

2012 Synod of Bishops in the Vatican 

Upon the occasion of the 50th anniversary of Vatican II and the Synod’s 
“new evangelization” topic, the Pope and the World Synod of the Catholic 
Church invited the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) to make a brief 
presentation of their view of “evangelism”. Therefore, the Theological 
Commission of WEA, under the direction of our director Rosalee Velosso 
Ewell from Brazil and me, developed a statement “Evangelism: The Hall-
mark of Evangelical Faith,” which the Secretary General of the WEA, Dr. 
Geoff Tunnicliffe, personally presented to the Pope and the Synod.  

It began with the words: Evangelism is the proclamation in word, deed 
and Christian character of the saving work of Jesus Christ on the cross and 
through the resurrection. Evangelism lies at the core of the identity of be-
ing evangelical. We affirm that it is not possible to be truly evangelical 
without a radical commitment to world evangelization . . .” 

Still within the first paragraph, the WEA states that besides evangelism 
the other two characteristics of the Evangelical movement are, “that Jesus 
Christ is the unique Saviour of humanity and Lord of all creation and that 
the Scriptures are the ultimate authority in all matters of faith and con-
duct.”  

As the World Evangelical Alliance, we were present at the Bishops 
Synod of the Catholic Church in the Vatican and experienced the develop-
ment of its documents. I would like to show how many positive statements 
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found in the propositions of the Vatican Synod are those which Evangeli-
cals can truly agree with.189 

 
Photo 51: Pope Benedict at the 2012 Vatican Synod as seen from my seat 

Evangelical Statements in the Propositions of the Vatican Synod 

Blog entry, February 5, 2014190 
The third section has the heading: “The personal encounter with Je-

sus Christ in the Church.” It begins with the words: “Before saying any-
thing about the forms that this new evangelization must assume, we feel 
the need to tell you with profound conviction that faith determines eve-
rything in the relationship that we build with the person of Jesus Christ, 
and that it is he who takes the initiative in the encounter.” 

“Besides the personal relationship to Jesus, there is a church center-
ing around loving relation. In the same third section one reads: “We 
must form welcoming communities in which all outcasts find a home, 
concrete experiences of communion which attract the disenchanted 
glance of contemporary humanity with the ardent force of love – ‘See 

                                             
189 The text itself can be found here: http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/si

nodo/documents/bollettino_25_xiii-ordinaria-2012/05_tedesco/b33_05.html; and 
here: http://www.zenit.org/article-25826?l=german.  

190 http://www.thomasschirrmacher.info/archives/3084.  

http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/sino%E2%80%8Cdo/documents/bollettino_25_xiii-ordinaria-2012/05_tedesco/b33_05.html
http://www.vatican.va/news_services/press/sino%E2%80%8Cdo/documents/bollettino_25_xiii-ordinaria-2012/05_tedesco/b33_05.html
http://www.zenit.org/article-25826?l=german
http://www.thomasschirrmacher.info/archives/3084
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how they love one another!’ (Tertullian, Apology, 39, 7) – drawing the 
sobering glance of people today upon himself.”  

From the personal relationship to Jesus the document naturally goes 
on to the role of the Bible under the heading of the fourth paragraph: 
“The occasions of encountering Jesus and listening to the Scriptures” 
continues the thought. Therein it says: “The frequent reading of the Sa-
cred Scriptures, illuminated by the Tradition of the Church, who hands 
them over to us and is their authentic interpreter, is not only necessary 
for knowing the very content of the Gospel, which is the person of Jesus 
in the context of salvation history. Reading the Scriptures also helps us 
to discover opportunities to encounter Jesus, truly evangelical ap-
proaches rooted in the fundamental dimensions of human life: the fam-
ily, work, friendship, various forms of poverty and the trials of life, etc.”  

Even if the Church in ‘good Catholic fashion’ has an official interpre-
tive function at this point, in ‘good evangelical fashion’ the relationship 
with Jesus along with listening to the Holy Scriptures as they relate to 
each other, and constant, renewed study of the Bible, combine to help 
orient all areas of life towards the gospel. 

It is also good evangelical fashion to see God’s agency and initiative 
always put first in the sixth paragraph. “In the face of the questions that 
dominant cultures pose to faith and to the Church, we renew our trust 
in the Lord, certain that even in these contexts the Gospel is the bearer 
of light and capable of healing every human weakness. It is not we who 
are to conduct the work of evangelization, but God, as the Pope re-
minded us: ‘The first word, the true initiative, the true activity comes 
from God and only by inserting ourselves into the divine initiative, only 
by begging this divine initiative, will we too be able to become – with 
him and in him – evangelizers’ (Benedict XVI, Meditation during the first 
general Congregation of the XIII General Ordinary Assembly of the 
Synod of Bishops, Rome, 8 October 2012).”191 

                                             
191 http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedictine/en/speeches/2012/october/documents/

hf_ben-xvi_spe_20121008_meditazione-sinodo.html  

http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedictine/en/speeches/2012/october/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20121008_meditazione-sinodo.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedictine/en/speeches/2012/october/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20121008_meditazione-sinodo.html
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Photo 52: State-of-the-art voting board in the assembly hall of the Synod of Bishops in 2012 

 
Photo 53: At the 2012 Vatican Synod 
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It is pleasing – in fact even so for me personally – that in the 10th section 
fundamentalism is no longer considered to be a certain understanding of 
Scripture. Rather, it is seen, as I conceive of it in my book Fundamentalism, 
i.e., as the use of force and the violation of human rights in the name of 
truth. That a reference to Christian persecution and a call for religious 
freedom directly follow are things which lie along the same line: “The di-
alogue among religions intends to be a contribution to peace. It rejects 
every fundamentalism and denounces every violence that is brought upon 
believers as serious violations of human rights. The Churches of the whole 
world are united in prayer and in fraternity to the suffering brethren and 
ask those who are responsible for the destinies of peoples to safeguard 
everyone’s right to freely choose, profess and witness to one’s faith.” 

Which special Catholic doctrines are mentioned in the document? 
Besides the already mentioned magisterium of the Church (chapter 4) 
and the “consecrated life” (chapter 7), the whole last proposition 14 is 
dedicated to Mary, even though – as is typical for the time of Benedict 
XVI – none of the major Marian dogmas is directly mentioned. 

There is one more thing, however, which I still want to mention. Benedict 
already introduced something new at the 2012 Synod which had not been 
in the comprehensive Synod handbook, namely small discussion groups 
arranged according to language. That triggered for me, as a Protestant, a 
seemingly peculiar problem. It is the problem of dress. The synod book 
prescribes how bishops and cardinals, etc. are to be dressed for various 
types of events. Now, however, there was a new event, for which nothing 
was prescribed. Thus I heard some intense discussion in our hotel. In the 
end, at the first small group meetings, there were some who came in nor-
mal clothing, some in everyday official vestments, and some in robes. 

2013: The Resignation of Pope Benedict 

The Resignation of Pope Benedict192 

As I was driving on the Autobahn on Rose Monday, when shortly before 12 
p.m. my daughter read out the announcement on the phone that the Pope 
had resigned. I had reckoned with his resignation, but no one knew the 
date, and due to the fact that it was Rose Monday, I thought at first that it 
might be a joke.  

                                             
192 http://www.worldea.org/news/4182/the-pope%E2%80%99s-resignation-did-not-

come-as-such-a-great-surprise-an-interview-with-thomas-schirrmacher  

http://www.worldea.org/news/4182/the-pope%E2%80%99s-resignation-did-not-come-as-such-a-great-surprise-an-interview-with-thomas-schirrmacher
http://www.worldea.org/news/4182/the-pope%E2%80%99s-resignation-did-not-come-as-such-a-great-surprise-an-interview-with-thomas-schirrmacher
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Photo 54: Pope Benedict shortly before the gospel reading at a papal mass in 2012  

– a seen from my seat 

I believe that a number of other non-Catholic Vatican insiders had seen 
the signs of a resignation which many high-ranking Catholics did not un-
derstand due to the fact that the option of resignation simply did not exist 
for them. 

Patriarch Bartholomew told me that Pope Benedict had indeed ac-
cepted the invitation for the above described 2014 meeting in Jerusalem 
but stated: “My successor will come.” I took the hint from Pope Benedict 
at the Vatican Synod in 2012 that it was not clear who would draft the post-
synodal document to mean that his successor would possibly draft it, 
which was then the case. More examples could be cited. 

“The Pope’s Resignation Did Not Come as Such a Great Surprise”193 

Bonner Querschnitte, February 13, 2013 

                                             
193 http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-062013-ausgabe-

242.html. Printed in „Ganz so überraschend kam der Papst-Rücktritt nicht.“ Glau-
ben und Denken heute (Martin Bucer Seminary) 6 (2013) 1: 8-12. 

http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-062013-ausgabe-242.html
http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-062013-ausgabe-242.html
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You recently met with the Pope. Is he really so weak?  
At the three week long synod in Rome in October [2012], everyone 

was able to see that Pope Benedict is physically limited to the point that 
some days he must forgo or limit his speaking, even though he feels fit 
intellectually. I saw him recently at two masses, and I was reminded of 
Pope John Paul II’s later times. As he spoke he was fully alert, but he was 
not physically able to stand on his own.  

Were you astonished to see him announce his resignation? 
No one knew the precise date, of course, but Pope Benedict had made 

it unmistakably clear in an interview in 2010 that when a pope is physi-
cally or mentally no longer in a position to lead the Church, he has the 
right, “indeed under certain circumstances the duty,” to step down. That 
Benedict would not take the same path as his predecessor was something 
that many knew, although it was not quite clear how he would do it. 

Isn’t it much more important that the Pope feels mentally fit?  
Of course. However, the three week synod [2012] was demanding 

enough for a 52 year old guest such as me, not to mention what is was 
like for the leadership of the synod. The Pope, however, continued to 
lead the normal affairs, participated in many more meetings than would 
otherwise have been the case, and had a number of evening appearances 
outside the Vatican. A number of people asked how he was actually able 
to handle it. A papal mass is in itself physically demanding, partly be-
cause there are always television cameras pointed at you. A pope who is 
becoming weaker and weaker can either leave certain affairs to others, 
as has actually always been the case, or he can let those things rest, as 
was the case in Pope John Paul II’s final phase. The step taken by Bene-
dict is truly provided for in ecclesiastical law, but it has never been uti-
lized – a resignation due to the infirmity of old age. 

You published a German book in 2002 entitled The Pope and Suffering: Why the 
Pope does not resign (VTR: Nuremberg, 2002). It was released in 2005 as a second 
edition carrying the title Pope John Paul II and Suffering: Why the Pope does not 
resign. What distinguishes Pope Benedict from his predecessor?  

Pope Benedict has clearly understood his office to be less sacramen-
tal than his predecessor, who saw his suffering as a continuation of the 
suffering of Christ. In recent months it has been noticeable that Benedict 
has above all increasingly lost control over the governmental sector of 
the Vatican. The spiritual aspect of his office, as head of the church and 
as a theologian, had always been more of a priority than the political 
aspect as head of state of the Holy See. It is not by chance that the polit-
ical significance and the political activity of the Vatican have been re-
duced at several points. Even in Germany in his farewell address in 
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Freiburg he called for the Roman Catholic Church to loosen itself from 
being caught up in the world. It is completely in keeping with how Ben-
edict became Pope and what his understanding of the papal office is that 
he would give up the office if he can no longer guarantee its leadership.  

Less sacramental? 
Yes. He once said to the cardinals that a pope is fallible most of the 

time. In most of his masses and addresses there are hints that he makes 
mistakes, that he seeks forgiveness from God and the Church, and that 
he can only hope that God will protect him from wrong decisions. That 
even applies to his short resignation announcement. This was not the 
case with John Paul II. That includes the continual indications made by 
Benedict that he is not head of the church but that rather Jesus is. 

The Pope has made many an unusual decision substantiating this. 
Thus his three volume book on Jesus was written expressly as a private 
individual who makes mistakes, which anyone may freely communicate 
to him by email. No predecessor of his had ever done such a thing; in the 
past, published papal writings were always official writings only. Within 
his annual meeting with former students, he was nothing more than the 
professor conducting discussions, and he was one who also willingly in-
vited Protestant professors to join in the discussion. He abruptly did 
away with the status symbols of his predecessors, above all those of a 
political nature, such as head coverings symbolizing political power. 
Stated another way, in contrast to his predecessors, Pope Benedict never 
gave up being the private individual Joseph Ratzinger, and thus it is only 
consistent that he may retire from participation in public affairs, becom-
ing a private man again.  

What is your opinion as a Protestant? 
To lead 1.2 billion people, to run a small state in a monarchic fashion, 

to control enormous wealth, and as one of a few people to continually be 
present in the media is hardly even achievable for people who are phys-
ically fit. The Pope is also only mortal and reality is catching up with the 
superelevation of his office in papal dogma dating from 1870. The Pope 
himself has recommended to Orthodox churches that it is enough to 
acknowledge the office of the pope in its configuration prior to the split 
of the church in 1054. His resignation, even if it is covered by ecclesias-
tical law, demystifies the office and makes it more human. Presumably 
it will not be the last resignation due to reasons of age but should rather 
become the rule from now on. 

You are one of the Protestant experts on the Roman Catholic Church 
and have spoken with many of its high officials on all continents. What 
motivates an Evangelical theologian and a representative of the World 
Evangelical Alliance in this respect? 
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I have taught comparative confessional studies continuously since 
1983. Whoever wants to understand and teach about Christianity as it is 
found around the world cannot just bypass the Catholic half of it. Addi-
tionally, the Vatican, the World Council of Churches including Orthodox 
member churches, and the World Evangelical Alliance are the only three 
large-scale Christian umbrella organizations, with the Vatican repre-
senting about 50% of global Christianity and the latter two 25% each of 
global Christianity. This cannot simply be passed over. This applies to 
activity with the UN in New York and Geneva and the OSCE in Vienna as 
well as on the topic of the persecution of Christians. And I like to know 
my counterparts as they really are.  

What has the relationship of the World Evangelical Alliance been to the Vatican 
and vice versa? 

Our Secretary General Dr. Geoff Tunnicliffe has met the Pope several 
times. We made our contribution at the synod. Senior colleagues of the 
Pope, such as the heads of papal congregations including Cardinals Kurt 
Koch, Peter Turkson, and Jean-Louis Tauran have always appreciated the 
World Evangelical Alliance as a partner. The World Evangelical Alliance 
has always been treated respectfully. This particularly applies to the five 
years of negotiations on the joint document by the Vatican, the World 
Evangelical Alliance, and the World Council of Churches entitled Chris-
tian Witness in a Multi-Religious World, which I led from our side. But 
this also applies to our on-going official discussions on theological simi-
larities and differences, which on our side is being led by my predecessor 
as Chairman of the Theological Commission, Rolf Hille. 

Is that then a rapprochement of the Alliance with respect to the Roman Catholic 
Church? 

You should know that the times when we used to slink around each 
other and only talked and acted as if we were in agreement are passé. In 
discussions it is pleasing how unexpected similarities as much as differ-
ing positions are openly addressed and comprehensively discussed. 
When our Secretary General presented the case of evangelization upon 
the occasion of the Vatican Synod, which the Vatican had requested, he 
stated in the second sentence that the gospel arises solely out of the 
Scriptures, which are the highest standard for faith and life. When he 
said this, he was just two or three meters from the Pope. 

Additionally, cardinals and other high officials have always spoken 
quite plainly with all of us and with me, even about the mistakes of their 
own Church, just as we, and I personally, have not given the impression 
that everything on our side that glitters is gold. Please understand that 
I must treat certain information as confidential and may not discuss it 
here. Ecumenical relationships are also based on personal trust. 
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The World Evangelical Alliance was also represented at the Assisi World Day of 
Prayer for Peace, wasn’t it? 

The Pope had made it unmistakably clear to us beforehand that he 
wanted to prevent any suspicion of syncretism or of joint inter-religious 
prayer. After all, it was the only time that he publicly contradicted his 
predecessor when 25 years prior, as Prefect of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, he refused to go with the Pope to the Assisi World 
Day of Prayer. Due to Benedict’s assigning every religion its own building 
for prayer in Assisi, no actual joint prayer took place. 

You have stayed overnight in the hotel where the cardinals sleep during the con-
clave. Is that correct? 

Yes. Up to the selection of John Paul II, the overnight stays for the – 
predominantly rather old – cloistered cardinals was an imposition. John 
Paul II then ordered that the cardinals be allowed to move about within 
the entire Vatican and had an own hotel ‘Martha’ built with suites and 
individual rooms directly next to St. Peter’s Basilica. The rooms are ra-
ther Spartan and, of course, have no contact to the outside world. I al-
ways knew which cardinal had slept in ‘my’ bed at the time of the last 
conclave. 

What was your contribution to the [2012] Synod? 
I reminded the synod about persecuted Christians. The Pope and a 

number of cardinals welcomed this immensely. The Pope thanked me 
for my efforts with warm words; however, on the whole that topic re-
mained taboo, even as representatives of the Eastern churches and 
China wanted to place it on the agenda. 

From an Evangelical point of view, which publications do you find to be his most 
significant? 

First of all, I would mention the book on Jesus. Not only because it 
fights for the historical credibility of the Gospels, but above all due to its 
argumentation. The Pope wanted to make it clear that Jesus is the epi-
center of the Christian faith, and he repeated this clearly at the Synod: 
the Christian faith is a personal relationship with Jesus. He continually 
said that the future belongs to Christianity based on a decision, based on 
a personal decision and a relationship with Jesus, not a Christianity of 
traditional or cultural membership. 

Next to that I would mention his first encyclical God is love (Deus 
caritas est), which places something in the center that strangely has 
been missing for hundreds of years in church confessions, that love is 
God’s central attribute in the Bible. There is very little in the Encyclical 
which an Evangelical would not sign off on, and in the center is a nonvi-
olent Christianity which forces no one and devotes itself to the weak. 
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The second encyclical Saved in Hope was actually almost only a Bible 
study, apart from the final chapter about Mary which comes off as at-
tached in order to make the document ‘Catholic.’ 

Hasn’t the Pope been a rather conservative hardliner? 
With ethical questions he was much more conservative that he 

was with dogmatic questions. Since ethical questions above all occupy 
the secular public and liberal Catholics, the dogmatic side of things 
was given less attention. Viewed dogmatically, he brought movement 
and made approaches to other churches, also to Evangelicals. This was 
tangible from the abolition of ‘limbus’ early on in his term in office, to 
the book on Jesus in which he was to a certain extent exegetically gen-
erous and broke away from later typically Catholic interpretations, 
and all the way to the relationship with Orthodox churches. One no-
tices that as a well-read theologian, he thoroughly knew other posi-
tions from books and writings as well as from comprehensive conver-
sations and that he took the dogmatic discussion and opinion of 
others seriously. 

His best action from your point of view? 
Tightening ecclesiastical law regarding sexual abuse as a conse-

quence of his excellent March 19, 2010 pastoral letter to Catholics in Ire-
land. 

His biggest mistake – leaving aside theological differences? 
Pope John Paul II viewed his press secretary as his closest confidant 

and as someone who kept him up to date on the world, independent of 
the apparatus of the Vatican. He also saw him as a representative of the 
Pope, able to keep the media up to date. Benedict never had such a press 
secretary as a confidant, and the media appeared to be bothersome to 
him. His press secretary was actually only able to relay official commu-
niqués. In my opinion, that contributed to the escalation of many a me-
dia campaign. 

What about the Pope and social media? 
This is a good example of why the Pope wants to place his office in 

the hands of someone who is younger. The three volumes of the Jesus 
book were written up to the end by the Pope with a pencil! He was prin-
cipally very much in favor of using Facebook, Twitter, etc. The Vatican 
generally got that quite right, but the personal side of such media failed 
due to the fact that the Pope could not work with a tablet PC on his own 
and was appalled by the negative reactions. ‘Followers’ in social media 
can, however, differentiate very well between entries written by assis-
tants and those written – at least in part – by the original author and in 



2013: The Resignation of Pope Benedict 165 

a timely manner. This is a point where the Pope’s successor surely has 
some great opportunities. 

We would like to thank you for the conversation. 

Demystifying the Office of the Pope 

Pope Paul VI declared in his address on April 28, 1967 that the pope “as we 
all know, is undoubtedly the greatest obstacle on the path to ecumen-
ism.”194 For that reason, Benedict’s resignation was, whether desired or un-
desired, also a milestone for ecumenism. Why? The Catholic author Philipp 
Thull writes: “With his surprising resignation, Pope Benedict has . . . in a 
sense demystified the office of the pope, has dismantled it, yes, he has 
given back its human face and has disengaged it from sacred supereleva-
tion. Of all things, Pope Francis’ (self) critical and modest performance of 
his duties can now contribute to countering the partially conjured up ju-
ridical-monarchical superelevation of the papal primacy . . .”195 

While Pope John Paul II awakened the impression that the office of the 
pope somehow changes the essence of the bearer of the office and that the 
pope for that reason no longer has a private life but rather is always the 
pope, Pope Benedict made clear from the beginning that he would con-
tinue to write as a private individual, meet with his students, and that 
while he had taken on the office, he had not become another person.  

“During his pontificate, he published his private books under his name 
at birth, Joseph Ratzinger, as well as his papal name. And in one of these 
books, the interview volume published in November 2010 with Peter See-
wald, Benedict XVI observed: ‘If a pope comes to the clear awareness that 
he can no longer physically, mentally, and spiritually master the mandate 
of his office, then he has the right, and under certain circumstances also 
the duty, to resign.’ The February 11, 2013 resignation announcement is 
almost literally the same: ‘in order to govern the barque of Saint Peter and 
proclaim the Gospel, both strength of mind and body are necessary, 
strength which in the last few months, has deteriorated in me to the extent 
that I have had to recognize my incapacity to adequately fulfill the minis-
try entrusted to me.’”196 

                                             
194 AAS 59 (1967) 498. 
195 Thull. Papst. 8. 
196 Erbacher. Papst. 180 f. http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/

2013/february/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20130211_declaratio.html  
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One of the best experts on Ratzinger’s theology, Hansjürgen Verweyen, 
writes: “It appears to me that Benedict XVI has not only set the ball rolling 
by resigning from his post but also by producing his work on Jesus of Naz-
areth, and it seems that his successors can only avoid these things with 
difficulty.”197 

Pope Benedict did not want it to be about him. Jesus is supposed to 
stand in the center, and the message of the man from Nazareth is to draw 
all the attention. He never became accustomed to the life of the waving 
politician. It is obvious that as Pope it is almost impossible for him, but he 
did try it, as more radically Pope Francis has. 

Many high Catholic dignitaries have reacted with misunderstanding or 
even irritation. Cardinal Joachim Meisner expressed himself vehemently 
to me but also towards the press.  

I do not fully understand it. The resignation of a pope is provided for in 
church law. The pope is independent in his decisions. According to the 
Catholic understanding, he knows best what is good for the Church. Why 
should that not include his resignation? 

From Pope John Paul II to Benedict 

My academic involvement with the Catholic Church began around the end 
of my theological studies at the beginning of the 1980s. My first publication 
about Catholicism analyzed 1983 canonical law.198 My main argument was 
that the Catholic Church had not only changed and revised a number of 
decisions of the Second Vatican Council. Rather, it was much more that the 
power of the pope within the Church had increased from 1870 (infallibility 
of the pope) and beyond 1950 (when the pope announced for the first time 
an infallible decision without the Council; this had to do with doctrine re-
lating to Mary) all the way up to 1983. As part of 1983 Canonical Law, the 
pope became the head of the Council, and without his positive vote no de-
cision made by the Council is valid. My arguments relating to the relation-
ship between the pope and the Council were primarily taken up within the 
inner-Catholic debate, in particular within the international and multi-lin-
gual Catholic journal entitled Concilium. 

                                             
197 Verweyen, Ratzinger, 2. 
198 „Das neue katholische Kirchenrecht.“ Licht und Leben 95 [1984]; more comprehen-

sive „Hat sich die katholische Kirche geändert? Zum neuen katholischen Kirchen-
recht.“ Bibel und Gemeinde 89 [1989] 2; “Has Roman Catholicism Changed? An Ex-
amination of Recent Canon Law.” Antithesis: A Review of Reformed/Presbyterian 
Thought and Practice 1 [1990] 2. 
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I subsequently composed a book covering Pope John Paul II’s view of 
suffering, in which I especially criticized his 1984 Encyclical Salvifici Doloris. 
Therein he even maintains that he is fulfilling the Biblical passage Colos-
sians 1:24 (“Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my 
flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his 
body, which is the church”). In my critique, I presented the idea that this 
text speaks about a martyr’s death and suffering through persecution and 
that John Paul II does not do the persecuted church a service by applying 
the text to his illness.199 I went on to discuss that John Paul II did not only 
position himself as more uncriticizable than his predecessor. Rather, he 
created an atmosphere in which he not only was viewed by the masses as 
infallible ex cathedra but somehow viewed as generally infallible. Alt-
hough Catholic theologians emphasized that this was never so directly 
maintained, it is precisely what in reality happened, and his quick canoni-
zation only confirms all of that. 

Against this background, I then saw a huge turn under Pope Benedict 
which has been pursued under Francis. Benedict did a lot to destroy the 
thought of an infallible or at least less fallible pope in everyday decisions 
and usual papal texts. From the very beginning, he spoke about the fact 
that he would make mistakes. He separated his private life and himself as 
a private individual from his office – something which prior to him would 
have been unthinkable – see the introduction to his book on Jesus, where 
he wrote the book not “as a magisterial act” but wrote it as an “expression 
of my personal search, free for anyone “to contradict.” 

That he resigned from his post coincides with this approach. More than 
anything else it ensured that the pope, in the eyes of many, was brought 
down to the level of a normal person who held a very responsible and in-
fluential office – something held to according to his own understanding. 
Pope Francis has been 100% in line with this approach. 

2014: A peculiar Sextet with the Pope – The 
Pope and Pentecostals 

In Memory of Tony Palmer 

The Evangelically charismatically-oriented Bishop Tony Palmer already 
knew Pope Francis from Argentina. After Francis’ selection he continued 

                                             
199 Schirrmacher, Leiden. 
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to be regularly invited by the Pope. It was Palmer who brought me into the 
Pope’s circle of friends. We had a lot of joint plans but his accidental death 
foiled them.  

Palmer saw to it that his friend Kenneth Copeland received a video 
message recorded on his iPhone regarding a conference and saw to it that 
Copeland was invited to the Pope with two of Copeland’s friends, simulta-
neously Geoff Tunnicliffe, Brian Stiller, and I were invited – as private in-
dividuals even though all three of us represent the World Evangelical Alli-
ance. That was a very unfortunate composition since we had our doubts 
about where Copeland stood, for example, when it came to the teaching on 
the Trinity. All of us, like the pope, are decided opponents of the so-called 
prosperity gospel Copeland represents. Thus, it was no coincidence that 
the conversation concentrated on our WEA topics and where we had soli-
darity, while as far as I know there was no further contact between the 
Pope and Copeland. I believe that in the meantime the Pope has also be-
come somewhat more careful with such issues. 

“Tony Palmer †: The sudden Death of a Friend reminds me of the Center of 
our Faith”200 

My friend Bishop (†) Tony Palmer died on Sunday, July 20, 2014 after inju-
ries sustained in a motorbike hit-and-run accident – in spite of an opera-
tion that lasted several hours. How close life and death are to each other. 
It had not been too long since we had visited the Pope and had been mak-
ing long-range plans, and now he is no longer among us. 

He was at home on four continents. Born and raised in South Africa, he 
lived in the USA, Argentina, Italy, and England. His ecumenical horizon 
was as broad as the horizon of his life. In the end, he was constantly trav-
eling all over the world, something we had in common. He is now allowed 
to see what we still believe. Fellowship with Jesus Christ, which Palmer saw 
as the center of what the Pope had in common with us, is his to now expe-
rience in its fullness.  

What follows is the comment I sent to PRO Magazine directly after his 
death:201 “The accidental death of a very good friend has come as a com-
plete surprise. We had not long before been with the Pope and had 

                                             
200 http://www.thomasschirrmacher.net/blog/tony-palmer-%E2%80%A0-the-sudden-

death-of-a-friend-reminds-me-of-the-center-of-our-faith/; German original: 
http://www.thomasschirrmacher.info/archives/3651.  

201 http://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/gesellschaft/weltweit/detailansicht/aktuell/
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discussed the circumstances under which we could again sign the Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. Now he is with the Lord and 
Savior about whom we had spoken the entire time. Anthony Palmer was a 
missionary at heart, someone who had been active on all continents and 
had lived on three of them. He was a bridge-builder between denomina-
tions, and yet he always took deep-seated theological differences very se-
riously. He always remained an Evangelical at heart, someone who only 
found true faith in a personal encounter with Jesus and life with him. It 
was that which also linked him with the Pope. Christian leaders through-
out the world will miss this motor of ecumenism.” 

 
Photo 55: My final photo with Tony Palmer, in St. Peter’s Basilica 
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Photo 56: In conversation with the Pope and Bishop Tony Palmer  

in the Domus Sanctae Marthae foyer in June 2014 

Sextet with the Pope 

Long version of “Evangelical Alliance as Guests of the Pope.” Interview 
with PRO Media Magazine, June 5, 2014 and additional interviews in June 
and July 2014 

The World Evangelical Alliance, represented by a delegation, was an official 
guest of the Pope in November 2014. However, in the summer prior thereto, he 
had invited some of them as private guests!? 

The Pope selected three Evangelical and three charismatic leaders 
and invited them not as representatives of their churches or organiza-
tions but as friends to a completely private three-hour conversation 
along with lunch in Hotel Martha, where the Pope resides. Apart from 
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the Pope himself, there was no member of the Vatican staff who partic-
ipated. There was agreement to not disclose the major part of the con-
versation. In the meantime, a part of the conversation has made its way 
onto the internet here and there, even though not everything has been 
correctly reported. 

 
Photo 57: The Pope along with the six guests for lunch at Domus Sanctae Marthae  

Among other issues, the Pope reported on the pending reform of the Cu-
ria and far-reaching plans which relate to the ecumenical relationship 
with other churches.  

The Pope and the World Evangelical Alliance have agreed to much 
stronger cooperation in questions relating to Christian persecution and 
efforts with respect to religious freedom, an “ecumenism of blood” as 
the Pope called it. In the process, critical situations were also raised 
where Catholic and Evangelical churches, in view of discrimination and 
persecution, work more against each other than with each other. Both 
sides want to change this. 

How was the Pope doing? 
If one considers that he had just excommunicated the mafia and that 

significant changes in the Curia are imminent, changes which are deeper 
than changes in the structure of the Vatican which have occurred up to 
now and which reach far into the Catholic Church and will encounter 
much resistance, the Pope appeared very cheerful and relaxed. He took 
all the time in the world to explain his plans to us, and he took all the 
time in the world to listen to our points of view relating to a variety of 
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questions, indeed even receiving clarification on some hardships arising 
from inner-Christian tensions in certain countries.  

To spend private time with the Pope. Is that even possible? Was there no branch 
of the Vatican involved? 

Prior thereto I had an informational discussion with Cardinal Kurt 
Koch, the chairman of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian 
Unity. Afterwards, the now deceased Bishop Tony Palmer informed the 
Secretary of the Council, Bishop Brian Farrell, but we were deliberately 
invited as friends whom the Pope trusted to keep most things private to 
themselves and, vice versa, to tell him the truth with respect to a num-
ber of ecumenical problems. For that reason, no Vatican institution was 
involved, indeed the appointment was arranged directly with the Pope 
via telephone. It is a shame that there were participants who divulged a 
lot, but perhaps that is unavoidable. Even what happens in a conclave is 
today no longer a secret. And what is divulged is also largely untrue. In 
any event, gossipers are out of contention anyway. These types of con-
versations require at least a minimum of mutual trust. 

As stated, most of what was said was confidential, even if much 
seeped through – and not all of that was correct. The representatives of 
the World Evangelical Alliance have maintained silence as we do not 
want to be a flash in the pan when it comes to ecumenism. Rather, we 
want a long and trusting relationship with the Catholic Church and the 
Vatican’s institutions. 

Private chats taking precedence over theology. Is that the new path for ecumen-
ism? 

The Pope has entrusted much to us about his theological point of 
view, which is fully in line with the November 2013 Apostolic Letter 
entitled Evangelii Gaudium. It is worth reading. Up to the final chapter 
on Mary, it could almost be said to contain an evangelical Bible study 
on the gospel and evangelism. We were likewise theologically well 
prepared, and having Thomas K. Johnson and Titus Vogt there meant 
we had two experts from the WEA Theological Commission in Rome 
alongside. 

The times when dialog and ecumenism only worked by not dealing 
openly with questions of theological truth are, in my opinion, as much a 
thing of the past as a necessary dialog with other religions which thinks 
that one’s own faith have to be placed into question in advance. It is a 
matter of course in ecumenism today that difference are laid out in de-
tail, and it is not unity-obsessed dimwits who participate but rather 
competent representatives and experts of the DNA of their own 
churches and movements. 
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Was Kenneth Copeland there? Since when is he an ecumenist? And do you view 
him as an Evangelical? 

In particular in the case of Copeland and his staff and the theologians 
from the WEA who were in attendance, there were significant conversa-
tions in the Pope’s outer office and otherwise on the Biblical teaching of 
the Trinity which Copeland has yet to conclusively affirm. We surpris-
ingly encountered open ears, and Copeland has, if I have correctly seen 
and interpreted, explicitly listed the Trinity in the statement of faith on 
his church’s website. That is already a small success from our unex-
pected meeting.  

By the way: I am hoping for a role model impact by the Pope on the 
small, Evangelical ‘wanna be’ popes in the USA, Brazil, etc. who are 
worth millions, and among whom I would include Kenneth Copeland. 
This relates to their wealth, which they hold to be evidence of the Holy 
Spirit, as well as to the lack of humility they often have. 

 
Photo 58: A mixed group with the Pope on June 24, 2014 with co-workers and wives  

Copeland with the Pope? Is that a joke? 
Naturally, it appears to be a bit strange that the Pope, who is primar-

ily concerned about the poor, would meet with Kenneth Copeland, a mil-
lionaire and leading exponent of the prosperity gospel. I assume that the 
Pope did not have any information beforehand as to who would visit 
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him. However, the consequence is that these sorts of preachers have in 
the meantime been placed into question by many of their own adherents 
as never before. As Pope Benedict began to speak about his own failings 
and uncertainties with respect to what he should do, as well as his need 
for counsel, forgiveness, and prayer, this placed a number of our Evan-
gelical ‘popes’ under a lot of pressure, whether in the USA, Brazil, or 
Kenya. (It is of course to be noted that most of them are outside of the 
WEA or are in other global Christian associations.)  

I see this as a positive development when rich pastors and prophets 
are scrutinized. This criticism has to come from within . . ., but seen so-
ciologically, the worldwide trend is either towards or away from rich 
Christian leaders, and the current Pope has initiated a change of course. 

Will the Pope initiate a revolution? 
At first it might appear far-fetched, but Pope Francis could become 

the Gorbachev of the Catholic Church – in any event there is no better 
comparison that comes to mind than that Gorbachev never placed com-
munist teaching into question, just as the Pope is not attacking Catholic 
teaching. The Pope has the capacity to unleash a tremendous implosion 
or a great freedom oriented revival. Presumably, however, he can him-
self not determine which destination the journey will have. 

An example? 
On June 17, 2014, high-ranking representatives of the Vatican and of 

The Lutheran World Federation prepared the document entitled From 
Conflict to Communion, which provides the foundation for having the 
ideas of the Reformation celebrated by the Catholic Church as well.  

The Pope apologizes in Caserta in front of the largest 
Competitor 

In July 2014 the Pope visited his old friend Giovanni Traettino, the pastor 
of a large Pentecostal church in Caserta, south of Rome. The two had met 
in 2006 at an ecumenical event in Buenos Aires. Five weeks prior thereto, 
the Pope had filled us in. That is a seldom opportunity, to know the time 
of an earthquake in advance!  

Officially, the Pope just wanted to privately visit his friend. Under the 
seal of secrecy he told only a few chosen individuals that he wanted to 
apologize to the entire global Pentecostal movement – and in this case the 
secrecy has held to by everyone.  

In the Vatican, however, there was dismay. The Pope could not simply 
visit a friend privately in just any diocese. The Pope would have to first 
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officially visit the Bishop of the diocese and celebrate mass there. Then the 
Pope would be able to later travel there privately. Francis yielded and fol-
lowed protocol. He spend just one night in the Vatican in between! 

And yet, what happened then was unexpected. He hugged his friend at 
the Pentecostal movement worship service with 300 guests in front of a 
running camera and apologized to all Pentecostals worldwide. He literally 
apologized for the fact that “Catholics who were tempted by the devil” had 
labeled people like his friend as crazy.202 From that time, no one would be 
allowed to label them as a “sect” any longer. But that is what his two pre-
decessors in the office of the pope had repeatedly done!  

“. . . some of those who persecuted, denounced Pentecostal brothers for 
being ‘exuberant’, almost ‘crazy’, who tarnished the race, some were Cath-
olics.” . . . The Pope also said: “I am the Pastor of Catholics: I ask your for-
giveness for this! I ask your forgiveness for those Catholic brothers and 
sisters who understood and were tempted by the devil and . . . did the same 
thing as Joseph’s brothers. I ask the Lord to give us the grace to recognize 
and to forgive . . .” “The Pope justified his visit by the visit his Evangelical 
‘brother’ made to the Pope in the Vatican.”203 

Subsequent thereto he prayed the Lord’s Prayer with the church. The 
video shows that even upon entering the church the Pope was clapping 
along, and he rarely looked as relaxed as during the hour there. 

Upon the instruction of the Pope, the address given on this ‘private’ 
visit in Caserta on July 28, 2014 managed to make it onto the official web 
page of Vatican documents, complete with the customary translations into 
other languages.204 Therein one reads: “It is on this path that we Christians 
do what we call by the theological name of ecumenism: we seek to ensure 
that this diversity may be more harmonized by the Holy Spirit and become 
unity; we try to walk before God and be blameless; we try to go and find 
the nourishment we need to find our brother. This is our path, this is our 
Christian beauty! I am referring to what my beloved brother said at the 
beginning. Then he spoke of another thing, about the Incarnation of the 
Lord. John the Apostle is clear: ‘He who says that the Word did not become 
flesh, is not from God! He is from the devil.’ He is not ours, he is the enemy! 
Because first there was heresy — let’s say the word among us — and this is 
                                             
202 Englisch. Kämpfer. 169. 
203 http://www.katholisches.info/2014/07/28/papst-bittet-pfingstler-um-vergebung-

katholiken-die-vom-teufel-besessen-waren/; https://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-
pastore-traettino.html.  

204 https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/de/speeches/2014/july/documents/
papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html.  

http://www.katholisches.info/2014/07/28/papst-bittet-pfingstler-um-vergebung-katholiken-die-vom-teufel-besessen-waren/
http://www.katholisches.info/2014/07/28/papst-bittet-pfingstler-um-vergebung-katholiken-die-vom-teufel-besessen-waren/
https://w2.vatican.va/content/%E2%80%8Cfrancesco/en/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/%E2%80%8Cfrancesco/en/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/%E2%80%8Cfrancesco/en/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/de/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/de/speeches/2014/july/documents/papa-francesco_20140728_caserta-pastore-traettino.html
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what the Apostle condemns: that the Word did not become flesh. No! The 
incarnation of the Word is at the foundation: it is Jesus Christ! God and 
man, Son of God and Son of man, true God and true man.” 

Subsequent thereto, Francis pointed out that unity in Christ also arises 
and comes to be expressed when together we turn to those who suffer 
need. “And go there, to tell this truth: Jesus Christ is the Lord and He saves 
you. . . . The Gospel cannot be preached purely intellectually: The Gospel is 
truth but it is also love and it is also beauty! And this is the joy of the Gos-
pel! This is truly the joy of the Gospel.” 

The famous extemporaneous passage with the apology for the perse-
cution of Pentecostals and Evangelicals in Italy under Mussolini is as fol-
lows: “On this path we have so often done the same thing Joseph’s brothers 
did, when jealousy and envy have divided us. They first wanted to kill their 
brother — Reuben managed to save him — and then to sell him. Brother 
Giovanni also spoke about this sad story. That sad story in which the Gos-
pel for some people was experienced as truth and they did not realize that 
behind this attitude there were many bad things, things not of the Lord, 
the ugly temptation of division. That sad story, in which the same thing 
that Joseph’s brothers did was also done: that complaint, the laws of this 
people: ‘Go against racial purity . . .’ And these laws were sanctioned by 
baptized people! Some of those who made this law and some of those who 
persecuted, denounced Pentecostal brothers for being ‘exuberant,’ almost 
‘crazy,” who tarnished the race, some were Catholics. . . . I am the Pastor 
of Catholics: I ask your forgiveness for this! I ask your forgiveness for those 
Catholic brothers and sisters who understood and were tempted by the 
devil and did the same thing as Joseph’s brothers. I ask the Lord to give us 
the grace to recognize and to forgive. . . . Thank you!”  

It is striking that Pope Francis, in contrast to his predecessors, does not 
at all initially differentiate whether the guilt lies with the “sons of the 
Church,” whether it is a matter of active involvement or only of toleration, 
or whether the Church as such was a participant. He especially does not 
follow the logic of earlier centuries that the Church in itself is not able to 
sin but rather, plain and simply, as “the Pastor of the Catholics,” asks for 
forgiveness for what “Catholics” have done. In the end, he asks his non-
Catholic “brothers”: “I ask you to pray for me, I need it . . . that at least I 
won’t be so bad. Thank you!” Those are very unusual words for a pope, at 
the same time truly Christian. 

The gesture made by the Pope in Caserta has been met with over-
whelming resonance among Evangelicals and Pentecostals. As mentioned, 
we at the World Evangelical Alliance were fortunate to know about this in 
advance. Thus, our Secretary General, George Tunnicliffe, was able to 
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immediately turn to all Catholics on Radio Vatican to likewise apologize 
for whenever Evangelical Christians had extended their hand to reduce the 
religious freedom of Catholics. “I recognize that in history there have been 
situations where Protestants, including Evangelicals, have discriminated 
against Catholic Christians, and I am really sorry for these kinds of actions, 
because while we can disagree theologically, this should never lead to dis-
crimination or persecution of the other.”205 

The negative Reactions of the Italian Alliance 

However, there were difficulties with the Italian Evangelical Alliance (IEA)! 
The World Evangelical Alliance consists of about 130 national Evangelical 
Alliances, which – apart from a few exceptions such as Germany – are as-
sociations of Evangelical churches. The IEA principally mistrusts the Pope 
and considers his actions to be a new game plan of embrace. One problem 
was also that the Pope was not able to know that of all things, Traettino’s 
Pentecostal church is not a member of the Evangelical Alliance in Italy. 
According to the conspiracy theory, however, that was part of the Pope’s 
intention. 

In 2000, Gaetano Sotile, President of the IEA, and Nik Nedelchev, Presi-
dent of the European Evangelical Alliance, visited the Pope for the first 
time and did so again in 2002. In that same year, during a trip to Bulgaria, 
John Paul II met with Nik Nedelchev and the 15-member board of the Bul-
garian Evangelical Alliance. What later developed in Italy, however, was a 
view that in many respects the IEA could cooperate with the Catholic 
Church and Catholics, but that one should not speak with the pope, even if 
there had been and are repeatedly other voices on the board. At the end of 
2015, I was a speaker at a large Evangelical-Catholic Family Day in Catania, 
Sicily, near Aetna. A vice-president of the IEA introduced me using a photo 
and referred to me as a friend of the Pope. There did not appear to be any 
fear of contact at that point.  

The Reformers and we Pharisees 

Indeed, the Reformers conducted an intensive confrontation with other 
churches. However, despite all of that, they did not essentially dispute 
their being churches. Rather, the fact of their being a church was the basis 
                                             
205 http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2014/07/30/wea_hails_popes_caserta_visit_and

_apologises_to_catholics/1103673; http://www.religionnews.com/2014/07/30/
quote-day-geoff-tunnicliffe-world-evangelical-alliance/.  
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for deriving the necessity of repentance and renewal. Even the very 
strictly Reformed Westminster Confession (London 1647) writes in this re-
spect that churches are more or less pure or corrupt but does not dispute 
erring churches’ existence as churches. 

That is good biblical tradition. Indeed, Paul criticized the church in Cor-
inth most sharply, with its intolerable ethical conditions, and called for its 
repentance. Yet Paul continued, however, to address the Corinthians as a 
‘church’ of Jesus Christ. Despite everything, he had hope for it, viewing it 
as filled with the Holy Spirit and with knowledge. In the Old Testament, 
the people of God still remained the people of God when they went morally 
astray and not only honored God. And even the sharpest criticism by the 
Old Testament prophets changed nothing about the fact that they saw 
themselves as part of God’s people. It was for this reason that they saw 
themselves as suffering alongside others and not as uninvolved outsiders 
who stood apart from the rest. 

Jesus once told a story of a Pharisee who came to the temple and 
prayed: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men . . .” A corrupt tax 
collector, in contrast, stood farther away and did not look up. He prayed: 
“God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Jesus said that the tax collector went 
away “justified” (Luke 18: 10-14). God heard his prayer. The alleged prayer 
of the Pharisee, in contrast, was a monologue. It was self-adulation. The 
Pharisee’s prayer was and is sin! Whoever prays can only agree: “God, have 
mercy on me, a sinner.” 

I am deeply convinced that both of these prayers also apply to 
churches’ dealings with each other. We all have the urge – sometimes more 
and sometimes less – to conflate our own wishes and preferences with the 
Biblical message. We all sin severely, also those of us who carry responsi-
bility in churches. With that, we subject God to ridicule. For it is God who 
says: “God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” 
(Isaiah 52:5 = Romans 2:24). I have seen abysses in Evangelical churches, 
indeed experienced them personally, which have left me pale and leave 
me pale when an Evangelical too obviously praises his own camp and pro-
claims the distance from God, the distance from the Bible, or the spiritual 
remoteness of that another individual has.  

During the Vatican synod in 2015 I wrote a daily blog and submitted 
photos for the Christian Post, which has about 2 million followers. I can 
remember how many protests and misunderstandings I encountered when 
I wrote that I felt better treated at the Vatican synod and immediately be-
longed to it more than at many Evangelistic and Evangelical events of this 
type, and I have truly attended many of them around the world. The 
Deutsche Welle, the daily newspaper Die WELT, along with many Catholic 



2014: A peculiar Sextet with the Pope – The Pope and Pentecostals 179 

media outlets also took up the statement. However, instead of thinking 
about how the charity, kindness, and personal dealings on the part of Pope 
Francis could really be nice for us Evangelicals and to think about why 
there is actually so much tension among us so often, it was construed to 
mean that I was becoming Catholic. 

With all of this I in no way want to place the discussion of dogma and 
theology at the back of the line. In a certain sense I am a “full-blooded the-
ologian.” I have published several thousands of pages on theological ques-
tions. I have participated in quite fascinating theological debates at the 
Vatican synod, at guest lectures at papal universities, and at many other 
events in the Vatican, and I have been allowed to thoroughly present my 
view of things, indeed having often been asked to do so. As a conservative 
Christian theologian, I am also convinced that there actually is truth and 
that not everything is relative. Jesus is the truth and the Word of God. As 
the truth, he has also conveyed the truth and God’s Words to us in words.  

However, I would like to maintain restraint and never say that I defi-
nitely stand closer to this truth that everyone else. I am also very happy to 
see a Pope who says exactly the same thing as Pope. Precisely as a 
Protestant I have to say: If correct theology were to save us, not one of us 
would be saved. If correct theology were the necessary work in order to be 
saved, that would not only be the end of grace. There would also be no one 
who could be accepted before God. The most important theologians will, 
when they meet Jesus as he truly is (1 Corinthians 13:9-12) turn pale about 
that they have said with utter conviction and what then – according to the 
important theologian Paul – will be shown to be child-like chatter. 

My historical model is Martin Bucer (1491-1551), who said the follow-
ing in 1530 in the foreword to his Evangelical commentary: “If an individ-
ual wants to immediately pass sentence on someone as abandoned by the 
Spirit of Christ because he does not judge things exactly as you do, and if 
the individual is immediately ready to go up against that person as an en-
emy of the truth, as someone who possibly considers something false for 
true: whom, I ask, can one continue to consider as a brother? In any case, 
I have never yet seen two people where each thinks exactly the same thing. 
And this also applies to theology.”206 

Theology is enormously important. Dogma and theory are enormously 
important. However, with God what counts is always reality, practice, and 

                                             
206 Quoted from the handwritten original according to Martin Greschat. Martin Bucer. 

op. cit., p. 105. From book https://www.bucer.org/fileadmin/dateien/Doku-
mente/Buecher/WoT_5_-_Thomas_Schirrmacher_-_Advocate_of_Love_-_Mar-
tin_Bucer_as_Theologian_and_Pastor.pdf  
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life. Jesus said that only “everyone who hears these words of mine and puts 
them into practice . . .” has built on a rock (Matthew 7:24). To be “faithful to 
the Bible” is not simply that individual who is able to express the content 
and the message of the Bible most faithfully but the individual who also 
lives it most faithfully. Paul sees Jews who continually call upon the law 
and for that reason consider themselves to be better but who transgress 
the law to be worse than the Gentiles (Romans 2:1-29), and he naturally 
also means Christians who act similarly.  

Nowadays we primarily conduct serious doctrinal conversations, and 
the express desire is to clearly formulate and introduce our point of view. 
However, the difference today is the following: The Pope views Evangelical 
Christians as fully-fledged believers and addresses the fact that the active 
Christian life Evangelicals and Pentecostals lead in prayer, sanctification, 
and in witnessing is often a model for Catholics.  

However, one also has to consider the following along with all the doc-
trinal differences which we are currently working through very intensely 
in our dialogue: In the practical battle against injustice, we have far too 
many topics where we have to stay on the ball with others (e.g., human 
trafficking, corruption) or even over the long haul only have each other 
(e.g., the question of prenatal life or lifelong, heterosexual marriage) – af-
ter all we are together close to 2 billion people. One clearly senses that the 
Pope sees many more things in common with us than with the prior Evan-
gelical state churches. Besides that, they only play a large role in the West. 
Outside of the West, the majority of Protestants are often Evangelical. In a 
country such as Korea, for example, this is upwards of 90%. 

No large numbers of Evangelicals are joining the 
Catholic Church 

I am repeatedly asked from within my own ranks: Is there not a danger 
that in the end there will be Evangelicals who join the Catholic Church due 
to the dialogue with the Catholic Church? And does not Pope Francis just 
have a new strategy to get all Christians to come home to the lap of the 
Catholic Church? The reality of things, however, demonstrates something 
else: There are thousands of Catholics in Latin America and in the Global 
South who change sides everyday to Pentecostal churches and Evangelical 
congregations, and no counter-development is recognizable. 

I do not see any place within the worldwide Evangelical movement 
where a large number of Evangelicals would be led to convert to Catholi-
cism. Just as little do I see the danger of a large general movement of 
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Protestants to the Catholic Church. Millions of Catholics each year become 
Evangelical or Pentecostal, but only a handful of Evangelicals become 
Catholic. The number of Evangelicals who become Catholic, from a socio-
logical point of view, is astonishingly low since we are talking about the 
largest religious community in the world, which in itself attracts many 
people and to which many non-Christians convert everyday. Most well 
known Evangelicals in our latitude who have joined the Catholic Church 
have done this on the basis of ethical liberalism in Protestant mainline 
churches. Joining the Catholic Church from Conservative Evangelical 
churches occurs very seldom. 

Pope Benedict already followed the new line of welcoming Protestants, 
but that does not mean that as a consequence a large number of Evangeli-
cals have joined the Catholic Church. Even the special offer for Anglican 
priests to be able to come over to the Catholic Church in light of the ordi-
nation of a homosexual bishop in the USA has only moved 81 priests to 
join. Most of them were apparently high church Anglo-Catholics and only 
a few were Evangelicals. In the process, they brought in total fewer believ-
ers with them than the number of Catholics in Brazil who daily join what 
are Evangelical churches in the broadest sense. 

If it really were a question of winning over Evangelicals to join the 
Catholic Church, he would address topics which are decisive for Evangeli-
cals and which keep them from joining, for example doctrines relating to 
Mary, the veneration of saints, indulgences, and the view of what mass is. 

This question also comes up again and again: Are we not watering down 
the doctrine of justification through these discussions? 

The centrality of the teaching of justification by faith is not coming un-
der fire for Evangelicals on account of the existence of Catholic theology, 
for instance, or due to what the Pope says. If this teaching gets lost, it will 
come down to us and us alone. The influence of theologians who place the 
centrality of the doctrine of justification into question has nothing to do 
with “Rome.” Instead, I wish that the definition of justification, as it was 
worked out in 1999 by the Vatican and the Lutheran World Federation, 
would at least be the minimum standard among all Evangelicals. The pros-
perity gospel, which has a very superficial view of sin, does not come from 
“Rome.” However, it is a big problem because it essentially unhinges the 
theology of the Cross. 

At the same time, one has to add that within the Protestant and Evan-
gelical movement, Reformed soteriology is currently gaining more im-
portance than was the case in the 20th century. Above all in Pentecostal 
churches, there are many who are taking on traditional Evangelical and 
indeed not seldom even Reformed Theology. I recently held a guest lecture 
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for the theological school at Hansei University, which is linked with the 
church founded by Yonggi Cho, the Yoido Full Gospel Church in Seoul. It is 
the largest church in the world and would be counted as belonging to the 
Pentecostal movement. The dogmatics professor turns out to be a genuine 
confessing Lutheran. According to the dean and president of the Univer-
sity, the desire is to place Pentecostal pastors’ training on a broader basis. 
Cho’s successor, Lee Young-hoon, preaches the classical doctrine of justi-
fication in addition to much else, which is a unique feature of his church. 

 
Photo 59: Truly strange: With Pastor Lee Young-hoon: I am calling out for my PA  

who is actually standing next to me taking this photograph 

Is the Pope the Antichrist? Not if you are following the Principle of Sola 
Scriptura! 

Blog entry, October 12, 2015, Thomas Schirrmacher with Thomas K. 
Johnson207 

While I am representing the World Evangelical Alliance at the Vati-
can synod and shake hands with the Pope daily, the Vatican Files208, an 

                                             
207 Englisch: http://www.thomasschirrmacher.info/archives/3982; http://www.tho

masschirrmacher.info/blog/is-the-pope-the-antichrist-not-according-to-sola-scrip
tura/  

208 http://vaticanfiles.org/2015/10/114-is-the-pope-the-anti-christ/.  
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anti-Catholic website in Italy, states that from an “Evangelical Theological 
Perspective” the Pope is the “Antichrist” and references 1 John 2:18; 
2:22; 4:3; 2 John 1:7, and the Beast of Revelation in 13:17-18. It quotes 
historic individuals such as Martin Luther, historic confessions such as 
the Westminster Confession, and especially explains the views of Francis 
Turretin (1623-1687), who is considered by many to be the master of 
classical Protestant theology.  

I am very grateful for the references to Reformation and early Re-
formed sources. There is much that we modern Evangelicals can learn 
from these sources that will strengthen the work of the gospel today. I 
have written about Reformation theology and have translated Refor-
mation texts into modern language, as have some of my closest col-
leagues. But for Protestants and Evangelicals, however, sola scriptura is 
what counts. The Bible stands as an authority even over our own tradi-
tions, just as the Torah was the constitution of Old Testament times. 
Therefore, I would have wanted the blog to give convincing exegetical 
arguments as to why the texts in 1 and 2 John and Revelation 13:17-18 
relate to the Pope.  

Accordingly, the Antichrist is the one who “denies that Jesus is the 
Christ” and denies “that Jesus Christ came in the flesh.” Is this an honest 
description of the current Pope or the papacy in general? I think not. 
Pope Benedict wrote three volumes on Jesus, the Christ, God incarnate. 
The central descriptions of the Antichrist in all the texts by John are the 
opposite of what the Pope stands for. Indeed, it is 1 John 4:2,3 that makes 
me think we have to talk with the Pope and most Roman Catholic leaders 
in a very friendly manner, expecting that the Holy Spirit is active in their 
lives, even if we disagree with very important and well-known topics in 
their teaching. “This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every 
spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from 
God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. 
This is the spirit of the Antichrist, which you have heard is coming and 
even now is already in the world.”  

The Vatican Files mention but then put aside the fact that there are 
numerous opinions in the Evangelical world as to how to understand the 
New Testament texts regarding the Antichrist, and the view that the An-
tichrist is or was the Pope is a minority position even among Evangeli-
cals. If Evangelicals are far from agreeing on the meaning of the texts 
about the Antichrist, how can such a hard judgement about the Pope be 
built on them and stand as the standard Evangelical perspective?  

As far as I can see, none of the present day Evangelical exegetical 
commentaries on 1 John and Revelation find the Pope or the Catholic 
Church in those texts. This should be, I believe, the end of debate. If we 
cannot prove an opinion by exegesis of Holy Scripture, history gives us 
no authority to make this harsh judgement. Even Luther did not 
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exegete the texts in John to prove that the Pope is the antichrist; he 
just used the term against the Pope as a “swearword.” Let’s follow Lu-
ther and the Reformation in taking the principle of sola scriptura to 
heart, even if that means disagreeing with some individual opinions of 
those Reformers. 

Cardinal Koch on dialogue with the Evangelicals 

In addition to private meetings in the summer of 2014, the Vatican and the 
World Evangelical Alliance officially worked toward a large meeting in No-
vember 2014, the final major contribution of the outgoing WEA Secretary 
General, Geoff Tunnicliffe.  

Even prior to our official meeting of a large WEA delegation with Pope 
Francis and then with various papal councils, Cardinal Kurt Koch, as the 
cardinal responsible for ecumenism, told the German media: “Generally 
speaking, the Roman Catholic Church has opened its doors to Pentecostals 
and Evangelicals. The President of the Pontifical Council for the Promotion 
of Christian Unity, Cardinal Kurt Koch (Vatican City), told the Catholic 
newspaper Die Tagespost (Würzburg, Germany). The World Evangelical Al-
liance (WEA) represents around 600 million theologically conservative 
Protestants, including Pentecostals. Pentecostals particularly emphasize 
the supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit, such as prophecy and faith heal-
ing. According to Koch, they are numerically the second largest group in 
Christianity after the Roman Catholic Church. Pope Francis has sought 
contact with these groups, as the Evangelical direction is reportedly very 
vibrant in his home country of Argentina. He has had personal experience 
with them in Argentina. According to Koch, the Papal Council has already 
begun discussions with the WEA. There have reportedly also been consul-
tations with Pentecostals. One can only conduct discussions with those 
who want them.”209 

Report by Radio Vatican on the Visit of a large WEA Delegation to Pope 
Francis210 

Radio Vatican, November 6, 2014 
Pope Francis is hoping for a “new phase in the relationship between 

Catholics and Evangelicals.” The Pope stated this on this Tuesday to 
                                             
209 Idea, September 28, 2014. 
210 Radio Vatican, November 6, 2014, can be listened to at http://de.radiovaticana. 

va/storico/2014/11/06/franziskus_an_evangelikale_„neue_etappe_der_zusam
menarbeit/ted-834993.  
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members of the World Evangelical Alliance, who were received for audi-
ence with the Pope at the Vatican. At the same time, Francis also called 
for closer cooperation so that Catholics and Evangelicals could together 
better fulfil the mandate to carry the Good News to the farthest reaches 
of the world. At the same time, the Pope acknowledged that “rivalries 
and conflicts” exist between Catholics and Evangelicals. “The effective-
ness of our proclamation would surely be greater if Christians got over 
their divisions and celebrated the sacraments together and could jointly 
proclaim God’s Word and bear witness to charity towards our neigh-
bors.”  

 
Photo 60: In the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity conference room in 

November 2014 (from the left): Juan Fernando Ushma Gomez, contact for Evangelicals 
and Pentecostals, Secretary Bishop Brian Farrell, Ireland, Geoff Tunnicliffe, Secretary 

General of the WEA, Cardinal Kurt Koch, Thomas Schirrmacher 

The theological dialogue between the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity and global Evangelical representatives has already opened 
new perspectives, clarified misunderstandings and has pointed to ways to 
overcome prejudices,” Francis additionally stated. Both sides can and 
should be able to reciprocally inspire and learn from each other. “I want 
these consultations to continue to be able to animate our common witness 
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and our evangelizing efforts”: “If we really believe in the abundantly free 
working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn so much from one another! It is 
not just about being better informed about others, but rather about reap-
ing what the Spirit has sown in them, which is also meant to be a gift for 
us. (Evangelii Gaudium, 246).” 

Francis has already repeatedly spoken with great appreciation about 
(and with) Evangelical believers. Their congregations are strongly repre-
sented in Argentina. 

Interview after a large WEA Delegation visits Pope Francis 

“Alliance and Pope move closer to Each Other”211  

PRO-Medienmagazin, November 10, 2014 
The heads of the World Evangelical Alliance have again conducted 

consultations with Pope Francis. In a PRO Media Magazine, theologian 
Thomas Schirrmacher reports that, among others, they have decided to 
jointly promote Biblical marriage and campaign against human traffick-
ing. 

pro: You went along with the Secretary General of the World Evangelical Alliance 
(WEA) to visit the Pope. The last time you visited him was in June (2014). What 
did you visit him again so soon? 

Thomas Schirrmacher: We were there with a delegation consisting 
of 22 individuals and in a certain sense harvested the fruit of many dis-
cussions with Pope Francis and various pontifical councils. Pope Francis 
and the WEA have called a small working group into existence. It is 
meant to henceforth permanently coordinate all discussions and coop-
eration. The delegation was so large due to the fact that prior to and af-
ter the audience with the Pope our professional staff met with most pon-
tifical councils or with specific committees. 

Which issues are these committees addressing? 
There are committees against human trafficking, landmines and 

small weapons, committees on nuclear weapons and naturally relating 
to religious freedom and committees against the persecution of Chris-
tians. There have also been discussions with the Pontifical Council for 
Social Communication about Biblical Dissemination, Film Production, 
and the Use of Social Media. Furthermore, we have spoken with the Pon-
tifical Council for Interreligious Dialog and the Council for the Family. 

                                             
211 http://www.pro-medienmagazin.de/gesellschaft/kirche/detailansicht/aktuell/

allianz-und-papst-ruecken-enger-zusammen-90051/.  
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With the latter we have agreed upon far-reaching cooperation in order 
to globally advocate the Biblical view of marriage. Upon the invitation 
of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which Cardinal 
Ratzinger chaired over a long period of time, I will participate in inter-
national consultations on the topic of marriage in the middle of Novem-
ber. Our main speaker will be Rick Warren.  

The Pope and the Secretary General of the WEA have announced “a new era” of 
cooperation between the Vatican and the Alliance. Does that mean ‘goodbye to 
the Reformation’? 

Neither side is interested in a type of cooperation which ignores the 
theological differences or flattens them out. On the contrary: The new 
cooperation opens a more respectful dialogue which is still honest, par-
ticularly about the concerns of the Reformation. For that reason, the 
WEA has also decided that its Theological Commission will continue to 
lead in the cooperative effort, in practical considerations on undisputed 
topics as well as in joint efforts against human trafficking. 

 
Photo 61: A few minutes prior to the audience with the Pope in November 2014: 

Geoff Tunnicliffe, Secretary General of the WEA, and Cardinal Kurt Koch,  
in the papal palace 
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Why is the WEA suddenly so concentrated on the Vatican? 
You cannot really say that. On Wednesday, Geoff Tunnicliffe (the 

Secretary General of the WEA, editor’s note) and I will be underway in a 
similar mission to the Ecumenical Patriarch in Istanbul, who is the head 
of all Orthodox churches. In January similar discussions will take place 
with the head of the World Council of Churches. What we want to 
achieve are not ad hoc discussions. Rather, we want coordinated and on-
going discussions with each other and joint action where theological dif-
ferences allow it. The political situation around the world forces us into 
a situation where all global bodies don’t just working parallel to each 
other as if the others did not at all exist. 

Is there also resistance to cooperation with the Catholic Church in the Alliance?  
We have broad-based support from national and regional Alliances 

around the world, also in Europe, as the General Assembly of the Euro-
pean Evangelical Alliance in England has recently shown. The Italian 
Evangelical Alliance is the sole party with strong reservations. We are 
taking these reservations seriously, as demonstrated by our numerous 
discussions with them. 

2015: Synod on the Family at the Vatican 

In the fall of 2015, the German Bishops’ Conference announced the follow-
ing: “There is also a German among the so-called ‘brother delegates.’ The 
internationally known Reformed theologian and religious scholar, Thomas 
Schirrmacher (55), will participate in the Synod for the World Evangelical 
Alliance. He is one of 14 representatives from other Christian churches and 
communities. These representatives will not have voting rights.”212 

The Pope expressly wanted each individual to openly say what they 
wanted. It lasted a week until the delegates had the courage to put that 
into practice. Difficult issues were put on the table, and truly open and 
honest opinions were exchanged on them. This was not the case as Pope 
Benedict’s final Synod in 2012, and at Francis’ Synod in 2014 the Synod Fa-
thers did not by far make sufficient use of the new freedom of expression. 
There was no head-shaking but rather intensive listening in order to un-
derstand in the case of different views. 

I have worked through my experiences in many blogs and interviews, 
always with the necessary confidentiality which a guest owes his host. 

                                             
212 http://www.katholisch.de/aktuelles/dossiers/bischofssynode-was-ist-das/die-

neun-deutschen.  
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Photo 62: A view of the German working group “circulus germanicus”  

at the 2015 Vatican Synod 

Interview at the Commencement of the Bishops’ Synod at 
the Vatican 

“As an Evangelical at the Vatican Synod” 

PRO-Medienmagazin, October 5, 2015 

Why are you at the Synod on the Family, and what is your role there? 
Every time there are synods meeting at the Vatican, a small group 

of denominations as well as the World Council of Churches and the 
World Evangelical Alliance are invited to send a representative, called 
“brother delegates.” They are much more than just observers. They 
have a right to speak just like all the others, participate in all daily 
deliberations from 9 a. to 7 p.m. and are actually not excluded from 
anything. They only do not have voting rights. Also, as an ethicist, I 
am first of all in the middle of things when it comes to the difficult 
issues surrounding all questions relating to marriage and sexual eth-
ics. In addition, it is naturally a unique opportunity to personally get 
to know many Catholic dignitaries and, contrariwise, to convey to 
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them a first hand picture of Evangelicals. This is where a side effect 
can over the long run easily become a main effect. 

 
Photo 63: View on the balcony of the Congregation of the Faith  

during a meeting of the German language group at the 2015 Vatican Synod 

What are the contents of the positions you want to introduce? 
Evangelicals live with the same tension between the directions 

found within the Holy Scriptures – for instance Jesus’ words on divorce – 
and the present day reality of a sexualized world in which also Evangel-
icals as well as Catholics frequently get divorced. Due to the fact that, for 
example, life expectancy is still rising, marriages potentially last longer 
and longer. Many pairs divorcing nowadays have been married for a 
longer period of time than people used to be together until the death of 
a partner. Sexual maturity sets in earlier and earlier, and the vocational 
qualification in order to be able to feed a family occurs later and later – 



2015: Synod on the Family at the Vatican 191 

10 years can easily lie between the time when sexuality has completely 
unfolded but where a marriage created for offspring is not yet judicious. 
We have to take the regulations in the Holy Scriptures seriously and at 
the same time take the pervasive commandment to love and the contin-
ual offer of forgiveness and reconciliation in the Bible seriously.  

What do you expect from the Synod? What is particularly exciting? 
In the first instance, I expect many friendships and durable ties as 

they emerge over a long period of time, for instance when on a daily 
basis I am in discussion with all the German-speaking delegates in a lan-
guage group. This often pays off later in concrete situations, for instance 
when there are matters relating to Christian persecution. As far as topics 
go, I am concerned that the camps’ positions are insurmountable, as 
good as it is that thanks to the Pope they are now openly discussed and 
thereby, naturally, the camps’ positions become visible. This is due to 
the fact that in earlier synods one could only speak of discussions in a 
limited sense. There are a lot of delegates participating who up to now 
have not been used to conducting discussions with bishops and mem-
bers of the Curia in such a public setting. 

Because the Pope can hardly refer this to a later synod as he did last 
year, the question of whether the Pope will take a position and how that 
might look is naturally exciting.  

Synod Interview with the Deutsche Welle 

“Synod also affects other Churches”213  

(Excerpt), October 23, 2015 
Thomas Schirrmacher is representing Evangelicals at the Synod on 

the Family at the Vatican. Schirrmacher, a German theologian and soci-
ologist of religion, predicts that the results will also influence 
Protestants. 

Deutsche Welle: Professor Schirrmacher, the world continues to turn. More and 
more Catholics live differently than prescribed by church doctrine. Should the 
Catholic Church revise its picture of the family? 

Thomas Schirrmacher: This Synod is addressing the question of 
whether there are possibilities, out of love and mercy, to more inten-
sively discuss the reality people experience than is common at the pre-
sent time. I would say the following: Yes, it is possible and it has to be 

                                             
213 http://www.dw.com/de/synode-wirkt-auch-auf-andere-kirchen/a-18765475.  
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possible. Otherwise, all of those who do not live by the book have to be 
excluded from the Church. And then the Church would be very small. 

Proponents of pure doctrine do not want any change. Can the Church survive 
this? Or does it risk being marginalized by distancing itself from people?  

Above all, what the Church risks is a double standard – one which 
acts as if it is holding to certain regulations but in fact does not do so. 
For example, remarried individuals are not allowed to participate in 
mass. However, that naturally controls no one. Those concerned who 
have a loose conscience simply continue to go to mass. And those with a 
stricter conscience no longer go and suffer enormously from this. The 
Church has to explain why it does not excommunicate these people. 
They belong to the Church. It is even desired that they contribute to the 
Church’s life. However, they are not allowed to participate in mass. . . . 

Mr. Schirrmacher, you have a lot of contacts in the Vatican all the way up to the 
Pope. The monumental Synod on the Family which took place a year ago demon-
strated how deep the rifts between reformers and traditionalists are. Do you ex-
pect more unity this time? 

On the contrary, actually not! The Pope has made yet another addi-
tion, above all with respect to the discussion possibilities. Last year, for 
the first time, positions were expressed and exchanged. This time there 
are small groups in which discussions are conducted in respective 
mother languages. This is doubly significant: Firstly, there is much less 
control about what is discussed. Secondly, discussions are more intense 
when conducted in a mother language. The results of these small groups 
will first be systematically compiled and made public. 

That is very positive. The Church needs that. However, it surely does 
not lead to coming to a result more quickly. Instead, it makes it clear just 
how differentiated the discussion is and that there are not simply two 
camps. The tension between the dogmatic ideal and actual reality is, 
therefore, difficult to bridge. Reality in Africa, in Hawaii, in Germany, in 
the Americas, indeed even within the various European countries is so 
different that an answer that is valid for everyone is difficult.  

If the Catholic Church, against expectations, were to embark upon a new course 
for the family, would Protestants also profit from that? 

Yes, of course. It does not matter whether one is in favor of ecumen-
ism or not. We are living in the same world. We have more or less the 
same faith. Just as it is the case that what Protestants do influences Cath-
olics sometimes more than what is to their liking, the reverse also ap-
plies. Recently, when Protestant leaders and televangelists display an 
opulent lifestyle, they have had to let themselves be asked why they are 
doing this. The Pope still drives a small car. 
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No, the Synod will have profound effects. For that reason, I find also 
find it a positive thing that the Pope has ensured that – even if in a small 
number – other churches, also Protestants, are able to participate in the 
discussions and contribute their points of view. 

The interview was conducted by Stefan Dege. 

Report by kath.net: “Synod on the Family: What binds Catholics and Evan-
gelicals”214 

The Evangelical theologian Prof. Thomas Schirrmacher (Evangelical Al-
liance) holds the following view: In many areas there is more that bind 
the Roman Catholic Church with the Evangelical movement than with 
Evangelical state churches. 

Rome/Bonn (kath.net). The Roman Catholic Church has a lot more tying 
it to the Evangelical movement than to Evangelical state churches. That 
was how the chairman of the Theological Commission of the World 
Evangelical Alliance, Professor Thomas Schirrmacher responded when 
asked by the Evangelical news agency idea at the conclusion of the Cath-
olic Synod on the Family on October 25. For three weeks, 270 Bishops 
from all around the world had meet with lay people and experts on ques-
tions about marriage and the family. Schirrmacher was the only Evan-
gelical who participated in the Synod. As he told idea, Francis is the first 
pope to also see Protestants as “full-fledged believers”: “He particularly 
acknowledges the earnestness of Evangelical ‘sanctification’ and of giv-
ing witness and he also wishes for that for his Church.” In the global bat-
tle against problems such as corruption and human trafficking, churches 
across denominations have to stand closer together in the future, ac-
cording to Schirrmacher. With respect to ethical topics such as advocat-
ing lifelong marriage or the battle against abortion, Catholics and Evan-
gelicals have a clear stance in Schirrmacher’s view: “At this point, we – 
after all almost two billion people – have to continue to stay on the ball 
together despite all doctrinal differences.” During the Synod, he had the 
impression that he was expressly welcome from the side of the Catholic 
Church “to clearly present our view. . . .” 

The Roman Catholic Church wants to deal more openly with those 
who have divorced and remarried. A close to two-thirds majority (178 
votes) spoke out in favor of judging individual cases and circumstances. 
The responsible priests would then be able to decide. That means that 
the Pope received clear backing for his cautious opening up and that his 
opponents did not prevail,” according to Schirrmacher. One can now 
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look forward to what he is going to do with this. Remarried individuals 
still continue to not be allowed to participate in communion. “The doc-
ument remains deliberately vague at this point.” Great unity seems to 
have been achieved, however, when it comes to better integrating those 
who have divorced and remarried into the Church. Schirrmacher: “By 
transforming the Pontifical Council for the Family and the Pontifical 
Council on the Laity into a new congregation called the Dicastery for the 
Family, Laity and Life – only Congregations are, as ministries, truly in-
volved in the Vatican in shaping policy – he has strongly upgraded the 
topic of the family but has also upgraded the laity. And that is significant 
for the Catholic Church. . . .”  

The theologian considers it disappointing that, for example, in one 
sentence in the concluding document polygamy, arranged marriages, 
and marriages across denominational lines and religious lines were des-
ignated as “problems.” Most groups would have called for differentia-
tion: “Despite this, the original section remained practically un-
changed.” That conveys the impression that, for example, the “non-
Catholic partner [is] always the problem” in marriages between individ-
uals from different denominations. 

 
Photo 64: Pope Francis looking for the text for his next liturgical prayer  

during the 2015 Vatican Synod 
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Interview with kath.net during the Synod 

“Media Reports and What is happening at the Synod have ‘little to do with 
each other’”215  

kath.net, October 22, 2015 

Prof. Schirrmacher, you apparently do not have any fear of contact with Catholic 
dignitaries. Rather, you counter in a fully relaxed manner at the Synod of Bish-
ops with classical clothing for Protestant clergy holding high leadership respon-
sibility. Do people occasionally address this issue with you? 

Many delegates know me from an earlier synod or other conferences 
or from what in the meantime has become rather frequent meetings be-
tween representatives of institutions in the Vatican and the World Evan-
gelical Alliance. Most astonished are clearly those who have little to do 
with us in everyday life and only know who we are from media reports. 
Conversely: The fewer true encounters, the greater the number of wrong 
ideas or even prejudices. . . . 

 
Photo 65: Working on the Synod’s text in the conference hall during a break. 

                                             
215 http://www.kath.net/news/52547.  

http://www.kath.net/news/52547


196 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

At the very beginning of the Synod, Cardinal Marx labeled ideas of a conservative 
camp and a progressive camp as “something staged by the media.” Despite this, 
Church news agencies such as the KNA and the KAP undauntedly associate in-
dividual participants with these camps. What are you experiencing on the 
ground? 

What the media reports and what happens here have little to do with 
each other. That even applies Synod Fathers float things to the press. 
They mostly act as if they have the majority on their side while there is 
a minority endangering the Church. The reality is: Naturally, things are 
very openly discussed, as is the expressed desire of the Pope. However, 
there are no camps in the sense of parties, and there are three reasons 
for this. 1. Many of the problems are typically continent-related, but the 
continents do not somehow account for the establishment of any alli-
ances. Thus, Africans typically have their own problems with polygamy 
and extensive dowries, for which reason church marriages are long de-
layed. However, Asians deal completely differently with similar prob-
lems. 2. One can at best say that someone is conservative or progressive 
with respect to a particular topic but that all answers do not fit with such 
simple designations. For instance, one finds that an individual is in favor 
of allowing communion to be taken by those who have divorced and re-
married and have children in clearly defined exceptional cases after 
penance, etc. but at the same time is against the acceptance of any sort 
of words of apology on account of the criminalization of homosexuality 
in the past. Where does he belong then? And 3. My experience is that 
there can be a lot of understanding for the other participants. That 
means understanding all the complicated pastoral situations which are 
reported while only failing to agree on the solution. Most individuals 
have a lot of understanding for why the other side addresses these sen-
sitive issues.  

This all has to do with marriage and family. What is the range of positions on 
these things in the Evangelical Alliance? Which positions are you yourself plan-
ning on introducing to the German discussion group in which you are authorized 
to make statements? 

What I want to introduce into the circle are Evangelical ethics posi-
tions for which the words of Jesus in the Holy Scriptures continue to be 
binding but likewise make it clear that the character of Christianity is a 
community of forgiveness and salvation. In the course of all of this, the 
Catholic understanding of marriage most closely corresponds to our un-
derstanding of marriage as Biblical and as a creation covenant. As a re-
sult, our positions in the Alliance go from being allowed to receive the 
body of Christ in communion in cases where we largely overlap with 
Catholic positions all the way to positions where someone who has not 
been excluded from the Church is also allowed to receive communion. 
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Regarding the topic of homosexuality, we have the entire spectrum, 
from Africa, that is to say, from criminal prosecution for homosexuality 
all the way to the majority position where homosexuality is sinful but 
the view is that homosexuals should not be discriminated against in so-
ciety, and continuing on to a minority view which is of the opinion that 
homosexuals are not able to change their orientation and for that reason 
should live lives of celibacy or live in a permanent partnership. There is 
no magisterium on this but rather a type of permanent synod going on 
in the parishes. 

Should we within Christianity strengthen the family and how could this happen? 
Or do you see no need for correction at the present time? 

Yes, we ought to realize that the family was created by God before 
there was the state and the church and that this is being repeated in the 
life of each individual: The family shapes the individual in the first in-
stance – for good or for bad. Marriage, sexuality, and family are the high 
point of the creation account (“. . . and it was very good”) and a stroke of 
genius on the part of the Creator. To reduce it to a mere arrangement of 
living together not only means placing the work of the Creator into 
question but rather to concretely and personally damage billions of peo-
ple. . . . 

So where do we actually stand in the German-speaking world as far as contact 
between the Evangelical Alliance and Catholics? 

In the German-speaking world, the situation in Germany and Austria 
is different from almost all other countries, this being due to the fact 
that the Evangelical Alliance is not an association of churches – as is, for 
instance, the case in Switzerland. That has to do with the fact that in 
both countries approximately one-half of Evangelicals are in historic 
Evangelical churches and for that reason other organizational forms of 
cooperation have been found. This makes things rather confusing for 
the Catholic Church, above all because the Catholic Church does not 
speak with representatives of national church Evangelicals as churches. 
In Kenya and Korea, for example, the Catholic Church simply confronts 
conservative Evangelical churches in the form of the Evangelical Alli-
ance and the (significantly smaller) National Church Council with other 
churches. There, one speaks with Evangelicals as churches. Despite this, 
we increasingly experience that the Catholic side increasingly takes 
Evangelical theologians and leaders to be representatives of one quarter 
of Christianity around the globe and is learning to differentiate between 
the situation in our country and the worldwide situation. 



198 Coffeebreaks with the Pope 

“‘The Pope’s favorite Protestant’ – What the Pope also has 
to say to Protestants” 

Interview by Till-R. Stoldt, WELT am SONNTAG, November 3, 2015216 

Thomas Schirrmacher from Bonn participated in the Synod on the Fam-
ily in the Vatican as the sole Evangelical Christian. A discussion about 
homosexuals, genocide, and proximity to the Holy Father. By Till-R. 
Stoldt 

The big race began at St. Peter’s Square in Rome around 8:40 a.m. 
Around 270 cardinals, bishops, and experts quickly got out of their staff 
cars or left their hotels on the edge of the St. Peter’s Square. All of them 
streamed into the Vatican in order to start a discussion with the Pope on 
the future of the family. 

Among them was a man from Bonn. Thomas Schirrmacher, the sole 
German Protestant, who had been invited to attend the entire Synod on 
the Family of the Catholic Church. As a representative of the World 
Evangelical Alliance, he listened to Church leaders for three weeks, up 
to the end of the Synod on October 25, and every day he spoke with the 
Pope and gave talks himself. Was the time well invested? 

Welt am Sonntag: Professor Schirrmacher, be honest now, have you mutated into 
a papist? 

Thomas Schirrmacher: Come again, please? 

Welt am Sonntag: You have spent the past three weeks almost uninterruptedly 
with devout Catholics at the most Catholic location in the world. That would 
seem to have some lasting consequences, would it not? 

Schirrmacher: No, I have great respect for the oldest and largest or-
ganization in the world. I am astonished that it even works. And as a 
Protestant, because it has contributed a lot to the stabilization of all of 
Christianity, I am also thankful that it exists. 

Welt am Sonntag: But? 
Schirrmacher: Everything which separated me from the Catholic 

Church prior to the Synod continues to separate me from it. 

Welt am Sonntag: Why were you the sole German Protestant guest at the Synod 
on the Family? 

Schirrmacher: The Vatican invites representatives of other large de-
nominations to every synod . . . 
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Welt am Sonntag: . . . to which Evangelicals in this country, however, do not be-
long. And indeed, you speak for this theologically conservative segment within 
Protestantism. 

Schirrmacher: It is correct that there are not even two million of us 
counted in Germany. However, throughout the world there are 600 mil-
lion believers counted as part of the Evangelical movement. The for-
merly Evangelical national churches only play a leading part in Europe. 
Outside of the West, most Protestants are Evangelical. The Pope, as the 
head of a global church, is needless to say aware of this. 

Welt am Sonntag: Did you speak with the Pope? 
Schirrmacher: Yes, I fortunately had the opportunity to speak with 

him every day for at least ten minutes. We had already met each other 
five times prior to the Synod. And each time he left me with the same 
impression. 

Welt am Sonntag: Namely? 
Schirrmacher: That he values frankly spoken words. At the Synod, 

he asserted himself against the resistance of his staff so that bishops set 
their own topics completely freely and without instructions. They even 
chose their working groups and did not mince words. This would have 
been inconceivable at the last Synod in 2012 under his predecessor Ben-
edict XVI. 

Welt am Sonntag: So were sparks flying? 
Schirrmacher: At any rate, there was very open debate from the sec-

ond week onwards. Things also became heated when it came to topics 
such as dealing with remarried individuals. A Kazakh dignitary accused 
the more avid for reform German participants that he smelled “the scent 
of the devil” from their direction. 

Welt am Sonntag: Due to the fact that German bishops pleaded in the majority 
to admit remarried individuals in individual cases to participate in communion? 

Schirrmacher: Reformers brought together a close to two-thirds ma-
jority for the cautiously formulated position. Pope Francis, who will 
make the final decision on the status of remarried individuals, can inter-
pret this as support for the course he has set out upon. In order to avoid 
the emergence of a wrong picture: The scent of the devil was sensed by 
no one else. Most contributions to discussion were, in spite of any pas-
sion, nuanced and sympathetic. 

Welt am Sonntag: Which role did the status of homosexuals play in the debate? 
Schirrmacher: Hardly any, due to the fact that the ruling logic there 

is that homosexuals do not have anything to do with the family. Thus, 
hardly any attention had to be given to them at a family synod. However, 
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in the closing document there was recognition for homosexuals. It is 
conceded that in homosexual partnerships there can be real care. 

Welt am Sonntag: Which concerns did you present to the Pope? 
Schirrmacher: On the one hand, we spoke about a closer cooperation 

in family-related questions. On the other hand, I also urged him to take 
a bolder approach with respect to the persecution of Christians. 

Welt am Sonntag: Do you mean persecution in Syria and Iraq? 
Schirrmacher: Precisely. Global Christianity needs a jolt in the face 

of this tragedy. If the Pope, as the most prominent Christian in the world, 
would invite large churches to public prayer for persecuted Christians, 
it would probably meet with a large response. It was important for me, 
however, to classify the IS fighting against Christians and Yazidis as gen-
ocide. According to the definition of the United Nations, genocide is pre-
sent if an ethnic or religious group is systematically persecuted, raped, 
displaced, or enslaved. These criteria have unfortunately been met in 
Syria and Iraq. 

Welt am Sonntag: If the UN confirmed that, it would have consequences accord-
ing to international law. 

Schirrmacher: Yes, it would. The international community would be 
obligated to stop the genocide. And if global Christianity, with the Pope 
at the top, were to stand up for such a classification, it would be in the 
best position to be successful. 

Welt am Sonntag: As an Evangelical, can you conceive of the Pope also publicly 
speaking on your behalf? 

Schirrmacher: Yes, in my opinion, he could exercise the function of 
a spokesperson for all Christians in ethical and political issues. 

Welt am Sonntag: How did the Pope react? 
Schirrmacher: He was nodding vigorously during my talk. Subse-

quent to my talk, he thanked me. The next day he took me aside again 
and assured me that in any event he wanted to deal with it. Let’s see. 

Welt am Sonntag: You have just mentioned a second concern, family policy. 
Schirrmacher: That’s right. Also with respect to this topic, the Pope 

has much more in common with us as Evangelicals than, for example, 
with the national Evangelical churches in Germany. Catholics and Evan-
gelicals will continue to expand their cooperation in questions relating 
to family policy. There was a renewed affirmation of this at the Synod. 

Welt am Sonntag: Can we now count on a weekly Catholic-Evangelical demon-
stration against abortion? 
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Schirrmacher: (laughing) No. We want to promote the family on var-
ious levels, whether at the UN, in the European Parliament, or out in the 
marketplace where we jointly organize family days. 

Welt am Sonntag: With which demands? 
Schirrmacher: For example, parents should no longer be punished 

when taking time out of their career for the benefit of their children and 
for making a phased comeback into their career. Why does our civil ser-
vice law not open up lateral entry opportunities to those who want to 
again fully commit themselves to work at the age of 45? Why not loosen 
the upper age hiring limits in some areas of public service? 

Welt am Sonntag: Then it does not have to do with abortion or traditional mar-
riage in this alliance of 1.2 billion Catholics and 600 million Evangelicals? 

Schirrmacher: Yes, it does. We are campaigning for children to have 
better protection from divorce. In Australia, a law was passed that obli-
gated the parents of minority children to receive numerous counseling 
services prior to going through with a divorce. In the process, the par-
ents are repeatedly made aware of all opportunities for therapy and as-
sistance – with an astonishing level of success. We consider that to be a 
model. Also with regard to Western countries’ dealing with Africa, we 
want to campaign more forcefully for development assistance to not be 
coupled with conditions such as the introduction of homosexual mar-
riage or liberal abortion law. There is namely an established designation 
for such practices: neo-colonialism. 

Thomas Schirrmacher: A religious Multi-talent217 

Thomas Schirrmacher is a master at multi-tasking. This Evangelical is a 
professor of theology. At the same time, he is the Director of the Institute 
for Religious Freedom, President of the International Society for Human 
Rights (ISHR), and Chairman of the Theological Commission of the World 
Evangelical Alliance (WEA). As such, he performs the task of a leading 
Evangelical theologian and of being the WEA Foreign Affairs Representa-
tive. For years he has been a sought after expert for the Bundestag, 
churches, and the United Nations. He lives with his family in Bonn. His 
wife Christine teaches Islamic studies there. At times he has been at the 
center of controversy within the Evangelical scene. The cause for this 
included his theses on a partial historico-critical understanding of the 
Bible and the need for bolstering the rights of religious minorities – even 
when they represent competition. 
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“The World Evangelical Alliance and the Vatican”218  

Interview with the Austrian Evangelical Alliance after the Close of the 
Synod. Allianzspiegel – The Austrian Evangelical Alliance Information 
Service, December 2015 

You were one of the few Protestants and the sole Evangelical who participated in 
the Synod on the Family. How did you come to participate in it? 

Besides me there were four other Protestants who attended, even if 
most of them were there only part of the time and not, as I was, for the 
entire three weeks. The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity 
always invites a number of representatives from other churches to the 
Synod, in particular, however, from the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) and the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) as the two largest 
Christian umbrella organizations. Since I moderate the WEA team which 
maintains our contact to other global Christian denominations (and to 
other religions), in a certain sense our General Secretary nominated me 
automatically. Furthermore, I have been a specialist on Catholic issues 
for 30 years – for instance, one could think of my book Indulgences – and 
the fact that I personally know the Pope well (I spoke privately with him 
every day at the Synod, sometimes even 2-3 times per day, with the ex-
ception of Sundays). 

How were you accepted? 
I really have to begin with some significant praise: There is no 

Protestant church where I have been a guest where I have been taken so 
immediately into ongoing discussions and which has treated me as an 
equal partner in dialogue. This is due to the fact that we were not mere 
observers, and we were in no way inferior to the other delegates except 
when it came to voting rights. We had three minutes for plenary ad-
dresses, just like everyone else did. We were present for all internal mat-
ters under discussion, discussed in the various language groups without 
limitation, and this included textual suggestions for the closing docu-
ment. We had chosen Cardinal Schönborn as the German language mod-
erator, and he brilliantly incorporated the breadth of opinions into a 
very substantial conversation. He did the same with the Serbian Ortho-
dox Archbishop of Vienna and with me, since we were in the same group. 

So, is the Reformation over, and we are going to become Catholic? 
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Sure, I receive letters with concerns that we Evangelicals are going 
to convert in droves to this nice Pope’s church. But please, the reality is 
the opposite: Everyday there are thousands of Catholics in Latin America 
and in the Global South coming over to Pentecostal and Evangelical 
churches, and a counter development is not recognizable. And we theo-
logians who are conducting conversations with Rome are all very con-
servative representatives of Reformed theology. 

Our good contact with ‘Rome’ accompanies a much more open, hon-
est, and respectful dispute about differences and similarities. We are 
having ongoing serious doctrinal conversations, and the express desire 
from the Catholic side is for us to clearly formulate and introduce our 
point of view. 

The difference when compared to what used to happen is clear: The 
Pope sees Evangelical Christians as full-fledged believers and openly ad-
dresses the fact that the active Christian life Evangelicals and Pentecos-
tals lead in prayer, sanctification, and in giving witness can be a model 
for Catholics. He has even officially apologized to the Pentecostal move-
ment that the Catholic Church persecuted it in former times. . . .  

Why do you consider it important to be in dialogue with the Catholic Church? 
On the one hand, we can no longer avoid each other in light of the 

world situation and the expansion of the Catholic Church and Evangeli-
cals everywhere in the world. Humanity has no sympathy for our not 
speaking with each other while the world burns. And when it comes to 
the issue of the persecution of Christians – which is my focus – I find it 
abysmal not to work in concert. 

On the other hand, it is important for me that every high-ranking 
religious leader in the world does not learn who we are and what we 
stand for from the media or from the rumor mill but rather from an 
Evangelical leader who is a qualified source. Conversely, I also do not 
want to be informed about other churches by the media or the rumor 
mill. Rather, and in addition to thorough source study – I want to get 
information out of the mouths of those who are responsible, for instance 
from the Pope or from the Prefect of the Congregation of the Faith in 
Rome, Cardinal Müller. This is how trust develops, indeed friendship, 
and it is in this way that real differences can be talked about and true 
similarities can be discovered. 

One really has to say that we also maintain closer relationships to all 
other historic churches than we used to, even if that naturally interests 
the media much less than the relationship with the Pope. Thus, I visit 
the Ecumenical Patriarch, the head of all Orthodox Christians, once a 
year in Istanbul, and I meet once a year with the Patriarch of all Oriental 
churches. As a rule, these meetings include individuals maintaining the 
WEA’s relationships with other denominations. 
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By the way, all of this does not weaken our Evangelical identity. Ra-
ther, it brings about the opposite: it forces us to clearly work out what 
we stand for and why we do what we do. And it makes it clear to us that 
we not only have a great responsibility for ourselves but also help to 
carry the responsibility for the future of all churches. 

 
Photo 66: In the Vatican garden 
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“How the Pope and Evangelicals want to save the Family”219 

Till-Reimer Stoldt, WELT am SONNTAG, November 2, 2015 
Pope Francis and the German top theologian in the World Evangeli-

cal Alliance, Thomas Schirrmacher, get along very well with each other. 
Now they want to bundle the power of 1.8 billion Christians. 

The two understood each other well. How the highest Catholic and 
the highest ranking Evangelical in the Vatican put their heads together, 
how they exchanged information on a daily basis, with coffee cups in 
hand, is something which attracted the attention of many a participant. 
And what was behind this was more than just a friendly exchange be-
tween heads of what were once opposing denominations. 

Pope Francis and Thomas Schirrmacher, a top theologian for the 
World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), formed a family policy combat alli-
ance during the Catholic Church’s three week Synod on the Family. They 
seek to bundle the power of around 1.2 billion Catholics and around 600 
million Evangelicals. This has now been confirmed by the German theo-
logian Thomas Schirrmacher in a conversation with the newspaper Die 
Welt.  

He participated in the entire three week Synod as the sole German 
Protestant and had already met the Pope five times prior thereto. Fur-
thermore, WEA representatives and the Papal Council for the Family had 
already exchanged views multiple times prior to the Synod in order to 
align their cooperation. 

Australia as an Example of Family Policy 
It is well known that Catholics and Evangelicals are close to each 

other in many questions of family policy. Schirrmacher, associated with 
the WEA, has even emphasized that in things related to the family the 
Pope sees much in common with theologically conservative Evangeli-
cals, “much more in common than with, for example, the evangelical 
national churches in Germany.” For that reason, Francis has agreed with 
him to deepen cooperation on family policy and to jointly “promote the 
family on various levels, whether at the UN, in the European Parliament, 
or out in the marketplace where we jointly organize family days.” 

From the standpoint of content, it is above all a matter of, firstly, 
better protecting marriage politically, secondly, softening or preventing 
liberal abortion provisions, and thirdly, supporting parents who take a 
step back with respect to work for the benefit of raising children. At the 
same time, Catholics and Evangelicals are campaigning more strongly 
for children to have legal protection from divorce. 
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Australia offers a model. The parents of minority-aged children in 
Australia are obligated to receive numerous counseling services prior to 
going through with a divorce. At the same time, the parents are made 
aware of all opportunities for couple’s therapy and family therapy and 
additional offers of assistance in order to avoid a divorce. 

Specifically in Western Countries, the alliance wants to campaign for 
parents who want to return to their profession after taking a break for 
child-rearing. They should no longer be punished when taking time out 
of their career for committing time to their children. Lateral civil service 
entry opportunities have to be opened up to them, and upper age hiring 
limits also need to be lifted. These items are called for by the WEA and 
the Pontifical Council for the Family. The Pope already campaigned for 
this during his trip to the United States at a family day event in Philadel-
phia that was jointly organized by Catholics and Evangelicals. 

The joint battle against “neo-colonialism.” 
An additional concern of importance to the Pope and to the WEA is 

the following: Western countries’ development assistance for Africa 
should not be coupled with conditions such as the introduction of ho-
mosexual marriage or liberal abortion law. Pope Francis had charged US 
President Barack Obama with conducting this practice. The Pope and 
WEA theologian Schirrmacher label this approach “neo-colonialism.” 

This rapprochement between the two denominations, which in 
questions of doctrine lie far from each other, was visible as early as 2013. 
Since assuming office, the Argentine Pope has repeatedly struck a new, 
appreciative tone towards Evangelical believers, who count as the fast-
est growing Christian movement in the world. At the same time, Evan-
gelical Pentecostal churches in South America have been siphoning off 
believers from the Catholic Church for years with considerable success. 
That has again and again been cause for disgruntlement. Nevertheless, 
Francis has been laboring to get closer to this umbrella organization for 
Evangelicals. 

In return, the WEA has also demonstrated responsiveness. Top the-
ologian Schirrmacher concedes that the Pope could exercise the func-
tion of a spokesperson in “ethical and political issues.” This offer would 
not roll off the lips of liberal Evangelical national churches in Germany 
so easily. 

The course of rapprochement of the two parties is not without dis-
pute within the WEA. While the Synod was still on, a WEA member in the 
USA published an article calling for caution. Despite all the pragmatic 
reasons for requisite cooperation, it was maintained that one thing was 
not to be forgotten: the Pope is and remains “the anti-Christ.” 
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2015: No end to the Persecution of Christians 

My Intervention regarding Genocide in the Near East 
upon the occasion of the Synod’s Anniversary 

The patriarchs of the Eastern churches, which stand in fellowship with the 
Pope, all participated in the Synod. They are selected according to Eastern 
Orthodox rituals and are not appointed by the Pope. However, they are 
then confirmed by the Pope. Conversely, they do not have voting rights in 
the selection of the pope. All these patriarchs are my good friends, and 
they experience the horrible events in the Near East first hand. Louis 
Raphaël I. Sako, Patriarch of the Chaldean-Catholic Church, and Gregor III. 
Laham, Patriarch of the Melkites, the largest Eastern ecclesiastical group 
within the Catholic Church, often travel through Europe and Germany in 
a desperate attempt to draw the attention of other churches and those in 
politics to their situation. 

 
Photo 67: With Patriarch Laham in St. Peter’s Basilica in 2012 
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As a result of consultation with them and with the Pope, I took advantage 
of the situation to present my heart and soul topic at the pinnacle of global 
Christianity. 

 
Photo 68: With Patriarch Laham, from Damascus, and Cardinal Schönborn,  

from Vienna, in St. Peter’s Basilica in 2015  
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Report on what I said at the Anniversary of the Bishops’ 
Synod 

“The Cases of Persecution of Christians call for a ‘jolt to go through global 
Christianity’”220 

kath.net, October 19, 2015 
Bishops’ Synod: Thomas Schirrmacher (Evangelical Alliance) has 

pleaded for public prayer on the part of the highest church leaders – 
Schirrmacher called on Synod fathers to show more solidarity with 
Christians discriminated against in Syria and Iraq. 

Rom (kath.net): Cases of Christian persecution have to lead to a “jolt 
going through global Christianity” and to more solidarity with threat-
ened fellow believers. This has been called for by the Chairman of the 
Theological Commission of the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), Prof. 
Thomas Schirrmacher (Bonn). He spoke on October 17 in Rome at an of-
ficial ceremony upon the occasion of the 50 year anniversary of the 
Catholic Bishops’ Synod at the Vatican. Schirrmacher represented the 
umbrella organization of more than 600 million theologically conserva-
tive Protestants. He called upon the close to 270 Catholic dignitaries 
from around the world to show more solidarity with Christians who are 
discriminated against in Syria and Iraq. In his view, genocide of Chris-
tians and other religious minorities, for instance Yazidis and Mandians, 
is taking place. The term “genocide” is appropriate according to Schirr-
macher since he was describing what according to a UN definition is the 
systematic persecution, rape, and enslavement of adherents of ethnic or 
religious groups. Schirrmacher maintains that there are massive limita-
tions on religious freedom in Pakistan, Bhutan, Nigeria, Sri Lanka, Vi-
etnam, China, and India as well as in the Maldives. 

“We need joint public prayer for the persecuted church to be con-
ducted by the highest church leaders,” Schirrmacher said. The theolo-
gian and religious studies scholar is also the chairman of the Interna-
tional Institute for Religious Freedom (IIRF). The IIRF monitors the 
situation of persecuted Christians for the World Evangelical Alliance. He 
is president of the International Society for Human Rights (ISHR). 
Schirrmacher was an invited observer at the Bishops’ Synod at the Vat-
ican and a member of the German language group (circulus germanicus). 
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Genocide in the Near East. Declaration at the Vatican Synod221 

Schirrmacher asks the Pope for institutional support in Efforts against 
Discrimination and the Persecution of Christians,  
Bonner Querschnitte, October 17, 2015 

In his talk in the Synod’s plenary assembly, Schirrmacher directed 
the following words, among others, towards the Pope, who followed 
Schirrmacher’s German address without translation: 

The murder of Christians, Yezidis, and Mandaeans, and the system-
atic persecution, rape, and enslavement of these ethno-religious groups 
in Syria and Iraq clearly and without doubt fulfill the offense of geno-
cide. It is not a matter of some sort of over-dramatization but rather a 
simple application of the definition of genocide by the UN. 

Article II of the 1948 United Nations definition of genocide reads as 
follows: In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following 
acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, 
ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: a) Killing members of the 
group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the 
group; (c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calcu-
lated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; (d) Im-
posing measures intended to prevent births within the group; (e) Forci-
bly transferring children of the group to another group. 

In what sense would this not apply to the persecution of Christians, 
Yezidis, and Mandaeans? One element would suffice, but four of them (a, 
b, c, and e) have been adequately documented. Indeed, for each of them 
there are pieces of evidence in propaganda films by the Islamic State. 
Only d) is present but not so easy to demonstrate. 

Christians, Yezidis, and Mandaeans are systematically killed, driven 
out, or forced to convert. 

The children of Christians, Yezidis, and Mandaeans are killed or sub-
ject to forced reeducation. 

Women and girls are raped, forced into prostitution, and forced into 
marriage with IS Muslims. As a result, the minorities are prevented from 
being able to procreate (UN definition, point d.). 

It is to be pointed out that this genocide has been announced as well 
as planned, and it is actually being implemented accordingly. 

Why do so many church leaders, scientists, and politicians beat 
around the bush when it comes to genocide? 

Now let’s look at possible counterarguments. 
Question: Are not all people in Syria and Iraq affected by the civil war and 

are not almost all people in the position of becoming victims of IS? 
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With respect to identifying genocide, it is irrelevant that there are 
also other victims or that there are also other victims among the major-
ity population. The genocide committed by the Germans under Hitler 
against the Jews and against Roma and Sinti was accompanied by war 
against many nations and people groups and, last but not least, there 
was Nazi terror conducted against the German people as a whole. De-
spite this, the genocide committed against Jews and Roma and Sinti re-
mains genocide. 

Question: Isn’t IS also fighting Shiites and Sunnis who are not in agreement 
with their version of Islam? 

If one proceeds on the assumption that IS is also seeking to kill and 
eradicate Shiites as a defined population group or kill and eradicate Sun-
nis who think differently as likewise apostate, then one additionally has 
to view that as genocide. But the fact that non-Islamic ethno-religious 
minorities are the target of genocide from the side of IS is not changed 
by this discussion at all!  

In the meantime, the EU Parliament, the European Council, the US House 
of Representatives (unfortunately against the will of the US President) and 
many others have declared that genocide is being committed against 
Christians, Yezidis, Arameans, and other minorities. We have conveyed 
this idea wherever possible. 

Naturally, the World Evangelical Alliance and I have not limited our-
selves to submitting requests in Rome or to moving political policymaking. 
Rather, we are in close contact with the involved church leaders them-
selves. What follows is an example. 

In July 2015, upon the occasion of the dedication of the new Genocide 
Museum in Byblos in Lebanon and the official memorial service of the Ar-
menian Orthodox Church for the genocide which had taken place 100 years 
earlier, I had the honor of assuring several patriarchs and leaders of Near 
Eastern churches of our complete solidarity and support. 

As the WEA, we have called upon adherents of Christianity around the 
world to jointly prevent Christian churches from being driven from their 
places of origin. To that end, I believe a wave of prayer, of public solidarity, 
but also the mobilization of political power is necessary. 
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Photo 69: During the Greeting, for names see photo 32, p. 62 

With the Pope and the President in Albania 

In a conversation with the Pope in the fall of 2014, I spoke about the fact 
that we should be publicly thankful to Islamic countries and politicians 
granting complete religious freedom to Christians so that it is not only 
other countries and politicians that are in the media. Upon various occa-
sions, I had already thanked the President of Albania, Bujar Nishani, had 
met with him in Berlin and Washington, and had made several visits to 
his palace, privately in his study as well as in his baroque audience cham-
bers. However, I was still astonished at how quickly the Pope incorpo-
rated the country into his itinerary, surely not just on account of my sug-
gestion. When the President of Albania asked for my advice about what 
one says upon such an occasion, I was already spending time in Tirana 
days prior to the Pope’s visit. As a result, I had the honor of being present 
in the palace when the President received the Pope and then to go with 
them together to the central rally across the way. The Pope struck the 
right chord, and the President did as well. (For this papal visit to Albania, 
see also photo 43, p. 123). 

It was not accidental that Pope Francis later specifically met briefly 
with the representatives of Albania’s Evangelical Alliance. That is aston-
ishing when one considers that he only spent eleven hours in the country. 
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Photo 70: Pope Francis meets the representatives of the Albanian Evangelical Alliance  

As a gift, the Pope brought the oldest Christian Albanian manuscript from 
the Vatican archives. It has been placed in a display case in the entry hall 
of the presidential palace – across from a bust of Mother Teresa in a coun-
try with a president who is Muslim. 

I particularly welcomed the fact that at the reception the Pope rejected 
every type of violence in the name of God. By conducting the visit, he also 
underscored that Christians are thankful to Muslims when they guarantee 
freedom and tranquility where they comprise the majority of a country. I 
share a long-standing friendship with the Archbishop of Albania. The re-
lationship between the Orthodox Church and the Albanian Evangelical Al-
liance is considered to be very good. The members of the churches in the 
Evangelical Alliance consist almost exclusively of prior Muslims who be-
came Christians after the country again became independent in 1990. For 
many years, the Archbishop was the chairman of the mission commission 
of the World Council of Churches and counts as an important missiologist. 
For him, religious freedom in Albania always also includes the right to 
change one’s religion, also from Islam to Christianity, and he has repeat-
edly promoted this since 1990. 

Tirana was then also the location for the most globally significant con-
sultation on the topic of the persecution of Christians. In his message to 
the participants, Pope Francis wrote the following222: “The joint martyr-

                                             
222 Address by the Pope, Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity Information 

Service No. 146 (2015/II), p.7. 
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dom of Catholics, Orthodox, Protestants, and Evangelicals has in the mean-
time” emerged as the “most convincing sign for ecumenism.” 

Historic global Meeting of Church Leaders on the Topic of the Persecution 
of Christians …  

… ends with an Apology for the Persecution of Christians and others by 
Christians223  

Bonner Querschnitte, November 16, 2015 
75 church leaders from churches and countries around the world 

where there is “Discrimination, Persecution, Martyrdom” gave reports, 
and 75 top representatives from all denominations listened closely. In a 
non-public consultation organized by the Global Christian Forum in Ti-
rana, the capital of Albania, the discussion that followed revolved 
around how to react to the global challenge. 

The historic significance was explained well by a member of the 
planning committee which was led by Larry Miller, the Secretary Gen-
eral of the Global Christian Forum:  
“The consultation is historic for two reasons:  
1. It was the first global meeting in which representatives of virtually all 
Christian denominations came together to hear about the topic of ‘Dis-
crimination, Persecution, Martyrdom’ and to listen to witnesses from all 
continents.  
2. For the first time in history, representatives of Christianity from 
around the world apologized for having persecuted each other (and 
other religious communities). The concluding message formulates it in 
the following manner: ‘We repent of having at times persecuted each 
other and other religious communities in history, and ask forgiveness 
from each other and pray for new ways of following Christ together.’   
Both steps are a historic move for ecumenical relations between 
churches as well as for the larger fight for religious freedom worldwide.” 
(Thomas Schirrmacher). 

The delegations from the four global Christian bodies that worked 
together under the umbrella of the Global Christian Forum were repre-
sented by top leaders. The Vatican was represented by Cardinal Kurt 
Koch, President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. 
The World Council of Churches and the World Evangelical Alliance were 
represented by their General Secretaries, Rev. Olav Tveit and Bishop 
Efraim Tendero, respectively. The Pentecostal World Fellowship was 
represented by board member Rev. David Wells. He represented the 

                                             
223 http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-492015-ausgabe-

385.html.  

http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-492015-ausgabe-385.html
http://www.bucer.de/ressource/details/bonner-querschnitte-492015-ausgabe-385.html
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Chairman, Prince Guneratnam, who had fallen ill. In his message to the 
consultation, Pope Francis said, “I think with great sadness with respect 
to the escalating discrimination and persecution against Christians in 
the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and elsewhere throughout the world. In 
various parts of the world, the witness to Christ, even to point where 
blood is shed, has become a shared experience of Catholics, Orthodox, 
Anglicans, Protestants, Evangelicals and Pentecostals.” 

 
Photo 71: My talk at the ecumenical symposium in Tirana in November 2015;  

at the table are Archbishop Anastasios, the previous speaker, and the moderator  
Metropolitan Gennadios of Sassima, responsible for practically all important  

theological dialogues for the Ecumenical Patriarchat  

The delegation leaders who had spoken in the opening session also had 
the last word, stating what their denomination or global body planned 
to do practically as a response to the consultation. 

Bishop Efraim Tendero, for example, stated the following on behalf 
of the WEA: “We want to do whatever we can to help our members to 
overcome prejudices against other Christian traditions and not to con-
fuse things from the past with present realities.” He especially called for 
healing the memories of past persecution by Christians, stating: “We are 
glad that repentance for persecuting each other is part of our concluding 
message. We see the importance of healing memories wherever this has 
happened. We will encourage our pastors and churches to do this on a 
local level. Additionally, we want to discuss ways of facilitating this on 
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national, regional and global levels with the four bodies behind this con-
sultation.” 

The equivalents of the four global bodies within the host country of 
Albania were led by the head of the Albanian Orthodox Church, Arch-
bishop Athanasios, the Secretary General of the Catholic Bishops Con-
ference, Bishop George Frendo, O.P., and the Chairman of the Albanian 
Evangelical Alliance, Rev. Ali Kurti. 

Cooperation and equally shared involvement was clearly manifested 
in all aspects of the consultation. The planning committee consisted of 
2 representatives from each body plus the Secretary General of the 
Global Christian Forum, Larry Miller, and his conference director, Joy 
Lee. The speakers and witnesses, as well as the 40 young people who as 
stewards took care of practical concerns and had met together for sev-
eral days prior to the consultation, were divided accordingly. 

The consultation was not public due to the danger for church leaders 
from the Middle East and from other dangerous situations. It was not 
until the end of the consultation, through a reception for the delegates 
by the Muslim President of Albania, that everything became public. The 
President thanked the church leaders for choosing Albania, a country in 
which all religions were persecuted and destroyed under communism 
and where, in the end, there were practically no churches or mosques 
left. Therefore, the President also thanked the church leaders that in 
choosing Albania they had chosen a country which after communism 
had decided to offer complete religious freedom. 

From Tirana to Schwäbisch-Gmünd 

There is a direct path from the consultation in Tirana to a lecture which 
Cardinal Koch held at the large November 2015 “Conference on Martyr-
dom.” It takes place in House Schönblick every two years and occurs under 
the auspices of Volker Kauder, a parliamentary party member of the 
CDU/CSU in the German Bundestag. In the address, Koch called for Chris-
tians all around the world to understand martyrs’ ecumenical nature and 
that before the throne of God they represent the true unity of the church 
of Jesus Christ. Ecumenism that ignores the cross and suffering cannot be 
achieved.  
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Photo 72: Thanking Cardinal Koch for the address  
he gave in Schwäbisch-Gmünd in November 2015 

Since I dedicated this book to Cardinal Koch, I would like to conclude it 
with the preface that I prefixed to the publication of his address.224 In so 
doing, it will again become clear what actually motivates me in global 
church relations. 

Dedication to Cardinal Kurt Koch  

When Cardinal Koch held this programmatic talk in Schwäbisch-Gmünd, he 
was (as I was as well) still standing completely under the impression of the 
first global consultation on “Discrimination, Persecution, and Martyrdom” 
in Tirana, the capital of Albania, where practically all denominations and 
churches had been included. Cardinal Koch made the suggestion there that 
Christian churches should first acknowledge their own guilt before they call 
upon their persecutors. That found its way into the concluding document 
without any dissenting voices: “We repent of having at times persecuted 
each other and other religious communities in history, and ask forgiveness 
from each other and pray for new ways of following Christ together.”225 

                                             
224 „Zum Geleit.“ In: Koch, Christenverfolgung. 
225 http://efionline.org/the-news/efi-news/48-mainstory/641-folowing-christ-toge

ther-consultation-message  

http://efionline.org/the-news/efi-news/48-mainstory/641-folowing-christ-together-consultation-message
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The former Bishop of Basel and President of the Swiss Bishops’ Con-
ference, Cardinal Koch had written his doctoral thesis about the Evan-
gelical theologian Wolfgang Pannenberg. He had been named the Presi-
dent of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity and, as a 
side note, is Cardinal Walter Kasper’s successor, who two years ago 
spoke at our conference. Pope Francis confirmed Cardinal Koch’s presi-
dential position at the beginning of 2014. 

The Cardinal’s love for persecuted Christians is not simply a result of 
his office. Rather, independent of his position, he has always been a 
prime address in Rome for those who work on the topic of the persecu-
tion of Christians. I know as a result of many encounters that he never 
loses sight of the fate of suffering brothers and sisters in the faith, re-
gardless of which issue might be the actual topic at the moment. 

A real godsend for ecumenism! For this is the way that the topic of 
the persecution of Christians has found its way into ecumenical efforts. 
And with that said, we have landed at the lecture at hand, where Cardi-
nal Koch goes one step further and uses the concept of the unity of mar-
tyrs to think through all of ecumenism and Jesus’ command that the 
church be one. They are already alive in heaven in communion with the 
martyr among all martyrs, Jesus Christ, while we here, as regards many 
an obstacle between the churches, have a strenuous effort still lying be-
fore us. The ecumenism of blood, to which Pope Francis often refers, 
means for Koch that the relationships between all churches and among 
Christians can only be thought about from the locus of the sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ, and this is repeatedly shown to be true in the deaths of the 
martyrs.  

As a side note: Koch’s slogan as a bishop since 1995 follows Colossians 
1:18 and is as follows: “Christ has the priority in all things.” All the lis-
teners sensed that in every sentence of the lecture. 
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