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A horde of newly minted Vatican experts descended on Twitter last week to analyze
Pope Francis ’ meeting with President Trump. The pontiff frowned in some photos,
these geniuses noticed, proving the Holy Father had joined #TheResistance. Such
studying of papal body language is a waste of time for anyone who actually wants to
understand U.S.-Vatican relations.

Look instead to Callista Gingrich, nominated last month to be Washington’s ambassador
to the Holy See. Like the president who chose her, Mrs. Gingrich has been attacked as
unqualified and morally deficient. The best response? Taking an ambitious approach to
what’s often written off as a ceremonial position.

I spoke with several former ambassadors to the Vatican this week, and they have ideas
for how Mrs. Gingrich can make the most of her time in Rome.

• Cast a wide net. She still needs Senate confirmation, but Mrs. Gingrich already has
reached out to former GOP ambassadors. Yet President Obama’s appointees to the post,
Miguel H. Díaz and Ken Hackett, say they haven’t heard from her. They have deep
institutional knowledge, and they tell me they’d be happy to chat.

Mrs. Gingrich would also do well to meet with leading American prelates, such as
Cardinals Donald Wuerl, Seán O’Malley and Blase Cupich. Most have spent extensive
time in Rome and can provide perspective on the Vatican’s opaque politics.

• Work to earn the respect of career diplomats. “You’re parachuted in as the boss,”
explains Mr. Díaz. “It’s kind of awkward.” Not everyone at the embassy will welcome
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Convince Trump the Holy See can be a serious partner in U.S. foreign policy.
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Mrs. Gingrich’s appointment, but demonstrating a desire to learn will help win over
skeptical staffers. Humility builds more trust than mastering briefing materials.

This is not to diminish the importance of hitting the books. Mrs. Gingrich is already
studying, and her education will never end. “I’m a cradle Catholic,” says Jim Nicholson,
the ambassador from 2001-05, “but I found out how much I didn’t know about my
church’s history.” The West’s oldest living institution features endless bureaucratic
quirks: The Vatican’s secretary of state, for example, is really a prime minister working
under an absolute monarch.

• Focus on convergent issues. The U.S. is a secular superpower, and the Vatican is a
spiritual one. If Mr. Trump delivered a lecture on morality, people would tune out only
slightly faster than it would take the U.S. military to occupy Vatican City. But combining
these strengths—the Vatican’s moral gravitas with America’s geopolitical might—can
deliver results on issues like hunger, human rights, religious freedom, human
trafficking, peace and security.

The Holy See’s support, or its presence as a neutral arbiter, could make the difference
between a foreign-policy win or loss. For instance, Mr. Nicholson focused on HIV/AIDS
relief, “using American resources, antiretroviral regimes, being administered through
Holy See agencies, particularly in Africa.”

Pope Francis intentionally timed the publication of his 2015 ecology encyclical to
influence the Paris climate conference. And what about Mr. Trump’s decision to pull out
of the accord? “That’s really going to cause a lot of heartburn,” says Mr. Hackett. But
taking the time to explain America’s intentions and values, while hearing out the
Vatican’s diplomats, can reduce tensions on tough issues.

• Convince Mr. Trump this relationship matters. Francis Rooney, the Vatican envoy from
2005-08 and now a congressman from Florida, says “you really need a strong
relationship with the White House if you’re going to drive a lot of messages with the
Holy See, because the mission takes on the character of the level of interest of the
president.”

Mrs. Gingrich should explain to the president the extent of the Vatican’s reach. The Holy
See has full diplomatic relations with more than 180 countries, an incredible potential
resource for the U.S. “They have a very, very sophisticated diplomatic corps,” says Mr.
Nicholson. “In the main they have no ulterior motives. They’re straightforward, honest
people you can rely on.” Mr. Rooney adds that the Vatican’s diplomats “know as much
about the world as our 7,000 people in Foggy Bottom.”

But tapping this resource isn’t a matter of deal making. “The Vatican doesn’t operate on
a transactional basis. It’s all about relationships,” says Mr. Hackett. “She’s going to have
to develop those relationships, and that takes a long time.” Take advantage of the entire
State Department, suggests Mr. Díaz. “Bring another ambassador from Washington that
deals with a specific region in the world,” he says. “Make sure they engage top-level
Vatican officials interested in those issues.”

• Enjoy Rome. A final note, from this former resident of the Eternal City: The best gelato
isn’t in window displays. You’ll find the good stuff in shops with lidded metal containers.
There’s a nice spot on Borgo Pio named Hedera, only a few steps from St. Peter’s Square.

Mr. O’Neal is an assistant editorial features editor at the Journal.

Appeared in the June 2, 2017, print edition.
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