[bookmark: _Toc209103438]The Impact and Influence of Papal Speeches and Documents.
Evaluating the Wide Variety of Contributions in the Pontificate of Pope Francis (2013-2025)

1. Papal Documents as loci theologici?
The late Pope Francis (1936-2025) consistently used a diverse array of writings to (re)shape the Church and to present his theological discourse to the world. Even his airplane interviews will be remembered for the surprises they contained. As was the case with his predecessors, Pope Francis also demonstrated in his writings and speeches the capacity to engage a broad spectrum of themes while articulating emphases that are distinctly his own. One notable example was his motu proprio Ad theologiam promovendam (ATP) which established new statutes for the Pontifical Theological Academy. At the same time, while this document is thought-provoking and encourages further theological reflection, it is only a motu proprio. Its primary function was the establishment of statutes, something the pope undertook on his own initiative as the Latin phrase motu proprio means “of his own accord”. It is particularly interesting that there are no formal criteria to ‘value’ this text. It is important to highlight that the significance of the text is not diminished merely by its status as a motu proprio. The question of which subjects the pope addresses on his own initiative should, nevertheless, be raised. However, ATP demonstrates that it is essential to examine its content and to read it meticulously. The European Society for Catholic Theology exemplified this approach of careful study. The Society dedicated its 2025 bi-annual conference in Dublin, Ad Theologiam Promovendam: The Tasks of Theology in Europe Today, entirely to this theme because it was a thought-provoking as well as a legal document.
As an ecclesiologist, I first want to draw attention to two elements. On the one hand, popes often do things on their own initiative, and as already indicated that does not automatically (dis)qualify a text as relevant for further reflection. However, there are interesting historical examples that merit further study. The synod of bishops is a particularly important case study, especially in the field of ecclesiology. It was instituted by Pope Paul VI on his own initiative during the Second Vatican Council through the motu proprio Apostolica Sollicitudo (Cf. Paul VI 1965). While the largest gathering of Catholic bishops ever took place, Paul VI felt the need to act on his own initiative. While this did not necessarily and automatically undermine the principle of episcopal collegiality, one could argue that it goes against the ideal of cooperation so central to the understanding of the Council. It led church historian John O’Malley to a negative evaluation of the synod of bishops as “instrument of papal primacy” (O’Malley 2019, 80).
On the other hand, while contextual theology has long been assumed by many scholars in general and theologians more specifically, ATP notably features the pope’s explicit call for “una teologia fondamentalmente contestuale” (Francis 2023, n° 4). Without unnecessarily complicating the discussion any further, a 2023 document entitled For a Theology from the Mediterranean also already called for a contextual and narrative theology, considering the particularity of the Mediterranean as bordering on three continents, and five shores (Institut Catholique de la Méditerranée 2023). The document sees the Mediterranean as a “theological place”, that needs “needs a theology that fully lives its contextual dimension, recognized as its own and indispensable call” (Institut Catholique de la Méditerranée 2023, 6). Pope Francis knew this project as he addressed it in Naples in 2019, and in Bari in 2020 (Francis 2019b; 2020). So, while a pope can do things on his own initiative, it still takes place in a broader context, even when he does not explicitly refer to that context.
Before focusing on any speech, it is helpful to take a broader view. The wide array of papal documents, and their respective positions within the hierarchy of magisterial authority, has traditionally been the domain of canon lawyers. As for example canonist Kurt Martens shows, the longest pontificate in the recent history is that of Pope John Paul II (1978–2005). He left the Church with 14 encyclicals, 15 apostolic exhortations, 11 apostolic constitutions, 45 apostolic letters, and 31 motu proprio’s (Martens 2007, 131–32). The number of speeches and homilies, to name just two types of texts typically produced by popes, is in the thousands. Martens, in 2007, raised the question of “what is the value of these documents, or, in other words, what is the nature of authority of Roman documents” (Martens 2007, 134)? To answer the question, Martens looks at the works of Francis Morrisey, Frederick R. McManus, Joël-Benoît d'Onorio, and John Huels. The task, according to Martens, who thereby eventually mainly builds on Huels, is not merely academic because it is “an exercise with practical value for the life of the Church, as it will help to understand the proper nature and authority of a document” (Martens 2007, 135). While this article looks at the impact and influence of papal speeches and documents, with Martens, it becomes clear that a variety of questions intersect. There are questions about the hierarchy of papal documents, but also about their magisterial quality. There are also issues with possible translations and interpretation through translation. Finally, in light of these three observations, the question remains how the various documents and texts written or promulgated under papal authority should be read and interpreted both in the life of the Church today and in academic reflection.
In his article, Martens raises two preliminary remarks for what concerns the hierarchy of the documents. Firstly, “the relation between various documents, their respective meaning and value, is important”. Secondly, “documents are not always labeled in the correct way”, as being law, merely exhortative, or normative (Martens 2007, 135–36). Concretely, when focusing on ATP, a motu proprio, for Morrisey this would only barely come before “other papal documents”. D’Onorio ranks them slightly higher, positioning them above apostolic letters, while Huels considers a motu proprio, when issued as legislative acts, as occupying the highest step on the magisterial ladder (Martens 2007, 144, 147 & 148–49). In his own approach, Martens proposes not only to look at the legal and juridical nature of a document, but he observes that the “nature of authority of a Roman document that is a teaching document, will determine the level of obedience that is due to the document and the teaching contained in such document” (Martens 2007, 150). This does not solve the problem because also the content of a document then determines its importance.
The Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche (LThK), especially on the matter of the Motu Proprio, mentions the own initiative of the pope and the relative high authority of this type of documents (Wächter 1998, 506). However, Heribert Schmitz in the LThK, mentions the lack of an official hierarchy and unity in the use of terminology for what he calls “Announcements of the Apostolic See” (i.e. Verlautbarungen des Apostolischen Stuhls). That makes it virtually impossible to say something about the meaning, importance, or relationship between these documents based on a simple ranking. Schmitz mentions a variety of documents including: Constitutio Apostolica, Litterae decretales, Litterae apostolicae (motu proprio datae), Epistulae, (Litterae encyclicae, Epistula encyclica), Adhortatio Apostolica, Decretum, Instructio, Ordinatio, Normae, Regulae, Directorium, Declaratio, Notificatio, Communicatio, Litterae circulare, Rescriptum, Responsum, Dubium, Monitum, Notae directivae, Epistula, Homilia, and Allocutio (Schmitz 2001, 692). He shows how extensive and broad the variety of documents is that the pope can use.
In this paper, I examine, in the first place, a text that warrants deeper scholarly attention but that also further complicates the hierarchy of papal publications, and its meaning. During his apostolic visit to Belgium in September 2024, Pope Francis (2024a) addressed the nation’s authorities and representatives of civil society. In this speech, he reflected on Belgium’s role within Europe, acknowledged the painful legacies of abuse and forced adoption, and emphasized the enduring significance of hope. Although delivered as an allocutio, a formal address, this speech, as I argue, contains theological challenges of considerable depth. Much like ATP, Pope Francis used an unusual kind of publication to articulate challenging theological positions that merit further analysis. Secondly, this article provides a broader reflection on how popes influence debates, and on how their role in theological and ecclesial debates could be understood. As previously mentioned, this gives rise to a wide variety of questions, not all of which can be addressed in full.
2. [bookmark: _Toc209103439]A Speech in Belgium
The immediate occasion for the visit of the pope to Belgium in 2024 was the commemoration of the 600th anniversary of the founding of the Catholic Universities of Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, originally established as one university in 1425 in Leuven. The visit was prompted by official invitations extended to Pope Francis by the Church, university and political authorities, as well as the Belgian royal family. What could not have been anticipated was that the papal visit would occur just one year after the broadcast of the documentary series Godvergeten (Godforsaken), which provoked several waves of public indignation. Although the extent of sexual abuse within the Church had been publicly acknowledged since at least 2010 when a diocesan bishop stepped down because of abuse in his own family, the documentary explicitly gave a voice and a face to survivors and victims of abuse in the Catholic Church in Belgium, allowing them to share their personal testimonies in an unprecedented way. In this documentary, it resurfaced that in 2010 the former cardinal-archbishop of Malines-Brussels had been recorded attempting to cover up the abuse committed by this other bishop. This latter bishop was eventually laicized in 2024, mere months before the pope’s visit to Belgium, but 14 years after the abuse was made public. (Cf. VRT MAX, n.d.; “Persbericht: Roger Vangheluwe is tot de lekenstaat teruggebracht” 2024)
As a result, the papal visit was accompanied by significant anticipation and elevated expectations, especially concerning how Pope Francis would confront and address the complex and unresolved matters related to the various forms of abuse within the Church. For ecclesiologists, one of the most remarkable moments was a speech on the second day of the visit. As part of the official programme, the pope made a visit to the Royal Palace and was addressed by both King Philippe of the Belgians and the then Prime Minister and liberal politician Alexander De Croo (prime minister from 2020-2025). Both made forceful statements and explicitly addressed the issue of sexual abuse and forced adoption. When Pope Francis in turn addressed the King, the Prime Minister, and the other dignitaries, he unequivocally condemned the abuse perpetrated within the Catholic Church. Although he has done so on multiple occasions, he reiterated his stance, emphasizing that “even one case is enough for us to be ashamed!” (Francis 2024a, 3) It was impossible to misunderstand the pope in this regard. 
The speech was held in Italian, and the text can be found on the Vatican website. However, the English translation, found on the same webpage, contains remarkable translations that significantly influence the content of the message. For the purpose of this article, I placed the Italian original next to the English translation and highlighted the differences:

	English translation (website Vatican)
(Pope Francis 2024a)
	Italian original (as pronounced in Belgium)
(Pope Francis 2024b)

	Note on the comparison
While the official texts are traditionally published in the Acta Apostolicae Sedis or L'Osservatore Romano, this comparison focuses on the translation of both texts and how they are interpreted through translation. Therefore, the online versions are compared. Moreover, these versions are more frequently referred to because they are so easy to find on the webpages of the Vatican.

Meaning of the symbols in the comparison: 
*** indicates where text is missing
cursive indicates text that is in one version but that is not found in the other language version
(…) indicates where I move to another paragraph for reasons of brevity

	While she knows that she is holy, 
for she has been founded by the Lord, 
she experiences at the same time the fragility 
***
and shortcomings of her members; 
saints and sinners 
who are never fully up to the task entrusted to them since it is always beyond their capacity.
(…)
Yet, she always lives in a specific culture, 
within the thinking of a given age 
that she sometimes helps to shape and to which at other times she is subjected; 
and her members do not always understand and live the message of the Gospel in all its purity and fullness. 
The Church is holy but has sinful members.

In this perennial coexistence of sanctity and sin, 
light and shadow, 
the Church carries out her mission, 
often with examples of great generosity and heartfelt dedication, 
but sadly, at times, with the emergence of painful counter-testimonies.
(…)
In the Church we must ask pardon for this; 

others can ask forgiveness for their part. 
This is our shame and [our] humiliation.

	sapendo di essere santa 
in quanto costituita da Lui 
e al tempo stesso fragile 
– santa e peccatrice – 
e mancante nei suoi membri, 
***
mai completamente adeguata al compito affidatole che sempre la supera.
(…)
Essa, tuttavia, vive nella concretezza delle culture 
e delle mentalità di una determinata epoca, 
che contribuisce a plasmare o che in qualche modo a volte subisce;
e *** non sempre comprende e vive il messaggio evangelico nella sua purezza e completezza. 

La Chiesa è santa e peccatrice ****.

In questa perenne coesistenza fra santità e peccato, di luce e ombra 
vive la Chiesa, 
con esiti spesso di grande generosità e splendida dedizione, 
e a volte purtroppo con l’emergere di dolorose contro-testimonianze. 
(…)
Nella Chiesa dobbiamo chiedere perdono di questo; 
gli altri chiedano perdono per la loro parte. 
Questa è la nostra vergogna e la nostra umiliazione.


The “santa e peccatrice” in the Italian original is unmistakably attributed to “la chiesa”, the church. Both the nouns and the adjective are feminine. The translation of “saints and sinners” would need two nouns in Italian and only peccatrice is a female noun for sinner. This change in meaning through translation not only happens once, but the translator does it a second time in the same speech. With the choice for “sons and daughters”, the translator ties in with the pontificate of Pope John Paul II who requested forgiveness for ecclesial sins in 1998 in a similar way: “As the Successor of Peter, I ask that in this year of mercy the Church, strong in the holiness which she receives from her Lord, should kneel before God and implore forgiveness for the past and present sins of her sons and daughters.”(Pope John Paul II 1998, n° 11) In this regard, the translator returns to a more traditional approach that more clearly distinguishes between the institutional Church and the sins of its individual members, i.e. the sons and daughters.
While, in the speech of Pope Francis, the passage of the “light and shadow” points towards a more ambiguous or messy understanding of the Church fundamentally embedded in a complicated world, eventually Pope Francis’ solution is still elegant. In his understanding, as one can read in the previous sentence, “her members do not always understand and live the message of the Gospel in all its purity and fullness” (Francis 2024a). In the context of a meeting with the authorities and civil society this is an elegant way out. Theologically and institutionally, however, it raises a plethora of questions. Is the sexual abuse committed by individual Church members, the sons and daughters, only a failure to understand the gospel in its purity and/or entirety? Both the saints and sinners are not up to the task, but should we therefore simply accept the shortcomings of people in the institution based on a miscomprehension of the Gospel? To what extent is responsibility solely individual, and how does the institutional context factor into this consideration? Research has shown how (theological) ideas can be made operative to support and maintain abusive contexts (Cf. Leimgruber and Haslbeck 2024). Moreover, since the Church is a complicated organisation with also worldly power or influence, it cannot address its problems by simply reverting responsibilities to a miscomprehension of the Gospel. 
This speech, among other things, shows the complexity of the reality that is the Catholic Church. Particularly when the Supreme Pontiff addresses the shortcomings of an institution over which he presides as its absolute monarch, an institution so intimately bound to the sacred, such moments demand more than rhetorical elegance; they call for theological and moral clarity.[footnoteRef:1] Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that, at least in Italian, the pope did tap into another vocabulary than his immediate predecessors. [1:  Pope Francis himself calls the Church the last absolute monarchy of Europe. Moreover, in the same book, in the Italian original Life. La mia storia nella Storia, he asks for forgiveness of the sins of the sons and daughters of the Church, thus seemingly undermining the approach in the Laeken speech. (Cf. Ragona and Paus Franciscus 2024, 214)] 

Not only individuals fell short of lofty expectations, but the institutional cover-up unearthed in, for example Godvergeten, showed that the entire institution is implied. Without delving too deep into a wide variety of more general theological questions spurred by these reflections, with M. Therese Lysaught, I argue that taking up the demands of synodality to accompany everyone on their way, requires “a deeply contextual sensibility”. Something she feels the journal she writes in, namely the Journal of Moral Theology has done so from “its outset,” thus “affirming that a primary locus theologicus (moral and otherwise) is found in the ordinary, messy realities of the church and the world and that our work is necessarily done in proximity to places of brokenness” (Lysaught 2024, 4–5). It is from that messy reality that I look at the pope’s use of words and texts.
3. [bookmark: _Toc209103440]Pope Francis’ Rhetoric Take
Both ATP and the speech in Belgium demonstrate how Pope Francis influences theological and ecclesiological discourse through his papal writings and speeches. Further analysis of the Belgian speech, for example, could reveal the wide-ranging implications of his statements, given that Pope Francis’ words challenge traditional views and encourage rethinking of the Church’s identity and role in the contemporary world. However, both documents exemplify the complexity of reading these papal documents. This complexity stems from several factors: the varying degrees of magisterial authority attributed to different types of papal documents; the creative – and sometimes even inconsistent – use of language and conceptual frameworks; and the discrepancies or nuances introduced through translation.
On a meta-level, it remains true that, as Bradford Hinze observed, “Pope Francis is, without a doubt, an effective leader and orator. He listens to his audiences and finds poetic tropes and narratives that can effectively move listeners to affirm their identities and character, and persuade them to think, feel, and act accordingly” (Hinze 2020, 304). The eloquence and originality of the imagery occasionally employed by Pope Francis is exemplified in his 2017 Christmas address to the Roman Curia, wherein he sparks the imagination by quoting, in an anecdotal manner, the Belgian diplomat de Mérode: “Implementing reforms in Rome is like cleaning the Sphinx of Egypt with a toothbrush.” (Faggioli 2022, xxxv; Francis 2017) It humorously reflects the challenges of Vatican reform, even for a pope.
While the pope undoubtedly sparked imagination, attributing disproportionate significance to the Laeken speech, or to some of his other eloquent expressions, is problematic for at least two reasons. On the one hand, these speeches are often considered to have a rather low magisterial quality. On the other hand, while the Italian version is significantly more forceful than the English translation, it still leaves open important questions that determine the final appreciation of the text. This raises the question of who the actual author is, because there are ghostwriters for the speeches of the pope. Another question is whether the spoken text is authoritative, or whether the final written (and published) version is authoritative. A third consideration, which is revisited at the conclusion of this article, concerns the risk of overinterpreting or overemphasizing papal speeches. Is there not a danger of cherry‑picking papal speeches or statements so as to highlight one specific position while neglecting the broader context of these texts? Such an approach may inadvertently contribute to a form of papal glorification within academic theology, raising critical questions about the balance between theological scholarship and ecclesial authority. To include more material for further reflection, I now turn to two other documents that exemplify the complexity and creativity of Pope Francis’ communication, and to raise further questions on how to read and interpret these documents.
3.1. [bookmark: _Toc209103441]Letter to the Church Historians (2024)
Pope Francis’ rhetorically style also came to the fore in a 2024 letter to Church historians. “According to an oral tradition whose written source I cannot confirm, a great French theologian used to tell his students that the study of history protects us from ‘ecclesiological Monophysitism’, that is, from an overly angelic conception of the Church, presenting a Church that is unreal because she lacks spots and wrinkles.” (Francis 2024c) This letter is a reflection in which the pope wants “to share some thoughts on the importance of the study of Church history, particularly in order to help priests better interpret the world in which we live” (Francis 2024c). He is particularly concerned about “the ‘cancelling’ of insights from those whose voices were not able to make themselves heard over the centuries” and explicitly asks to make silenced voices visible (Francis 2024c).
While these are commendable exhortations, the letter again seemingly carries limited magisterial weight and relies exclusively on citations from other ecclesial documents. Critiquing ecclesiological Monophysitism is worthwhile, yet it occurs alongside the unexamined and uncritical use of gendered metaphors for the Church. This kind of use of explicitly gendered and normative language does not go unchallenged in academic theology. Similarly, during the speech in Laeken, the Church is consistently addressed as “she”. Admittedly, in Italian the word “chiesa” is feminine. In the letter on Church history, the mentioning of the spots and wrinkles, while referring to Eph 5:25-32, taps into the image of the spotless Spouse that figures in Mystici Corporis, the encyclical from Pope Pius XII (1943). In this encyclical, the earthly Church is described as Christ’s “spotless Spouse so sorely tried in her earthly exile” (Pius XII 1943, n° 39). According to Andrew Pierce, Pius XII sought a less juridical and more mystical understanding of the Church. In this, it was mainly a “historically naïve account” that identified the mystical Church quite closely and exclusively with the concrete Roman Catholic Church (Pierce 2015, 204–5).
Moreover, as highlighted by ecclesiologist Paul Avis, the image of the Church as a spotless spouse seems to immunize the earthly and institutional Church from any responsibility for what its members do by connecting the institutional aspect intimately to a heavenly church thus separating the individual sinners from the institutional holiness (Avis 2021, 246–47). By employing traditional, and particularly gendered, images of the Church, Pope Francis risks undermining his own efforts to acknowledge and engage the complexity of ecclesial identity and the “perennial coexistence of sanctity and sin, light and shadow”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See for more background: (Beattie 2023)] 

An initial reading of the address delivered in Laeken, much like ATP, appears to open up new theological and ecclesiological paths. Yet, when these addresses are read in conjunction with other documents, a host of interpretive challenges emerges. The interplay of themes, varying levels of magisterial authority, and occasional inconsistencies or ambiguities result in limited overall progress in any debate. Rather than providing clarity, such comparative readings leave scholars with more questions than before.
3.2. [bookmark: _Toc209103442]Speech on Secularization (2022)
Conversely, when speaking to bishops, priests and deacons, consecrated men and women, seminarians, and pastoral workers, during vespers on his 2022 apostolic visit to Canada, Pope Francis was discussing the importance of the joy of the Gospel. He challenged the listeners to a discerning view on secularization. He sought to avoid a negative or overly defensive posture and promoted a discerning one in which “secularization represents a challenge for our pastoral imagination, it is ‘an occasion for restructuring the spiritual life in new forms and for new ways of existing’” (Francis 2022; Taylor 2007, 437). Remarkably, Pope Francis quoted from Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age. And while Taylor is known in the Vatican as, e.g., the recipient of the 2019 Ratzinger prize (Francis 2019a), quoting him in Canada when speaking on secularization is an important move. While one might be tempted to dismiss the reference to Taylor as mere name-dropping, his inclusion in a discussion on secularization is not only geographically relevant, given his Canadian background, but it is also justified by his widely acknowledged expertise in the field. It shows how, sometimes, academic references make it into papal documents.
4. [bookmark: _Toc209103443]Human Conditions and Approaches in Divine Matters
How, then, should we assess Pope Francis’ impact on contemporary theological discourse through his public addresses? Already in the nineties, Heiner Grote extensively studied the official statements that Rome makes (Cf. Grote 1994; 1995). In a similar way to Martens and to the LThK, Grote discusses various ways of classifying ecclesiastical and papal documents, and considers their significance based on their content (Grote 1994, 109). However, Grote emphasizes that there “are certainly statements which are of outstanding importance and others of a lower status. Any attempt to draw up a hierarchia documentorum, however, along the lines of the hierarchia personarum or the hierarchia veritatum is bound to fail” (Grote 1994, 109). Grote nevertheless offers several heuristic tools for navigating the complexity of papal pronouncements. He refers to “Rome” or “the Vatican” as ciphers, emphasizing the importance of identifying both the origin and intended audience of any document or statement. Furthermore, he prefers the term papal pronouncement over pronouncements by the pope, noting that such texts are typically the product of collaborative drafting processes and that not all documents labeled as papal bear the explicit signature of the pope (Grote 1994, 111 & 116).
Especially relevant for this article, considering how Pope Francis shaped theological discourse in unexpected ways, is what Grote writes about “the stated and the unstated”. Grote draws attention to the fact that intervention, in for example the life of the Church in particular but also in social contexts in general can happen “by intervening to prevent things or letting them happen, by saying nothing or turning a deaf ear, showing interest or lack of interest, by gestures, facial expressions and signals” (Grote 1994, 110). Amid the wide array of statements made by Pope Francis, and particularly considering the diverse media through which he communicated them, scholarly attention must also be directed toward what he chose not to say, further complicating the matter.
In this regard, the observations of canonist Bernhard Sven Anuth are instructive because he shows how silence by Church authority on a specific matter is never necessarily to be read as a form of support. According to Anuth, there is little room for dissent in the canon law framework, and “actively turning a blind eye by Church authority does not put dissenters in the right and does not protect them from later intervention” (Anuth 2024, 97). Accordingly, attention must be paid not only to what is said and where it is said or published, but also to what remains unsaid. The latter warrants careful interpretation and prudence, as ecclesial authorities may later address topics they had previously avoided, whether deliberately or circumstantially.
The observations of Grote and Anuth further complicate matters because they eventually raise the matter of what the purpose of the institutional Church and its structures is. Anuth shows the vulnerability of everyone in the Church when they speak out. Grote even indicates how there is no willingness to draw up clear definitions of church law, and its interpretation by church officials. Clear definitions are found to be too restrictive (Grote 1994, 115–16). In the interpretation of canon law and papal discourse, a deliberate gray area often persists that may later be authoritatively resolved by ecclesial (and in particular papal) pronouncement. In the words of Grote, “Rome itself occasionally moves the boundary-markers” (Grote 1994, 116). This points toward an innate tension in the structures and understanding of the Church, highlighted by John P. Beal. According to him, the “immediate purpose of canon law, therefore, is not to construct a just ecclesial society but to conserve and foster the existing one” (Beal 2011, 141).
5. [bookmark: _Toc209103444]By Means of Conclusion: Reshaping Faith (by) Language 
Pope Francis remains an interesting orator who influenced theology and the Church by his speeches, official writings, and by his example. He led by example, emphasizing how his name, referring to Francis of Assisi, goes hand in hand with him living in Casa Santa Marta and not in the Apostolic Palace. Especially with his emphasis on synodality, both in theory and practice, he reshaped and reconfigured the Church by further receiving the Second Vatican Council and putting it into practice in ways not yet seen before (Cf. Gaillardetz 2023). Moreover, his 2015 address on the 50th anniversary of the establishment of the synod of bishops is probably one of his most cited speeches (Francis 2015).
And just as ATP provides food for thought, so does the Laeken speech. The pope appears to recalibrate the discussion, approaching the concepts in a novel manner without imposing what would, at least within Vatican circles, be considered a theological revolution on the sinfulness of the Church. Similarly, the letter to church historians shows how critical questions and challenging insights are combined with specifically gendered and traditional conceptions of the Church. Conversely, in Canada, the speech gained significantly in credibility by quoting Taylor when talking about secularization but a fuller engagement with the insights of Taylor, or a more extensive inclusion of his work in other papal pronouncements, would reinforce the point significantly. This shows how Pope Francis cannot easily be ‘pigeonholed’ in his theological positions.
This article examines the influence of papal speeches on theological reflection, also highlighting the role of translation in their interpretation. A measure of modesty is therefore appropriate here, as it is impossible, within the limited scope of a single article, to accurately assess the impact of the many thousands of pages written by Pope Francis. For Grote, the epistula apostolica, homiliae, allocutiones, and itinera apostolica are to be understood as situated in the “countless occasions on which the curia and the pope are obliged to speak and which are intended to foster existing relationships”, and therefore they take the “opportunity to proclaim or recall doctrine” (Grote 1994, 112). This implies that Grote ranks them low on the ladder of authority, but his 1994 classification does not seem to apply to Pope Francis because, the late pope did not simply “reinforce by repetition”, and certainly did not “scarcely ever present anything new even though there are always some voices which describe them as surprising” (Grote 1994, 113). As previously discussed, the pope’s approach appears to be genuinely novel and surprising. This implies that the hierarchy applicable to other popes does not necessarily apply to Pope Francis. Therefore, while this article leaves the concrete question of how to rank papal pronouncements to canonists, it emphasizes that this issue needs to be discussed further. 
In this regard, it is worth recalling how Belgian Vatican watcher Emmanuel Van Lierde characterizes Pope Francis, paradoxically, as a “conservative revolutionary” (Cf. Van Lierde 2023). He is not only called the pope of many firsts (Cf. Mayer 2017, 156–58), but commentators also highlight how his strength is in the surprises (Cf. Klein 2020). This further elevates the discussion surrounding the significance and influence of papal speeches to a more fundamental level because the pope did not always adhere to the rules. In this sense, the 2015 address on synodality is relevant because it is one of Pope Francis’ most frequently cited documents. At the same time, he never wrote an encyclical on synodality, he simply practiced it and promulgated a renewed (though not entirely new) legal framework with the Apostolic Constitution: Episcopalis Communio (Francis 2018). His leading by example also illuminated what he said and wrote about synodality.
Eventually, the question, as indicated in the introduction of how to read and understand papal pronouncements, is ecclesiologically relevant. For Grote, the official statements by the Church serve the “building-up of the church and the salvation of the world (ecclesiae aedificatio mundique salus)” (Grote 1994, 110). What the pope or Rome say, should in this understanding edify the Church. However, as theologian Daniel Bogner observes, the Church is not only a community of faith convictions, but it is also a social institution. In this reading, it seems necessary and even desirable to have authoritative judgments on what it means to be Christian because not simply anything goes. While these judgements or pronouncements must be authoritative, they cannot and should not be authoritarian. In the Catholic Church, authority and authoritarianism have too often been short-circuited, according to Bogner (2020, 14–17).
Bogner calls the people of God to take matters also into their own hands and to help edify the Church. As a theologian, he hopes to contribute to this process by writing a critical and thought-provoking book. In that regard, the 2021-2024 synod of bishops has been an opportunity for the entire People of God to have their voice heard. In this process, the question of language more broadly has been discussed on several occasions. For example, the 2023 Instrumentum laboris for the First Session reads: “Numerous contributions highlight the need for a similar effort to renew the language used by the Church: in its liturgy, preaching, catechesis, sacred art, as well as in all forms of communication addressed to the Faithful and the wider public.” (Synodus Episcoporum 2023a, n° 60) According to the drafters of the 2023 Instrumentum laboris, the goal is to be able to effectively proclaim the Gospel today. To achieve this, the Church must renew its language without compromising its mystery or tradition to make its message more accessible. Drawing on the Gospel’s freshness, historical adaptability, and promising digital efforts, this renewal is vital for a missionary synodal Church committed to engaging contemporary men and women (Synodus Episcoporum 2023a, n° 60).
Likewise, the 2023 Synthesis Report called for a renewed “attention (…) to the question of the languages we use to speak to people’s minds and hearts in a wide diversity of contexts in a way that is both beautiful and accessible” (Synodus Episcoporum 2023b, n° 5h). The 2024 Final Document even touched upon the inclusion of the voice and contribution of women in shaping the language of the Church in its pronouncements. “The Assembly also asks that more attention be given to the language and images used in preaching, teaching, catechesis, and the drafting of official Church documents, giving more space to the contributions of female saints, theologians and mystics.” (Synodus Episcoporum 2024, n° 60) Especially interesting is the take of the synodal assembly on the role of theologians. They are challenged to “help the People of God to develop an understanding of reality enlightened by Revelation and to develop suitable responses and the appropriate language for mission” (Synodus Episcoporum 2024, n° 67). Not only the pope reshapes theological language and discourse, but also theologians are called to do so. However, as Grote and Anuth have noted, this may not be entirely without risk.
In conclusion, Pope Francis has profoundly shaped and influenced the Church through a diverse array of texts, many of which contain ideas that warrant further scholarly exploration. Therefore, this article closes by emphasizing the necessity for continued academic engagement with his work and by drawing attention to a final, significant challenge associated with the interpretation and impact of papal pronouncements. Theologians, as the synod documents indicate, must contribute to reshape language, however, there is a danger lurking around the corner that philosophers call the ad verecundiam fallacy. This fallacy entails “the use of appeal to expert opinion to support one’s argument in such a way as to take advantage of one’s opponent’s respect for authority, allowing no room to question the pronouncement of an expert” (Walton 2016). The Catholic variant of the traditional fallacy would then be to cherry pick papal pronouncements for coat hangers, i.e. an interesting phrase or line from one document to hang one’s argument on. Pope Francis shares valuable perspectives, but theologians should address real-life complexities and avoid using isolated papal quotes to support their arguments, by hanging their vision on the pope’s insights. Additionally, since it will not be possible to ask the Vatican to communicate more uniformly, theologians and academics must refer to papal pronouncements transparently and meticulously. They should not avoid the complexities of these documents or fail to provide proper context for the references they make.
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