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When a Pope dies, the entire Catholic world comes to a halt. The bells of Rome toll in
mourning, basilicas are dressed in black, and millions of hearts lift up prayers. Yet, at the
very heart of the Vatican, for centuries, there existed a solemn, mysterious, and deeply
human ritual that officially marked the end of a pontificate: the strike of the silver
hammer and the thrice-repeated calling of the Pope’s baptismal name.

Today, this ancient rite lies almost forgotten, set aside by changes in protocol and the march
of modernity. However, its teaching remains alive and vibrant, speaking to us about human
dignity, the truth of our mortality, and the importance of confirming, with reverence and
certainty, the departure of the one chosen to guide the universal Church.

This article invites you to discover the profound meaning behind that forgotten gesture, its
theological relevance, and how it can inspire our daily Christian lives in a world that often
fears to look squarely at the mystery of death.

What Was the Ritual of the Silver Hammer?
In the traditional ceremony, the Camerlengo —the cardinal who administers the Holy See
during the sede vacante— was responsible for officially confirming the Pope’s death.

The tradition followed this procedure:

He would gently strike the Pope’s forehead three times with a small silver1.
hammer.
After each strike, he would pronounce the Pope’s baptismal name —not his2.
papal name— aloud, asking: “N., are you dead?“

If there was no response (as expected at that moment), the Camerlengo would proclaim:

“Vere Papa mortuus est” —”Truly, the Pope is dead.“

This act was not merely symbolic. It was a public acknowledgment that the Pope, as a man,
had completed his earthly pilgrimage. Only then would the papal mourning ceremonies, the
novendialis (nine days of Masses), and preparations for the conclave to elect his successor
officially begin.

The small silver hammer —not an instrument of violence, but of reverence— symbolized the
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Church’s call to her Shepherd, even in the face of death, ensuring that it was not simply a
fainting spell or human error.

Where Did This Tradition Originate?
Although its exact origin is obscure, it is believed that the ritual was fully established during
the Middle Ages, at a time when medical means to confirm death were primitive and
mistakes (such as premature burials) were not uncommon.

In an era when the Pope was not only a spiritual leader but also a temporal authority of vast
power, certainty regarding his death was crucial to avoid disputes and schisms. A clear,
solemn, and public rite was necessary to certify his passing before God and men.

The hammer, made of silver—a metal biblically associated with purity and redemption (“The
words of the Lord are pure words, like silver refined in a furnace of earth, purified seven
times” —Psalm 12:7)— emphasized the sanctity of the act.

Why Was This Ritual Abandoned?
Throughout the twentieth century, with advances in medicine and the development of canon
law, the ritual came to be seen as obsolete. Pope John Paul I (1978) was among the last
whose death still referenced this protocol symbolically, although it was no longer carried out
in its traditional form.

Today, papal death is certified by a medical team, and the Camerlengo simply verifies the
passing, orders the papal apartments to be sealed, and convenes the College of Cardinals.

The disappearance of the silver hammer can be seen as a sign of the times: a shift from
mystery and rituality to technocracy and bureaucracy. Yet, by losing this gesture, we also risk
forgetting the deep spiritual truths it conveyed.

The Theological Relevance of the Ritual
The silver hammer and the threefold call were not mere formalities. They were acts of faith, a
solemn recognition of the inviolable dignity of the human person up to the very end. In death,
even that of the Vicar of Christ, the Church affirmed:

We are both body and soul, and our bodily death is part of God’s plan.
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Baptismal identity is eternal. The Camerlengo did not call the Pope by his papal
name (“John Paul,” “Pius,” “Benedict”) but by the name he received at Baptism. It
recalled that, beyond his ministry, the Pope is first and foremost a child of God. As the
prophet Isaiah says: “I have called you by your name; you are mine.” (Isaiah 43:1)

This rite taught that, even when clothed in earthly glory, we all must return to God simply as
His children.

Practical Applications for Our Lives
Although we may not wield a silver hammer or solemnly call out at life’s end, this forgotten
ritual speaks volumes to us today:

1. Recognizing the Dignity of Every Person Until the End

In a culture that often sees death as taboo or promotes quick solutions like euthanasia,
Christians are called to accompany the dying with love, respect, and prayer, recognizing in
them the living presence of Christ.

2. Living Conscious of Our Eternal Name

We are not defined by our titles, achievements, or worldly failures. We are called by our
name in Baptism, and that name is written in heaven (cf. Luke 10:20).

Remembering this frees us from obsession with fame, power, or recognition.

3. Preparing Our Hearts for the Final Encounter

Every day is an opportunity to respond to Christ’s call. We do not know the day or the hour
(cf. Matthew 24:42), but we do know that when we hear our final call —like the Pope under
the silver hammer— it will be an invitation to the Father’s eternal embrace.

4. Rediscovering the Beauty of Ritual

Faith is expressed not only in ideas but also in gestures, signs, and symbols. Respecting the
liturgy, daily small prayer rituals, blessings, and sacramentals is a way to keep God’s
presence alive in our world.
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A Ritual That Still Speaks
Although the silver hammer has fallen into disuse, its teaching remains ever relevant. It
reminds us that death, far from being the absurd end that many fear, is the threshold to
fullness of life in Christ.

Just as the Camerlengo gently called the Pope, so too will God call each of us —not by our
titles, but by the name with which He loved us from all eternity.

May this memory inspire us today to live more fully, to die with faith, and to hope, with holy
joy, for the Voice that will one day say to us:

“Come, blessed of my Father; inherit the kingdom prepared for you
from the foundation of the world.” (Matthew 25:34)


