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By Pat Mccloskey, O.F.M. 

Many of us everyday Catholics have only a hazy grasp of the term 
"Roman Curia," or, more commonly, "the Vatican." Though we 
may be less interested in the Roman Curia than in the pope himself, 
we know that the Holy Father must have a staff. That's basically 
what the Curia is: the pope's staff. He must have people who plan 
his trips, coordinate visits by heads of state, prepare documents on 
major issues, answer letters and so forth. 

Many people, however, regard the Roman Curia as a mysterious 
institution, cloaked in secrecy and peopled by Italian monsignors. 
Some view the Curia as a kind of international police station 
monitoring abuses in the contemporary Church. To others it 
appears as a monolith of backwardness, a rearguard fight against 
changes in the Church. Hollywood has further distorted the image 
of the Curia. Its employees on the screen or on lV look I ike the cast 
from an ecclesiastical fashion show as they go about tackling the 
weightiest problems facing humankind. 

What is the Curia? 

Simply put, the Curia is the offices and people the pope uses to 
� administer the Church. Just as the president has a Cabinet which

deals with major concerns in the nation (defense, social welfare,
agriculture, for example), so too the pope has a Curia which
handles his relations with important aspects of the Church (laity,
bishops, clergy, education, liturgy, social justice, and so on).

When Pope John Paul II reorganized the Roman Curia in 1988, he 
described the Curia as "the indispensable instrument of our apos
tolic ministry." He also told the cardinals of his desire to bring the 
Curia into greater "harmony with the ecclesiological visions of the 
Second Vatican Council." In the apostolic constitution "Pastor 
Bonus," the document detailing the 1988 reforms of the Curia, he 
said that the Curia exists to give a faithful interpretation of the 
pope's intentions for the good of the Church and the service of the 
bishops. He added that it is unthinkable that the Curia, intended as 
an instrument of his pastoral ministry, should form an obstacle 
between the pope and the other bishops; its ministry is one of 
communion and concern for all the churches. To emphasize this 
assistance to the pope's ministry, the heads of the 24 offices listed 
on the next page meet with the pope several times a year to review 
their work and discuss major policy questions. 

A useful distinction 

This papal bureaucracy is popularly called "the Vatican." If one 
wants to be very technical, however, the term Vatican should be 
used only when referring to the 108.7-acre Vatican City State 
which was created by the 1939 Lateran Treaty between Mussolini 
and Pius XI. Vatican City State has its own administration; its 
several thousand employees care for the grounds and buildings of 
Vatican City and staff the museums, bookstore, information center, 
post office, supermarket and pharmacy. 

What we in popular terms call "the Vatican" is really only partially 
located within the Vatican City State and is properly called "the 










