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The conclave is one of the most significant events in the Catholic Church. It is not just the
election of a human leader but a moment of profound discernment where the Church opens
itself to the action of the Holy Spirit. Throughout history, the conclave has been a reflection of
faith, unity, and the Church’s mission in the world. In this article, we will explore its history,
theological significance, and relevance today.

1. Origin and History of the Conclave
The word conclave comes from the Latin cum clave (“under key”), referring to the procedure
established in the Middle Ages to prevent external influences in the election of the Pope. In
the early centuries of the Church, popes were elected by the clergy and people of Rome.
Over time, this process was restricted exclusively to the cardinals.

The conclave as we know it today was instituted by Pope Gregory X in the 13th century with
the constitution Ubi Periculum (1274). This was due to the fact that, after the death of Pope
Clement IV in 1268, the cardinals took almost three years to elect his successor, creating a
period of uncertainty in the Church. To prevent such delays, Gregory X decreed that the
electing cardinals must gather in an enclosed space and remain there until a consensus was
reached.

Since then, the conclave has been maintained with minor modifications to its procedure, but
with the same purpose: to allow God’s will to manifest in the election of the Supreme Pontiff.

2. Theological Significance of the Conclave
The election of a Pope is not just an administrative matter but a deeply theological act. Jesus
Christ promised that His Church would be guided by the Holy Spirit:

“I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

The conclave is an expression of this promise. Through prayer and discernment, the cardinals
seek to elect the successor of St. Peter, ensuring the continuity of the Church’s mission.

St. Peter, the first Pope, was chosen directly by Christ:
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“You are Peter, and upon this rock, I will build my Church”
(Matthew 16:18).

Each conclave is a reminder of this uninterrupted apostolic succession, which guarantees that
the Church remains faithful to Christ’s teachings.

3. The Conclave Process

A. The Vacant See

The process begins with the death or resignation of the Pope. At that moment, the Holy See
becomes vacant (Sede Vacante), and the governance of the Church temporarily passes to the
College of Cardinals. During this period, no decisions affecting doctrine or Church structure
can be made.

B. Spiritual Preparation

Before the conclave begins, the cardinals participate in days of prayer and reflection. The
goal is to ask for the guidance of the Holy Spirit so that their choice is directed by God’s will
and not by human interests.

C. Entering the Sistine Chapel

The conclave takes place in the Sistine Chapel. Before it begins, the ecclesiastical Master of
Ceremonies announces the phrase “Extra omnes!” (Everyone out!), ordering the departure of
all those not participating in the election.

The cardinals then take an oath of absolute secrecy about everything that happens during
the conclave. Any violation of this oath carries severe ecclesiastical penalties.

D. Voting

Each cardinal writes the name of his chosen candidate on a ballot and places it in an urn. To
be elected Pope, a candidate must receive at least two-thirds of the votes.

If a consensus is not reached after several ballots, the process is paused for days of prayer
and dialogue before resuming.
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The result of each vote is communicated to the world through smoke emitted from the
chimney of the Sistine Chapel:

Black smoke (fumata nera): No Pope has been elected.
White smoke (fumata bianca): A new Pope has been chosen.

E. Acceptance and Announcement

When a cardinal receives the necessary votes, he is asked: “Do you accept your canonical
election as Supreme Pontiff?” If he accepts and chooses a new papal name, he officially
becomes the new Pope.

Then, the protodeacon cardinal announces the election to the world with the famous phrase:

“Habemus Papam” (We have a Pope).

The new Pope appears on the balcony of St. Peter’s Basilica and gives his first Urbi et Orbi (to
the city of Rome and the world) blessing.

4. Relevance of the Conclave Today
In an increasingly secularized world, the conclave is a testimony to the living presence of the
Church. It is not merely the election of a leader but an act of faith in which the cardinals seek
God’s will.

Each Pope is called to respond to the challenges of his time: from the persecution of
Christians in the early centuries to evangelization in the digital age.

The conclave reminds us that the Church is not merely a human institution but a divine one.
God continues to guide His people, ensuring that the Barque of Peter does not sink, no matter
the storms it faces.

5. Final Reflection: The Importance of Praying for the
Pope
The conclave invites us to pray for the Church and its supreme pastor. The Pope, as the
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successor of Peter, carries a great responsibility. Jesus Himself told Peter:

“I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail” (Luke 22:32).

Just as Christ prayed for Peter, we too must pray for the Pope, that he may guide the Church
with fidelity, courage, and love.

Each conclave is a moment of grace in which God speaks to His Church. As Catholics, we are
called to live this event with hope, trusting that the Holy Spirit continues to act, guide, and
protect the Church until the end of time.


