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The Catholic Church, with two thousand years of history and tradition, preserves Latin
expressions that are not only juridical or ritual, but also carry a profound spiritual and
pastoral meaning. One of these is in pectore, an expression that literally means “in the
chest” or “in the heart.” Although it usually appears in relation to the appointments of
cardinals that the Pope keeps secret, its meaning goes far beyond a matter of administrative
discretion: it touches the very core of the mystery of the Church, her relationship with the
Holy Spirit, and the way in which God guides His People.

In this article, we will explore what “in pectore” means, its historical and theological
background, how it speaks to us today, and how we can apply it to our daily spiritual lives.

1. Origin and meaning of the term
“In pectore” comes from Latin and literally means “in the chest” or “in the heart.” In the
ecclesial context, it is used when the Pope names a cardinal without making it public
immediately, reserving the name in his heart. This usually happens for reasons of pastoral
prudence: perhaps because the Church in the chosen person’s country suffers persecution, or
because making it public could put at risk the life of the future cardinal or that of the faithful.

The gesture has a deeply biblical dimension: it recalls the Virgin Mary, who “kept all these
things, pondering them in her heart” (Lk 2:19). To keep something “in the heart” does
not mean to hide it without sense, but to guard it with reverence, to wait for the right
moment, and to discern it in the light of God.

2. History of “in pectore” in the Church
Although the formula took on a clearer juridical form during the Renaissance, the practice of
keeping certain ecclesiastical appointments secret goes back to the early centuries of the
Church. In times of Roman persecution, bishops and priests were often ordained discreetly to
avoid reprisals. Later, in the Middle Ages, Popes began to reserve the right to name cardinals
without announcing it publicly, especially in complicated political contexts.

The cardinalate “in pectore” has a unique character: while the Pope lives, the appointment is
valid even if secret; but if the Pontiff dies without revealing the name, the title expires. Thus,
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it becomes clear that the gesture is not only administrative, but deeply personal, entrusted to
the discernment and prayer of the Pope.

3. Theological dimension: what is hidden in the heart of
God
Beyond the juridical aspect, “in pectore” reveals to us a fundamental truth: not everything
in the Church is immediate or visible. The Church also lives from what is hidden, from
what is kept in the heart of God, which manifests itself in His time. Jesus Himself taught:

“Your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Mt 6:6).

This reminds us that the essence of Christian life is not always measured in what is visible:
there are hidden saints, silent vocations, sacrifices that no one knows about, but that are
precious in the eyes of God. The Pope’s “in pectore” is a symbol of this mystery: what the
world does not see, but what the heart of the Church treasures.

In this sense, we can say that “in pectore” reflects the very interior life of the Church, her
contemplative dimension, that invisible part which sustains all that is visible. Without prayer,
without silence, without what is kept in the heart, the Church would lose her root.

4. Pastoral applications: the “in pectore” in our lives
The term is not limited to the Vatican sphere. We too, as Christians, can live a spirituality “in
pectore.” How?

Keeping intentions of prayer in the heart1.
Many times we pray for people, situations, or sufferings that we cannot express aloud.
Like Mary, we are called to keep these intentions in the heart, presenting them silently
to God.
Practicing discretion in charity2.



In pectore: the secret of the heart of the Church | 3

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 3

Not every good work needs to be made public. Sometimes the most authentic love is
the one that remains hidden. Giving alms, consoling, forgiving “in pectore” makes us
resemble the discreet heart of Christ.
Learning to wait for God’s timing3.
The Pope’s “in pectore” is a sign of patience and discernment. Also in our lives, there
are promises of God that seem hidden, but that will manifest themselves in due time.
The challenge is to trust and not to rush ahead.
Living the faith in contexts of difficulty4.
Just as cardinals “in pectore” are often in territories of persecution, many Christians
today live their faith in silence, in families, workplaces, or societies where expressing it
openly is difficult. There, the faith lived “in pectore” becomes a hidden seed that,
sooner or later, will bear fruit.

5. “In pectore” and the world today
Today, when everything is made public immediately on social media, “in pectore” reminds us
of the value of holy secrecy, of fruitful silence, of what is kept in the heart. We live in a time
where immediacy and exposure seem to rule; however, the Gospel teaches us that the
greatest things are usually born in what is hidden: the Son of God was born in a humble cave,
far from the world’s spotlight.

“In pectore” is, in this sense, an antidote against spiritual vanity. It teaches us that the
important thing is not to be seen, but to be faithful. And that true recognition does not come
from men, but from God.

6. A spiritual guide: guarding the heart like Christ
“In pectore” invites us to live with a heart like that of Jesus: discreet, full of silent love, able to
wait and to discern. The Pope, by reserving a name in his chest, imitates the Good Shepherd
who carries each sheep in His heart. In the same way, we too are called to carry others in our
hearts: relatives, friends, even enemies, interceding for them in silence.

We can practice each day by carrying “in pectore” someone in prayer: that person who
suffers, that situation that hurts us, that request that seems impossible. In this way, our
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spiritual life becomes a treasure chest where the most precious things are kept, waiting for
God to reveal them.

Conclusion
“In pectore” is not only a canonical expression reserved for Vatican circles. It is a word that
speaks of the intimate, the sacred, of what is kept in the heart of God and His Church. It
reminds us that there are treasures that do not need to be shown immediately, that God’s
timing is different from ours, and that silence is also a divine language.

In a world that shouts, the Church invites us to listen to the whisper of the Spirit. In a society
that exposes, Christ teaches us to guard. And in a time that demands quick results, “in
pectore” reminds us that the best is always matured in the heart.

� Spiritual key for today: Ask yourself, what do I keep “in pectore”? What intentions,
people, or sufferings do I carry silently in my heart to present them before God? Offer them
to Him with trust, knowing that the Father who sees in secret will answer.


