@ The ‘Red Pope’ vs. the ‘Black Pope’: The Invisible Battle Between
Religious Orders in the Conclave | 1

A spiritual guide to understanding the deeper movements that shape the life of the Church

Introduction: Beyond Colors, the Battle for the Soul of the Church

When cardinals gather behind closed doors in the Sistine Chapel to elect a new Pope, the
whole world holds its breath. But what may seem like a solemn election to many is, for
others, also the final act of a battle that has been unfolding for years—even centuries. At the
heart of this silent and spiritual struggle resounds an ancient conflict, often symbolized by
two powerful figures within Catholicism: the so-called ‘Red Pope’ (the Prefect of the
Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, traditionally linked to missionary interests)
and the ‘Black Pope’ (the Superior General of the Society of Jesus, called so because of his
black cassock and his immense global influence).

Although neither is literally a pope, both embody two ways of understanding service, power,
and the Church’s mission in the world. This article does not intend to fuel conspiracy theories,
but rather to offer a theological, historical, and pastoral reflection on how major
ecclesial decisions are shaped—and what we can learn from them in our own spiritual lives.

“For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the
rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark
world, and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly
realms.”

Ephesians 6:12

|. Historical Origins of Two Ecclesiastical Symbols
Who Is the ‘Red Pope’?

The term “Red Pope” colloquially refers to the Prefect of the Congregation (now Dicastery) for
the Evangelization of Peoples, formerly known as “Propaganda Fide.” Founded in 1622 by
Pope Gregory XV, this institution was tasked with bringing the Gospel to all nations,
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especially those where Christianity was unknown.

The “red” comes from the cardinal’s red vestments traditionally worn by the head of this
Congregation. However, his role has been not only pastoral but also strategic, overseeing the
Church’s efforts in politically and spiritually sensitive territories.

And Who Is the ‘Black Pope’?

The “Black Pope” is the Superior General of the Society of Jesus, the order founded by St.
Ignatius of Loyola in 1540. The Jesuits’ black cassock gave rise to the nickname, but so did
their far-reaching influence in education, diplomacy, intellectual circles, and sometimes even
politics. Over the centuries, Jesuits have been staunch defenders of the papacy—but also
powerful shapers of theology and modern Catholic thought.

Il. The Inner Tension: Missionary Vision vs. Reformist Vision
These two figures represent two great souls of the Church:

» The “Red Pope” embodies an external, evangelizing, missionary dimension,
concerned with spreading Catholic doctrine while remaining faithful to Tradition.

» The “Black Pope” represents a more internal, reformist, world-engaging
dimension, seeking to adapt to the times and rethink ecclesial structures without
losing the essence.

This tension is not necessarily negative. The Church, as the Body of Christ, needs both lungs:
the firmness of faith and the ability to discern the signs of the times. But when one of these
poles dominates without listening to the other, it creates an ecclesial imbalance that can
lead to crisis.

lll. The Conclave: A Spiritual Battlefield

When the time comes to elect a Pope, these visions clash through the cardinals—many of
whom belong to or are influenced by religious orders. Some push for a more doctrinal and
hierarchical Church; others for a more pastoral and synodal one. This is where the image of
the conclave as an invisible spiritual battleground takes root.
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It is not a mere political struggle but a theological combat:

» What should the Church look like in the 21st century?
* Should it reaffirm Tradition or open new paths of dialogue with the modern world?
 Should it preserve its hierarchical structure or reform it in a synodal direction?

IV. What About the People of God? Implications for the Faithful

This battle is not foreign to ordinary Catholics. The division between fidelity and reform is
also felt in our parishes, families, and hearts. Many faithful feel disoriented: Whom should we
listen to? What is the true face of the Church? How can we live the faith amid these tensions?

Here lies the most important pastoral response: return to Christ as the center. Neither the
“Red Pope” nor the “Black Pope” is our Savior. Christ alone is Lord. As the Catechism
teaches: “The supreme model of faith is Mary” (CCC 149)—not an ideologue or a church
official.

V. Theological Keys to Understanding Unity in Diversity

1. The Church Is One and Diverse

o “There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit.” (1 Corinthians 12:4)

o The richness of religious orders, spiritual movements, and doctrinal perspectives
are part of the Spirit’s dynamic action. Not every disagreement is division; often it
is simply plurality.

2. The Holy Spirit Guides the Conclave

o Although cardinals are men with flaws, the Church firmly believes that the Spirit
acts mysteriously in the election of the Pope. This does not mean the best man is
always chosen, but that God allows the election for His greater purpose in that
historical moment.

3. Tradition and Renewal Are Not Opposed

o Pope Benedict XVI spoke of the “hermeneutic of continuity.” Every true reform
must emerge from a faithful reading of the Church’s living Tradition, not in rupture
with it.

4. The Laity Has a Fundamental Role
o We cannot leave everything to the hierarchy. Every baptized person is called to
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live and guard the faith, being “the salt of the earth and the light of the world”
(Matthew 5:13-14).

VI. Practical Applications: What Can We Do?

1. Pray Without Ceasing for the Church
I “Pray without ceasing.” (1 Thessalonians 5:17)

Our first mission is to pray for our shepherds—for the Pope, for the cardinals, for the
consecrated, and for every faithful soul.

2. Grow in Knowledge of the Faith

Discouragement and confusion often grow where ignorance reigns. Study the Catechism,
read the Holy Scriptures, and learn about Church history. Only then will you avoid being
swept away by ideological trends.

3. Live Unity Through Charity

Even if you see tensions in the Church, do not take sides as if it were a political match. Live
unity in your community, your family, and your environment—with humility and obedience to
the Magisterium.

4. Discern Spiritually

Not everything that appears modern comes from the Spirit, and not everything traditional is
faithful just because it is old. Discern in the light of the Gospel and in communion with the
Church.

5. Evangelize Through Coherence

Both the “Red Pope” and the “Black Pope” represent missionary models. What is yours? Are
you evangelizing with your life? With your example? With your words? The world needs
witnesses—not ideologues.
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Conclusion: Beyond the Battles, the Cross of Christ

The Church’s history is full of struggles, tensions, schisms, and reforms. But it is also full of
saints, martyrs, and missionaries who, regardless of ecclesial battles, lived and died for
Christ.

Today more than ever, we are called to be faithful and bold. We do not need red or black
popes—we need Christians with burning hearts, capable of living the faith with joy, speaking
the truth, and loving without fear.

“Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be courageous; be
strong. Do everything in love.”
1 Corinthians 16:13-14

Pastoral and Theological Guide for Readers

Aspect Suggested Action Theological Foundation

Dedicate daily prayer for the Pope For where two or three are gathered in

Prayer and the unity of the Church r1n8y.2n(;a)me, there am | among them.” (Mt
Formation Read 10 minutes of the Catechism “My people are destroyed for lack of

or the Bible each day knowledge.” (Hosea 4:6)
Communion "articipate in parish groups, They all joined together constantly in

adoration, or community rosaries  prayer.” (Acts 1:14)

... Share Catholic content online with  “Preach the Gospel to every creature.”
Evangelization

faith and respect (Mark 16:15)
Discernment Consult a priest or spiritual guide “Whoever listens to you listens to me.”
when in doubt (Luke 10:16)

Epilogue: Your Role in the History of the Church

You are not a spectator. You are a living member of the Body of Christ. It doesn’t matter if
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you live in a city, in the countryside, in a hospital, a prison, or your home. Right there, in your
concrete life, you can renew the Church—not through power, but through love.

Because the true battle is not fought in the Sistine Chapel...
It is fought in your heart.
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