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Life is a journey.
When we stop, things don't go right.

Pope Francis
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Rome and the Papacy:
The Eternal City’s Reception of Popes Francis and Leo XIV

Fr. George Sejin JOHN OIC
Pontifical Gregorion University, Rome

From the time of the Roman Emperors, the city of Rome had a mind of its own. If the mighty
Roman Emperors feared anyone, it was the Populus Romanus, the people of the city of Rome. Two
thousand years and many demographic changes to the city have not altered this phenomenon. It
doesn’t matter if the Pontifex Maximus is loved by the world (Orbi); he must still get along with the
people of the city (Urbi).

Pope Francis and the Hesitant Embrace of the City

When this writer came to Rome in 2018, it was already the fifth year of his pontificate.
Overall, in the book stores and shops selling religious articles, we would hardly find a few pictures
of Pope Francis for sale. Even until that year, it was the pictures of Pope John Paul II that werestill
selling like hot cakes. There were of course, some pictures of popes Benedict XVI and Francis, but
the demand overall was limited. But towards the end of his papacy, this changed. Towards the close
of 2022 and onwards, Pope Francis started winning more hearts in the eternal city and slowly, all
throughout there was a quick demand for his pictures which now mushroomed and was seen all
throughout the eternal city. Why this initial hesitance and then the sudden warm embrace?

A cold beginning?...

When Jorge Mario Bergoglio appeared on the balcony overlooking the St. Peter’s Square on
that March evening in 2013, with his simple wave and humble bow, the world noticed something
different about him. Here was a pope who would from now on, do things differently, sometimes
unpredictably. On the balcony asked for the people’s blessing before he gave his own. He declined
the traditional red mozzetta and wore simple white. This gesture was interpreted as a sign of
humility as well a of modernizing the ancient institution of the papacy. But the Italians who are big
fans of traditions were not amused. The Italian instinct, deeply cultural, leans toward preservation
of tradition—not out of rigidity, but out of reverence for what has always been done. Francis’ casual
manner, his preference for spontaneity over ceremony, and his aversion to institutional privilege
made many Romans uneasy. In him, they saw a pope who would be a ‘threat’ to the very idea of
tradition!

But moving to some more serious reasons, one of the points of collision between Pope
Francis and Rome was the issue of immigrants. The Pope believed in a world without walls. (Even
while he himself lived safely within the walls of the Vatican where even a priest or a bishop won't
enter without the necessary pass!) But the ground reality was that Rome was being overrun by
illegal immigrants to the extant that today many neighbourhoods do not even have one Italian
family. Moreover, these immigrants were not employable and had to be supported by the Italian
taxpayer. Crime was increasing and the streets started becoming unsafe for women. When
GiorgiaMeloni was elected to be the premier of Italy in 2022, it was a message to the Pope that Italy
has had enough of illegal immigration.
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Another reason, this time from the ecclesial point of view, was the way the pope understood
his duty as the ‘bishop of Rome’. The practice in place was that the pope, although the bishop of
Rome would never usually interfere directly in the affairs of the diocese, which was rather delegated
to his Vicar General who would be a bishop, usually of Cardinal rank. But Pope Francis personally
took direct control of the Diocese of Rome bypassing the traditional Vicar General system which
ruffled many feathers and caused confusion among Roman clergy. While canonically justifiable, it
disrupted well-worn ecclesiastical habits. Roman priests and curial staff were unsure how to interpret
his gestures.

These coupled with other reasons such as his inability to deal with the abuse and financial
scandal as promised also contributed to his unpopularity. They did not hate him, of course. But
they did not love him very much either. They respected him for who he was. They respected his
ideas of a world of peace and brotherhood and agreed with his message of love for the poor and the
marginalized. But somewhere, cold winds were indeed blowing between Rome and the pontificate
of Francis.

The changing winds. ..

But all this changed in the year 2020. The Covid pandemic broke out and the world was
suffering. In Italy itself, the pandemic claimed many lives. Of those alive, mental health was
deteriorating. In the midst of all despair, the Urbi and the Orbiwere moved to tears when, one
evening, Pope Francis, an old man of over eighty-years stood alone in a rain-soaked, empty
St. Peter’s Square, praying for the world. This scene captured the hearts of many and for the first
time, they saw the real heart of a Father who cares for his children, a good shepherd who tends his
sheep in love.

This was followed by another tragedy—the Russia-Ukraine War! Amidst the cacophony of
dropping bombs and political calls to arm Europe again, Pope Francis’ voice of reason stood out.
Without tiring, consistently and with moral clarity, he critiqued the war in Ukraine, denouncing
violence and calling the world to conscience. When Gaza followed, he doubled down even further.
His accompaniment of the victims of war never ceased even when he was on the death bed. In all
this, Rome applauded and stood with their shepherd. No longer was he a distant pope, but a loving
father!

The final days. ..

Still, it was in his final weeks that Rome’s heart truly changed.When news broke that Francis
had been hospitalized again—this time with no expected recovery—the city grew quiet. Over the
years, Romans had grumbled, debated, even criticized him. But now they watched a tired, worn
shepherd walk his final path with dignity and peace.

His last Urbi et Orbi blessing, delivered from a wheelchair with his voice weakened but his
spirit undiminished, was unforgettable. He spoke not just as a pope, but as a father bidding farewell
to his children—Roman and global alike. He invoked peace for Jerusalem, for Kyiv, for migrants
crossing the Mediterranean. He asked forgiveness for the Church’s failures and invoked mercy like

a man who knew he would soon stand beer\the Judge.
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And the Romans wept. ..

The very next day after this unforgettable and last Urbi et Orbi, on April 22, 2025, the old
Pope Francis breathed his last. Church bells rang not with pomp, but with sorrow. For the first time,
even critics acknowledged his authenticity. His funeral was attended by several thousands. The
whole city came to a standstill. When the coffin carrying his mortal remains traversed the city to his
final resting place in the Basilica of Saint Mary Major, hundreds more lined the streets along the
entire route weeping and applauding. It was truly a moving sight. Rome finally embraced Pope
Francis. The final chapters had indeed rewritten the entire story.

Pope Leo XIV and the First Impression

The recent conclave, held after Pope Francis’ resignation and death, was full of quiet
expectation in Rome. Many hoped for an Italian pope after a gap of almost half a century. There was
a belief that after years of turbulence and reform, the city might be given someone familiar, someone
Roman in culture if not in birth.

When white smoke signaled the election of Cardinal Prevost, who took the name Leo XIV,
there was a brief moment of—what can we call it? Disappointment? Uncertainty? Hope? He was not
Italian. Not even European. On the faces of Romans was a kind of “poker face”—a guarded
neutrality. Let’s wait and see, they seemed to say.

Yet, from the first moments of his papacy, Pope Leo XIV struck a chord. His inaugural Mass
was dignified and rich in symbolism, his gestures precise, his words firm but warm. He spoke Latin
like a Roman professor, quoted Augustine like aAugustinian, and invoked tradition like a2 man born
into it. For now, some of theRoman clergy seems to have found in him someone who understood
structure. Seminarians cheered his liturgical clarity. There was something deeply comforting in his
theological precision and his visible respect for the sacred.

Still, Rome remained cautious. The poker face persists. The Eternal City has learned not to
fall in love too quickly. Even with a good first impression, Rome waits. Pope Leo—Papa Leone—has
not yet been canonized in street lore. Altar servers and sacristans are not yet whispering his name
with affection. But he is being watched—closely, curiously, and with a touch of hope.On his part,
Pope Leo does not care of their perceptions. He doesn’t care about how the media presents him. He
sticks to his personal style and charism and his sincerity is truly seen through the camera lenses.
A City That Measures the Papacy

Rome does not measure popes by their global acceptance or social media followers. It measures
them by how they carry themselves in the basilicas, how they honour the Eucharist, how they care for
Roman parishes and clergy, and whether they understand that they are stepping into a lineage not
just apostolic, but civic.

Pope Francis challenged the city. He disrupted and discomforted. But in the final days, he
suffered with Rome and won its heart. Pope Leo XIV is a different figure—clear, articulate, deeply
traditional. He has entered Rome like a man familiar with its gravity.

And yet, both have been shaped by this city as much as they have tried to shape it. In the end,
Rome does not simply receive popes; it judges them, slowly, through time, tradition, and tenacity.
And in its own time, it loves them—on its terms, and when it is ready.
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His Holiness Pope Leo XIV

Deear lrathers ol skslers,
the Gooe Seepderd who kil down His i for God's lock
| wiutkl llke s greefing ol pease lo resourml In your hearls.
in your families, amaong all people. wherever they may be.
i every nadion and lhrongheul te workl
It s the peaee of the risen Clrls),
\ peaee That is unarmed sl disarming. lumble and persevering
\ peace Thal eomes lrsm Gad, the God who loves us all, uneondifionally.
Peaee be wilh you!

Pope Leo XIV greeted the city of Rome and the world with these words at his first appearance as the
Successor of Peter from the Central Loggia of St Peter's Basilica.



