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Abstract: The author begins with a personal testimony of his thirteen-
year relationship with Cardinal Bergoglio in Argentina prior to hbis
becoming Pope Francis. He presents the cardinal’s growing relation-
ship with the evangelical community as well as the joint projects they
carried out in their city. The author then speaks about his discernment
of the signs of the times that Evangelicals can see in Pope Francis: the
power of love, a Christian witness of life, the value of Christian pov-
erty, and a leadership of service. He concludes with what he feels called
to by the example of Pope Francis: preaching with passion, living the
word of God, loving more radically, and returning to the simplicity of
the Gospel life.
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Personal Testimony
I first met Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio, today Pope Francis,

on July 31, 2001. That year has a very special place in the
memory of the Argentine people. In December of that year, we
were forced to face the worse economic and social crisis in our his-
tory. That July day the people went out to the streets to express their
protest. That same day the Evangelical National Council and the
Argentine Catholic Episcopate met for the first time. The reason
for the meeting was to discuss the draft of a law for religious equal-
ity. For centuries non-Catholic Christians had been discriminated
against and persecuted by the Catholic Church in Latin Amer-
ica, and they were looking for a new law that would change that
situation in Argentina. After the devotional ceremony, Cardinal
Bergoglio took the floor and said: “We cannot be here discussing
this project while outside our people are convulsed and desperate.”
His proposal was, “Let us plan to do something together. Let us
gather all our resources for the service of the people.”

In 2003, because of the visit of Matteo Calisi, a Catholic lay-
man who was the world leader of Covenant Communities, regu-
lar meetings began that brought together Evangelical pastors and
Catholic priests and laypeople. This resulted in the formation of
Renewed Fellowship of Evangelicals and Catholics in the Holy
Spirit (CRECES). Our purpose was to jointly proclaim Jesus
Christ. Cardinal Bergoglio supported this initiative.

It was June 2006. It was winter in Buenos Aires and 7,500
Catholics and evangelicals got together to give witness of our
unity in Christ. We had already gathered in 2004 (1,000 strong)
and in 2005 (1,200 strong). But this was the first meeting in Bue-
nos Aires’s largest stadium. The meeting lasted all day. Among
the people sat Cardinal Bergoglio. He did not sit on the platform
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or in any place of privilege. In the afternoon, we invited him to
greet the crowd and give a short message. After expressing his joy
at seeing the multitude of Catholics and Evangelicals in what he
called “a reconciled diversity,” he asked everyone to pray for him.

'Those who were on the platform got closer and the cardinal
knelt. We prayed in front of the crowd and put our hands on him.
'The next day, newspaper headlines had a photo of the kneeling car-
dinal and pastors praying over him. That moment changed our lives
and changed the cardinal’s life. A very conservative Catholic maga-
zine published the photo on its cover with a headline in large letters
saying: APOSTATE. It was not a nice way to treat the cardinal.

Despite domestic pressures, the pastors’s relationships with
the cardinal became increasingly deeper and more fruitful. There-
fore, he promoted two retreats for pastors and priests and actively
participated in them. He also supported the joint distribution of
Bibles, encouraged tasks of evangelization, and backed activities
that promoted unity among Christians and their missions. Three
years ago, on the occasion of the day of Pentecost, he invited two
pastors to the Mass in the cathedral. At the end of the Mass, the
cardinal spoke to the crowd about how in the past the Catholics
had persecuted and discriminated against Evangelicals. He con-
cluded by publically asking forgiveness.

Every month we got together to pray, either in his office or
ours. We not only prayed but also planned activities together. One
day, after the Aparecida Document was published, in 2007, we
met with the cardinal, who was the president of the commission
that wrote the document. The central message of the document is
“Go out to proclaim Jesus.” We told him, “Jorge, that is very good;
it is what the church needs.” He said, “Yes, it is good. However,
we have a problem. Many of the priests do not know Jesus.” The
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result was that he organized a retreat for 150 priests and invited
three pastors to preach about Jesus.

'The last time we were together in Buenos Aires was on De-
cember 15, 2012, two months before he became Pope Francis. We
met to plan a joint campaign between the Catholic Church and
the Council of Pastors of the City of Buenos Aires. The objective
was to fill the city with the slogan “Christmas is Jesus.” And this
we did. This is my testimony of a thirteen-year relationship with
who is today Pope Francis, a man of God, of great wisdom, and

of deep spirituality.

Possibilities and Challenges

At the time of the arrival of Pope Francis, the Catholic Church
was going through one of its worst moments: scandals about the
abuse of children, corruption and mafia at the Vatican, a crisis of
vocations, and a massive loss of members, among other things.
Pope Francis is well aware that he had accepted to be pope in
order to produce profound changes. In the year and a half of his
papacy, Pope Francis has already made some clear and important
decisions. As men and women of faith, we Evangelicals try to dis-
cern the times, how the Lord of history is moving and what He is
telling us to do. Here are some signs we see in Pope Francis and
what he has done:

1. 'The first thing that catches our attention is the resurgence of
religious fervor not only in countries with Christian roots but
also in countries such as Korea, as we saw in the pope’s visit
to that country. Millions of people in Asia live in a spiritual
desert looking for God. They see in Pope Francis the true
spirit of the gospel.
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2. Pope Francis is having a strong influence on the world. The
impact is not so much in his speeches, although his words and
writings are powerful and full of meaning for humanity. But it
is his life that gives witness. People are talking about what he
does, not only about what he says.

3. 'The power of love is evident in Pope Francis. His gesture of
respect and goodwill toward the Argentine president served to
break the spirit of confrontation that the current government
has created in our country. The same thing can be seen in his
visit to the people of Palestine and Israel.

4. 'The value of Christian poverty is evident in his life. This is not
the poverty of goods leading to misery. But it is poverty as an
attitude of a life serving others, living with a few things and
putting first the weakest among us.

5. He has a new style of leadership, one that is close to the
people. It is a leadership of plurality. A leadership that puts
first the weak and not the powerful. A leadership of integrity
in public and private life. A leadership that manifests itself in
acts of service, not of privilege.

Many things separate us from the Catholic Church, both in
doctrine and in practice. But God is speaking to us through Pope
Francis and his style of ministry:

1. God calls us to preach Jesus Christ with fervor and passion.
People are desperately seeking God. Today is the time for
proclamation and mission.

2. God calls us to live the gospel. We have often showed a false
gospel that is hedonistic, superficial, and emotional. We have
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trusted religious marketing strategies that have served to
fatten our churches and not extend the Kingdom of God.
We must rescue the transforming power of the gospel by
teaching ourselves and others to live the word of God.

3. God calls us to live a radical love, loving and accepting others,
serving selflessly, and being instruments of reconciliation.

4. God calls us to a lifestyle that honors his gospel. Many of
our leaders have been transformed into priests of the god
Mammon. This “gospel” shows the worst of human beings,
their selfishness, ambition, and vanity. It is time to return to

the simplicity of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Why is Francis for the Unity of the Church and its Mission?
We are aware that we are living in a new era. We are living a new
way of understanding the unity of the church. It is not an institu-
tional unit but the unity of those who follow Jesus Christ, whoever
and wherever they are. It is not a pious unity but a practice, visible
and concrete in the mission of the church. Is not a unity that ig-
nores the differences, but one that puts love in the first place.
'This is a paradigm shift in the search for unity. Unity among
Christians is more important than the unity of ecclesiastical in-
stitutions. This does not mean downplaying ecclesiological, theo-
logical, or doctrinal topics. This unity breaks with the ecumenical
palsy that sees only the differences and cannot overcome them.
'The challenge is huge. We must understand that not everything
can depend on Pope Francis. Bishops, priests, and laypeople must
assume the “style” of Pope Francis and his teachings. Pope Fran-
cis challenges the church in all its forms to go out and preach
the truth of Jesus Christ. This invitation is a breath of the Holy
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Spirit that allows Catholics and Evangelicals to find one another
in the mission of Christ. In his apostolic exhortation “The Joy of
the Gospel” (Evangelii Gaudium), Pope Francis says:

In some there is a care of the liturgy, doctrine and the pres-
tige of the Church, but without any concern that the Gospel
have a real impact in God’s faithful people and the specific
needs of the history. Thus, the life of the Church becomes a

museum piece or a possession of few. (n. 95)

God calls for the unity of those who believe in Jesus Christ and
try to be faithful to him, both Catholics and Evangelicals. It is
not an institutional unity, but one that exists in the holiness of his
Word, in the power of his Spirit and its mission. Pope Francis has
the arduous task of reforming the church, bringing it to holiness,
and preaching Jesus Christ. He cannot do it alone. So, as he asked,

pray for him.
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El Papa Franciscoy la
Unidad en la Mision

J. Norberto SARACCO
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n Testimonio

U Conoci personalmente al Cardenal Jorge Bergoglio, hoy
Papa Francisco, el 31 de julio de 2001. El afio 2001 tiene
un lugar muy especial en la memoria de los argentinos. En el mes
de diciembre de ese afio estall6 la crisis econémica y social mas
grave de nuestra historia. Ese dia de julio el pueblo salié a las calles
a manifestar su protesta. Ese mismo dia nos reunimos por pri-
mera vez las autoridades del Consejo Nacional Evangélico y las
del Episcopado Catélico Argentino. El motivo de la reunién era
discutir el proyecto de ley de igualdad religiosa. Durante siglos los
cristianos no catdlicos hemos sido discriminados y perseguidos por
la Iglesia Catdlica en América Latina y estibamos buscando una
nueva ley que cambiara esa situacién. Después del devocional Ber-
goglio tom¢ la palabra y dijo: “no podemos estar aqui discutiendo este
proyecto y afuera la gente convulsionada y desesperada’. Su propuesta
tue: “Hagamos algo juntos; pongamos todo lo que tenemos al servicio de

la gente”.
Dos afios mds tarde (2003) y como consecuencia de la visita
de Mateo Calisi, laico catdlico, lider mundial de las Comunida-
des de Pacto, comenz6 un proceso de acercamiento entre algunos
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pastores, laicos y sacerdotes catélicos que derivo en la formacién
de CRECES (Comunién Renovada de Evangélicos y Catdlicos
en el Espiritu Santo). El objetivo: anunciar juntos a Jesucristo. El
Cardenal Bergoglio apoyo esta iniciativa.

Era el mes de junio de 2006. Era invierno en Buenos Aires y
7500 cristianos, Catdlicos y Evangélicos nos reunfamos para dar
testimonio de nuestra unidad en Cristo.Ya nos habiamos reunido
en 2004 (1000 personas) y en 2005 (1200). Pero esta era la primera
reunién en el estadio cubierto mds grande de Buenos Aires. La
reunién duré todo el dia. Entre la gente estaba sentado el Car-
denal. No quiso sentarse en la plataforma ni en ningin lugar de
privilegio. A la tarde lo invitamos a saludar a la multitud y dar
un pequeno mensaje. Después de expresar su gozo por ver a la
multitud de Catélicos y Evangélicos en lo que llamé a diversidad
reconciliada” pidi6, como es su costumbre, que oraran por €l.

Los que estdbamos en la plataforma nos acercamos y el Carde-
nal se arrodillé. Oramos delante de la multitud poniendo nuestras
manos sobre él. Al dia siguiente, las tapas de los diarios tenfan la
foto del cardenal arrodillado y los pastores orando por él. Aquel
momento nos cambié a nosotros y lo cambié a él. Una revista ca-
télica publicé en su tapa la foto con un titulo en letras grandes
que decia: APOSTATA. No era una manera amable de tratar al
Cardenal.

Sin embargo, y a pesar de las presiones internas, la relacién
de los pastores con el Cardenal se hizo cada vez mds profunda y
fructifera. Fue asi que impulsé dos retiros de pastores y sacerdotes
en los que participé activamente. Apoyé la distribucién conjunta
de la Biblia, anim¢ tareas de evangelizacion y todo lo que tuviera
que ver con la unidad de los cristianos y la misién. Hace tres afios,
en ocasién del dia de Pentecostés fuimos invitados dos pastores
a la misa en la Catedral. Al terminar la misa habl6 a la multitud
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acerca de cémo en el pasado los catélicos habian perseguido y dis-
criminado a los evangélicos. Concluyé pidiéndonos publicamente
perdén.

Mensualmente nos juntibamos a orar, ya sea en su oficina o en
las nuestras. No s6lo ordbamos, también planificamos muchas acti-
vidades juntos. Cuando habldbamos de la unidad decia: “yo sé que
somos uno, dejemos que los teélogos vean cémo solucionan esto”.
Un dia, después de que salié publicado el libro con los documentos
de Aparecida (la reunién del Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano
en Brasil) nos reunimos con el Cardenal. El habia sido el presidente
de la comisién redactora. El mensaje central de los documentos es:
Salgamos a anunciar a Jesds. Le dijimos: Jorge, eso es muy bueno,
es lo que la iglesia necesita. El respondioé: si, es bueno. Pero dijo
“tenemos un problema”; muchos de los sacerdotes no conocen a
Jesus. El resultado fue que organizé un retiro con 150 sacerdotes
y nos invité a tres pastores para que prediciramos acerca de Jesus.

La ultima vez que estuvimos juntos en Buenos Aires fue el 15
de diciembre del 2012, dos meses antes de que fuera elegido Papa.
Nos reunimos para planificar una campafia conjunta entre el Con-
sejo de Pastores de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires y la iglesia Catélica.
El objetivo fue llenar la ciudad con el slogan “Navidad es Jesus”.
Asi lo hicimos. Este es mi testimonio de una relacién de trece afios
con quien es hoy el Papa Francisco, un varén de Dios de gran sa-
biduria y profunda espiritualidad.

Posibilidades y Desafios

Al momento de la llegada de Francisco al papado la iglesia catélica
estaba atravesando por uno de sus peores momentos: escindalos
por el abuso de menores, corrupcién y mafia en el Vaticano, crisis
de vocaciones ministeriales, pérdida masiva de fieles, entre otras
cosas. Francisco sabe perfectamente que ha aceptado ser Papa para
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producir cambios muy profundos. En el afio y medio de su go-
bierno ya ha dado algunas sefiales claras y ha tomado decisiones
importantes.

Nos corresponde a los hombres y mujeres de fe intentar dis-
cernir los tiempos, es decir, cémo se estd moviendo el Sefior de la
historia y qué nos estd diciendo. Observamos algunos signos:

a. Lo primero que llama nuestra atencién es el resurgimiento del
tervor religioso no solo en paises de raices cristianas sino en
pueblos como el Coreano, tal como vimos en su tltima visita
al pais asidtico. Millones de personas viven en un desierto
espiritual buscando a Dios.

b. El poder del testimonio personal. Lo que impacta de
Francisco no son sus discursos (aunque sus palabras son
potentes y cargadas de sentido), sino su vida. La gente habla
de lo que hace, no solo de lo que dice.

c. El poder del amor. Su gesto de respeto y buena voluntad
hacia la Presidenta argentina sirvié para romper un espiritu de
confrontacién que el actual gobierno instalé en nuestro pais.
Ocurrié lo mismo en su visita al pueblo Palestino y a Israel.

d. Elvalor de la pobreza. No de la pobreza como escases de
bienes que lleva a la miseria. Sino de la pobreza como actitud
de vida que sirve al préjimo, vive con lo necesario y pone
primero a los mds débiles.

e. Un nuevo estilo de liderazgo, cercano a la gente. El liderazgo
de la pluralidad, en vez del pensamiento unico. El liderazgo
que pone primero a los débiles y no a los poderosos. El
liderazgo de la integridad en lo publico y lo privado. Un
liderazgo que se manifiesta en actos de servicio y no de
privilegios.
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Como evangélicos hay muchas cosas que nos separan de la igle-
sia Catdlica, tanto en doctrina como en préctica, pero Dios nos
estd hablando en la eleccién de Francisco y su estilo de ministerio:

a. Dios nos llama a predicar a Jesucristo con mas fervor y pasion.
La gente estd desesperada buscando a Dios. Este es tiempo de
anuncio, proclamacién y misién.

b. Dios nos llama a vivir el evangelio. Nos hemos conformado
con un falso evangelio hedonista, superficial, emocional.
Hemos puestos nuestros ojos en estrategias de mercadeo
religioso que ha servido para engordar las iglesias pero no
para extender el Reino de Dios. Debemos rescatar el poder
transformador del evangelio y eso se logra ensefiando a
obedecer la Palabra de Dios.

c. Dios nos llama a vivir radicalmente su amor: amando y
aceptando al préjimo, sirviendo desinteresadamente y siendo
instrumentos de reconciliacion.

d. Dios nos llama a un estilo de vida que honre su evangelio.
Muchos de nuestros lideres se han transformados en
sacerdotes del dios Mamén de las riquezas. Ese es un
evangelio que muestra lo peor del ser humano; su egoismo,
ambicién y vanidad. Este es tiempo de volver a la sencillez del
evangelio.

¢Qué significa Francisco para la unidad de la iglesia

y su mision?

Somos conscientes que estamos viviendo un tiempo nuevo. Es-
tamos viviendo una nueva manera de entender la unidad de la
iglesia. No es una unidad institucional, sino la unidad de los que
siguen a Jesucristo, estén donde estén. No es una unidad espiritual,
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sino prictica, visible y concreta en la misién. No es una unidad que
ignora las diferencias, sino que pone en primer lugar el amor.

Esto es un cambio de paradigma en la busqueda de la unidad.
La unidad de los cristianos es mds importante que la unidad de
las instituciones eclesidsticas. Esto no significa restar importan-
cia a los asuntos eclesiolégicos, teolégicos o doctrinales. Pero esto
rompe con la pardlisis ecuménica que ve las diferencias y nos las
puede superar. El desatio es enorme. Debemos entender, en espe-
cial los catdlicos, que todo no puede depender de Francisco. Obis-
pos, sacerdotes y laicos deberdn asumir el “estilo” de Francisco y
sus ensefianzas. Francisco desafia a la iglesia a salir y predicar a
Jesucristo. Esta invitacién es un soplo del Espiritu que nos per-
mite a Catélicos y Evangélicos encontrarnos en la misién. En su
tltima exhortacién apostélica, “La Alegria del Evangelio” (Evan-
gelii Gaudium) Francisco dice:

En algunos hay un cuidado ostentoso de la liturgia, de la
doctrina y del prestigio de la Iglesia, pero sin preocuparles
que el Evangelio tenga una real insercién en el Pueblo fiel
de Dios y en las necesidades concretas de la historia. Asi, la
vida de la Iglesia se convierte en una pieza de museo o en

una posesién de pocos. (EG 95)

Dios nos llama a la unidad de aquellos que creemos en Jesu-
cristo e intentamos serle fiel, seamos catdlicos o evangélicos. No
es una unidad institucional sino en la santidad de Su Palabra, en
el poder de su Espiritu y en la misién. El Papa Francisco tiene
por delante la ardua tarea de limpiar la iglesia, volver a la santidad
y predicar a Jesucristo. Solo no podri, asi que tal cual él lo pide,
oremos por €L
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Costa Rica, from 1972 to 1977 and received a master’s degree in theol-
ogy. He received his doctorate twelve years later at the University of
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to Argentina, where he founded the Instituto Teoldgico FIET (In-
ternational Faculty of Theological Studies), which today is the largest
seminary in the Spanish-speaking world. He is the current president
of FIET. Twenty-seven years ago, he founded the Good News Church
(Iglesia Buenas Nuevas) in Buenos Aires, where he is the senior pastor.

His involvement with the Catholic Church began in Costa Rica, where
he worked with the Catholic Charismatic Movement. Ten years ago,

he, along with Catholics and evangelicals, founded Renewed Com-
munion of Evangelicals and Catholics in the Holy Spirit (CRECES).

Today CRECES is the strongest sign of unity all over Latin America.

His passion for ecumenism led him to join the Lausanne Movement for
ecumenical dialogue. Saracco contributed fo Un Hombre Conforme al
Corazon de Dios (2011).
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