Interview in the Chrismas day Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger, with Leonardo Boff 
The Brazilian Leonardo Boff, born in 1938, is the son of Italian immigrants. In 1959 he joined the Franciscan order and studied in Germany for five years.

In the 1980s, Boff became the main representative of liberation theology, and because of his criticism of the official Church, he came into in conflict with the Vatican and with Joseph Ratzinger, and its guardian of the faith. After having been twice subjected to a publication ban, Boff left the order in 1992 and left the priesthood.

Mr. Boff, do you like Christmas songs?

What do you think? (sings): "Silent night, holy night ..." This is sung in every family that celebrates Christmas. With us in Brazil, this is just as much a tradition as in Germany.

Do you not see this kind of Christmas as kitsch and commercialised?

This is different from country to country. Of course, Christmas has become a big business. But in all this, joy is still alive, togetherness with the family and, in many cases too, a moment of faith. And as I experienced Christmas in Germany, it is a celebration of the heart, very atmospheric, wonderful.

How does Faith, which speaks at Christmas of a "God of peace", answer the absence of peace which we experience everywhere?

Faith is essentially a promise. Ernst Bloch says: "Real genesis is not at the beginning, but at the end, and it only starts to begin when society and existence become radical." The joy of Christmas lies in this promise: the earth and its people are not condemned, everying always goes forward as we experience it - with all the wars, violence, fundamentalism. Faith promioses us that in the end everything will be well; that despite all the mistakes, mishaps and setbacks, we are moving towards a good end. The real meaning of Christmas is not that "God has become man", but that he has come to tell us, "You men belong to me, and when you die, you will come home".

So Christmas means: God is coming to fetch us?

Yes. Incarnation means that something of us is already divine, immortal. The divine lies within ourselves. In Jesus it has been shown most clearly. But it is in all people. In an evolutive sense, Jesus does not come to the world from outside, but grows out of it. Jesus is the manifestation of the divine in evolution - but not the only one. The divine also appears in the Buddha, in Mahatma Gandhi, and other great beliefs.

This does not sound very Catholic.

Do not say that. The entire Franciscan theology of the Middle Ages conceived of Christ as part of creation, not only as the Saviour from guilt and sin who comes into the world from above. Indeed, incarnation is also salvation. But first and foremost it is a glorification, a deification of creation. And something else is important at Christmas: God appears in the form of a child. Not as an old man with white hair and long white beard ...

Just like you ...

No, if anything, I look more like Karl Marx. What I am concerned with is the following: if, at the end of our lives, we have to face the divine judge, then we will be faced with a child. But a child does not condemn anyone. A child wants to play and be with others. This side of faith must be re-emphasized.


Latin-american liberation theology, among whose most prominent representatives you belong, has come to new honour with Pope Francis. Has it not been a rehabilitation also for you personally after the decades of fighting with Pope John-Paul II and his chief disciple, Joseph Ratzinger, later Pope Benedict XVI?

Francis is one of us. He has made liberation theology the common property of the Church. And he has extended it. Those who speak of the poor today must also speak of the earth, because it too is plundered and desecrated. "To hear the cry of the poor" means to hear the cry of the animals, the forests, the whole tormented creation. The whole earth cries. So, says the Pope, quoting the title of one of my books, we must at the same time hear the cry both of the poor and of the earth. And both must be liberated. In recent times, I myself have been very concerned with this extension of the theology of liberation. And this is also what is fundamentally new in Laudato si ...

... the "eco-encyclical" of the Pope from 2015. How much Leonardo Boff is in Jorge Mario Bergoglio?

The Encyclical belongs to the Pope. But he consulted many experts.

Has he read your books?

More than that: he asked me for for material for Laudato si. I gave him my advice and sent some of what I have written. And he used it. Some people have told me that when they read it, they thought, "that's Boff!" By the way, Pope Francis said to me, "Boff, please do not send the papers directly to me".

Why not?

He said: "If you do, the under-secretaries (ie Vatican administration staff) will intercept them, and I will not get them. Send them to the Argentinian ambassador - I have a good relationship with him - then they're sure to get through to me". The Vatican ambassador is an old acquaintance of the Pope from Buenos Aires. They often drank mate together. One day before the encyclical was published, the Pope called me to give me his thanks for my help.

But a personal meeting with the Pope is still pending?

I received an invitation and had already landed in Rome. But on that very day, just before the beginning of 2015 Synod on the Family, 13 cardinals - among them the German Cardinal Gerhard Müller, Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith - rehearsed their rebellion against the Pope with a letter addressed to him, which then - a miracle! - got into the newspapers. The Pope was angry and said to me, "Boff, I have no time. I have to make peace before the Synod. See you another time."
But even then it has not really gone right, has it?


The Pope feels the sharpness of the headwind from his own ranks, especially from the USA. This Cardinal Burke, Leo Burke - who together with your Cologne Cardinal Meisner has now written a letter - is the Donald Trump of the Catholic Church. (laughs) But unlike Trump, Burke is now neutralised in the Curia, thank God. These people actually believe they should correct the Pope. As if they were above the Pope. Such a thing is unusual, if not unprecedented in the history of the Church. You can criticise the Pope, argue with him even. I have done that often enough. But that cardinals publicly accuse the Pope of spreading theological errors or even heresies, that, I think, is too much. It is an affront, which the Pope cannot tolerate. The Pope cannot be condemned, for he is the teacher of the Church.

With all your enthusiasm for the Pope, what about the Church reforms that many Catholics had hoped for from Francis, but where not much has happened?


You know, as far as I understand it, the centre of his interest is no longer the Church, certainly not the inner workings of the Church, but rather the survival of mankind, the future of the earth. Both are in danger, and one must ask whether Christianity can contribute to overcoming this great crisis that threatens humanity.

Francis takes care of the environment, and now his Church is up against the wall?


I believe there is a hierarchy of problems for him. If the earth perishes, that settles all other problems. But as for internal Church questions, wait a while! It was only recently that Cardinal Walter Kasper, a close confidant of the Pope, said that there would soon be great surprises.

What do you expect?

Who knows? Perhaps the diaconate for women. Or the possibility that married priests can be brought back again into pastoral care. This is an explicit request from the Brazilian bishops to the Pope, especially from his friend, the emeritus Brazilian Cardinal Claudio Hummes. I heard that the Pope wants to accept this request - initially for an experimental phase in Brazil. This country, with its 140 million Catholics, should have at least 100,000 priests. But there are only 18,000. Institutionally, this is a disaster. It is no wonder that the faithful flock to the Evangelicals and Pentecostals who fill the vacuum. If the many thousands of married priests were to exercise their office again, this would be a first step towards the improvement of the situation - and at the same time it would be an impulse for the Catholic Church to loosen the fetter of the obligatory celibacy.

If the Pope were to decide to move in this direction, would you, as a former Franciscan friar, take on priestly duties again?


Personally, I do not need such a decision. It would not change anything for me, because I am still doing what I have always done: I baptize, I bury, and when I go to a church without a priest, I celebrate the Mass together with the people.

A very "German" question: Are you allowed to do that?


So far, no bishop I know has ever criticized me or forbidden me to do it. Indeed bishops are pleased and say to me, "the people have a right to the Eucharist. So just keep quiet!". My theological teacher, for example, Cardinal Paulo Evaristo Arns - who had died a few days ago - was very open. When he saw married priests sitting in the pews during Mass, he went so far as to bring them up to the altar, and he concelebrated the Eucharist together with them. He often did that, saying, "you are still priests - and you will remain so!"
