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To the outside world, the 
most testing challenge for 

Pope Francis will be to clear up 
and atone for decades of child sex 
abuse by priests and the cover-up 
of their crimes by their superiors.
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In today’s circum-
stances, it is crucial  
to be authentic and 

close to ordinary people.  For 
China and the Catholic Church, 
moral leadership is an insepa-
rable part of all leadership. The 
world needs more of it. Society 
cannot be organised purely  
on the basis of law and the  
operation of the market. 

The world  
needs more  

moral leadership

On March 14, both China and the 
Catholic Church announced 
their new leaders to the world 

— Mr Xi Jinping in Beijing and Pope 
Francis in the Vatican. 

In a different period, their acces-
sions would have been described as 
coronations. But not in today’s cir-
cumstances. 

Each has responsibility for about 
a fifth of humanity. China and the 
Catholic Church are similar in many 
ways. Both are ancient. Both are run 
by Mandarins. 

In the case of the Catholic Church, 
according to historian Arnold Toyn-
bee, it was the clergy which inherited 
the legacy of the Roman Equestrian 
Order. 

Both China and the Church make 
moral claims to leadership. Each sees 
in the other a natural competitor. 

Neither Mr Xi nor Pope Francis 
was elected by the entire citizenry or 
congregation. In both China and the 
Catholic Church, the idea of direct 
election to the top leadership would 
have been thought absurd. 

However, for both polities, there 
is deep commitment to democratic 
centralism (a Leninist term which 
Catholics might object to in name, but 
should not in substance). 

In China, despite centralised bu-
reaucratic governance, there is much 
regional and local diversity. Post-Mao 
China has seen considerable democ-
ratisation. With urbanisation and the 
social media, this process of democra-
tisation will evolve further. 

But many aspects of China’s gov-
ernance will have to remain central-
ised if the country is not to break up. 
The ideal of a united Chinese state is 
in the DNA. Within this unified frame-
work, however, Chinese society is of-
ten fractious. 

Similarly, the Catholic Church is 
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both highly centralised and decentral-
ised. In matters of doctrine and Can-
on Law (derived from Roman Law), 
the Vatican holds very firm. Dogmas 
like Apostolic succession are not up 
for debate. Otherwise, the Church is 
largely devolved with a high degree of  
local initiative. 

A Jesuit father who pioneered Unit-
ed States-style community colleges in 
India told me that the country’s trans-
gender community approached him to 
set up a college for them — so that they 
would not be trapped in prostitution. 
There are many such heart warming 
examples. 

SETTING A NEW TONE

With the social media revolution, the 
hierarchical structure of leadership 
in China and the Catholic Church is 
under attack. 

Leaders once protected by ritual 
and distance and sometimes also by 
hypocrisy and ignorance are now seen 
as quite human after all. 

Corruption and sexual misbehav-
iour have been widely reported, not 
necessarily because they have become 
more common — but because they are 
harder to hide or cover up. 

Both President Xi and Pope Francis 
recognise the seriousness of the chal-
lenge. After assuming their respective 
posts, they have taken actions to set a 
new tone and in highly symbolic ways. 

By coming down hard on public ex-
travagance, President Xi sent a strong 
signal to all China. 

By coming down hard on public extravagance, President Xi sent a strong signal to all China. PHOTO: REUTERS


