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Good evening to you al l !

I  am happy to meet you and glad that we are al l  gathered in Saint  Peter ’s Square to pray,
to be uni ted and to await  the gi f t  of  the Spir i t .  I  had already looked at  your quest ions and
I have thought about them — so my words to you tonight are of fered with pr ior  knowledge!
We must always begin wi th the t ruth!  I  have them in f ront  of  me, wr i t ten down.

Here is the f i rst  quest ion,  “How have you been able in your l i fe to at ta in the certainty
of  fa i th;  and what route do you suggest we take to enable each one of  us to overcome
the fragi l i ty  of  our fa i th?” This is a histor ical  quest ion,  because i t  concerns my personal
history,  my l i fe-story!

I  had the great blessing of  growing up in a fami ly in which fa i th was l ived in a s imple,
pract ical  way. However i t  was my paternal  grandmother in part icular who inf luenced my
journey of  fa i th.  She was a woman who explained to us,  who talked to us about Jesus,
who taught us the Catechism. I  a lways remember that  on the evening of  Good Fr iday she
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would take us to the candle- l ight  procession, and at  the end of  th is procession “ the dead
Christ”  would arr ive and our grandmother would make us — the chi ldren — kneel  down
and she would say to us:  “Look, he is dead, but tomorrow he wi l l  r ise”.  This was how I
received my f i rst  Chr ist ian proclamat ion, f rom this very woman, f rom my grandmother!  This
is real ly beaut i fu l !  The f i rst  proclamat ion at  home, in the fami ly!  And this makes me think
of the love of  so many mothers and grandmothers in the t ransmission of  fa i th.  They are the
ones who pass on the fai th.  This used to happen in the ear ly Church too, for  Saint  Paul
said to Timothy:  “ I  am reminded of  the fa i th of  your mother and of  your grandmother”  (cf .
2 Tim 1:5).  Al l  the mothers and al l  the grandmothers who are here should th ink about th is:
passing on the fai th!  Because God sets beside us people who help us on our journey of
fa i th.  We do not f ind our fa i th in the abstract ,  no!  I t  is  a lways a person preaching who tel ls
us who Jesus is,  who communicates fa i th to us and gives us the f i rst  proclamat ion. And
this is how I  received my f i rst  exper ience of  fa i th.

One day in part icular,  though, was very important to me: 21 September 1953. I  was almost
17. I t  was “Students’  Day”,  for  us the f i rst  day of  spr ing — for you the f i rst  day of  autumn.
Before going to the celebrat ion I  passed through the par ish I  normal ly at tended, I  found
a pr iest  that  I  d id not know and I  fe l t  the need to go to confession. For me this was an
exper ience of  encounter:  I  found that someone was wait ing for  me. Yet I  do not know what
happened, I  can’ t  remember,  I  do not know why that part icular pr iest  was there whom I  d id
not know, or why I  fe l t  th is desire to confess,  but the t ruth is that  someone was wait ing for
me. He had been wait ing for  me for some t ime. After making my confession I  fe l t  something
had changed. I  was not the same. I  had heard something l ike a voice,  or  a cal l .  I  was
convinced that I  should become a pr iest .

This exper ience of  fa i th is important.  We say we must seek God, go to him and ask
forgiveness, but when we go, he is wai t ing for  us,  he is there f i rst !  In Spanish we have a
word that explains th is wel l :  pr imerear — the Lord always gets there before us,  he gets
there f i rst ,  he is wai t ing for  us!  To f ind someone wait ing for  you is t ru ly a great grace.
You go to him as a s inner,  but  he is wai t ing to forgive you. This is the exper ience that
the Prophets of  Israel  descr ibe,  comparing the Lord to almond blossom, the f i rst  f lower of
spr ing (cf .  Jer 1:11-12).  Before any other f lowers appear,  he is there,  wai t ing.  The Lord
is wai t ing for  us.  Moreover,  when we seek him, we discover that  he is wai t ing to welcome
us, to of fer  us his love. And this f i l ls  your heart  wi th such wonder that  you can hardly
bel ieve i t ,  and this is how your fa i th grows — through encounter wi th a Person, through
encounter wi th the Lord.  Some people wi l l  say,  “No, I  prefer to read about fa i th in books!”  I t
is  important to read about fa i th,  but  look,  on i ts own this is not enough! What is important is
our encounter wi th Jesus, our encounter wi th him, and this is what gives you fai th because
he is the one who gives i t  to you!

You were also ta lk ing about the f ragi l i ty  of  fa i th,  about how to overcome i t .  The worst
enemy of  a f ragi le fa i th — cur ious,  isn’ t  i t? — is fear.  Do not be afraid!  We are f ra i l  and we
know i t ,  but  he is stronger!  I f  you walk wi th him there is no problem! A chi ld is very f ra i l  —
I have seen many chi ldren today — but i f  they’re wi th their  father,  wi th their  mother,  they
are safe.  With the Lord we are safe.  Fai th grows with the Lord,  f rom the very hand of  the
Lord;  th is helps us grow and makes us strong. However i f  we think we can manage on our
own.. . .  Just  th ink what happened to Peter:  “Lord I  wi l l  never fa l l  away!”  (cf .  Mt 26:33-35);
and then the cock crowed, and Peter had denied the Lord three t imes! (cf .  vv.  69-75).

Think about i t :  when we are too sel f -conf ident,  we are more fragi le — much more fragi le.
Always with the Lord,  wi th the Lord!  And when we say “wi th the Lord”,  we mean with the
Euchar ist ,  wi th the Bible,  wi th prayer. . .  but  a lso wi th the fami ly,  wi th our mother,  a lso wi th
her,  because she is the one who br ings us to the Lord;  she is the mother,  she is the one who
knows everything. So pray to Our Lady too and ask her,  as a mother,  to “make me strong”.
This is what I  th ink about f ragi l i ty ,  at  least  i t  has been my exper ience. One thing that makes
me strong every day is praying the Rosary to Our Lady. I  feel  such great strength because
I go to her and I  feel  strong.

Let us move on to the second quest ion.
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“ I  th ink that  a l l  of  us here are keenly aware of  the chal lenge of  evangel izat ion that is at  the
heart  of  our exper ience. This,  Holy Father,  is  why I  want to ask you to help me and help al l
of  us to understand how to l ive th is chal lenge at  the present t ime. What do you consider the
most important target on which al l  of  us movements,  associat ions and communit ies must
set our s ights i f  we are to be able to carry out the task to which we are cal led? How can
we communicate fa i th ef fect ively today?”

I  shal l  answer wi th just  three words. The f i rst :  Jesus .  What is the most important th ing?
Jesus. I f  we forge ahead with our own arrangements,  wi th other th ings, wi th beaut i fu l
th ings but wi thout Jesus we make no headway, i t  does not work.  Jesus is more important.
I  would l ike now to make a smal l  complaint ,  but  in a brother ly way, just  between ourselves.
Al l  of  you in the square shouted “Francis,  Francis,  Pope Francis” ;  but  where was Jesus? I
should have preferred to hear you cry:  “Jesus, Jesus is Lord,  and he is in our midst ! ”  From
now on enough of  “Francis” ,  just  “Jesus”!

The second word is:  prayer .  Looking at  the face of  God, but above al l  — and this has to do
with what I  said ear l ier  — real iz ing that he is also looking at  us.  The Lord looks at  us.  He
looks at  us f i rst .  My exper ience is what I  feel  in f ront  of  the tabernacle,  when I  go in the
evening to pray before the Lord.  Sometimes I  nod of f  for  a whi le;  th is is t rue,  for  the strain
of the day more or less makes you fal l  asleep, but he understands. I  feel  great comfort
when I  th ink of  the Lord looking at  me. We think we have to pray and talk,  ta lk,  ta lk. . . .  No!
Let the Lord look at  you. When he looks at  us,  he gives us strength and helps us to bear
witness to him — for the quest ion was about wi tnessing to fa i th,  wasn’ t  i t?

First  “Jesus ” ,  then “prayer ”  — let  us th ink of  God holding us by the hand. Then I  would l ike
to draw at tent ion to th is element:  let t ing ourselves be led by him. This is more important
than any calculat ion.  We are t rue evangel izers when we let  h im guide us.  Think of  Peter;
perhaps he was having a snooze when he had a v is ion,  the v is ion of  the sheet wi th al l
the animals,  and he heard Jesus tel l ing him something that he did not understand. At that
moment some non-Jews came to cal l  h im to go to a certain house and he saw that the Holy
Spir i t  was there.

Peter let  Jesus guide him to that  f i rst  evangel izat ion of  the Gent i les,  who were not Jews,
something inconceivable at  the t ime (cf .  Acts 10:9-33).  So i t  has been, throughout history,
throughout history!  Let t ing ourselves be led by Jesus. He is our leader,  our leader is Jesus.

And the thi rd word:  witness .  Jesus, prayer – prayer,  let t ing ourselves be led by him – and
then witness. But I  would l ike to add something. Lett ing onesel f  be led by Jesus leads to
the surpr ises of  Jesus. We might th ink we should work out programmes of  evangel izat ion
careful ly,  th inking of  strategies and making plans, but these are only tools,  smal l  tools.
What matters is Jesus and let t ing ourselves be led by him. We can then plot  our strategies
but th is is secondary.

Final ly,  wi tness: fa i th can only be communicated through witness, and that means love.
Not wi th our own ideas but wi th the Gospel ,  l ived out in our own l ives and brought to l i fe
within us by the Holy Spir i t .  There is,  as i t  were,  a synergy between us and the Holy Spir i t ,
and this leads to wi tness. The Church is carr ied forward by the Saints,  who are the very
ones who bear th is wi tness. As both John Paul  i i  and Benedict  xvi  have said,  today’s wor ld
stands in great need of  wi tnesses, not so much of  teachers but rather of  wi tnesses. I t ’s  not
so much about speaking, but rather speaking with our whole l ives:  l iv ing consistent ly,  the
very consistency of  our l ives!  This consistency means l iv ing Chr ist iani ty as an encounter
with Jesus that br ings me to others,  not  just  as a social  label .  In terms of  society,  th is is
how we are,  we are Chr ist ians c losed in on ourselves.  No, not th is!  Witness is what counts!

The third quest ion:  “Holy Father,  I  would l ike to ask you how I ,  how we can l ive as a
poor Church and for the poor.  How does a suf fer ing person pose a quest ion for  our fa i th?
What pract ical ,  ef fect ive contr ibut ion can al l  of  us,  as members of  lay movements and
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associat ions,  make to the Church and to society in order to address th is grave cr is is that
is af fect ing publ ic ethics” — this is important!  — “the model of  development,  pol i t ics,  that
is to say,  a new way of  being men and women?”

I  shal l  return to the idea of  “wi tness”.  First  of  a l l  l iv ing out the Gospel  is  the main
contr ibut ion we can make. The Church is nei ther a pol i t ical  movement nor a wel l -organized
structure.  That is not what she is.  We are not an NGO, and when the Church becomes an
NGO she loses her sal t ,  she has no savour,  she is only an empty organizat ion.

We need cunning here,  because the devi l  deceives us and we r isk fa l l ing into the t rap of
hyper-ef f ic iency.  Preaching Jesus is one thing; at ta in ing goals,  being ef f ic ient  is  another.
No, ef f ic iency is a di f ferent value. Basical ly the value of  the Church is l iv ing by the Gospel
and witnessing to our fa i th.  The Church is the sal t  of  the earth,  she is the l ight  of  the wor ld.
She is cal led to make present in society the leaven of  the Kingdom of God and she does this
pr imari ly wi th her wi tness, the wi tness of  brother ly love, of  sol idar i ty and of  shar ing wi th
others.  When you hear people saying that sol idar i ty is not a value but a “pr imary at t i tude”
to be got r id of . . .  th is wi l l  not  do! They are th inking of  an ef f ic iency that is purely wor ld ly.

Times of  cr is is,  l ike the one we are l iv ing through — you said ear l ier  that  “we l ive in a wor ld
of l ies” — this t ime of  cr is is,  beware, is not merely an economic cr is is.  I t  is  not  a cr is is
of  cul ture.  I t  is  a human cr is is:  i t  is  the human person that is in cr is is!  Man himsel f  is  in
danger of  being destroyed! But man is the image of  God! This is why i t  is  a profound cr is is!

At th is t ime of  cr is is we cannot be concerned solely wi th ourselves,  wi thdrawing into
lonel iness,  d iscouragement and a sense of  powerlessness in the face of  problems. Please
do not wi thdraw into yourselves!  This is a danger:  we shut ourselves up in the par ish,  wi th
our f r iends, wi th in the movement,  wi th the l ike-minded.. .  but  do you know what happens?
When the Church becomes closed, she becomes an ai l ing Church, she fal ls i l l !  That is
a danger.  Nevertheless we lock ourselves up in our par ish,  among our f r iends, in our
movement,  wi th people who think as we do.. .  but  do you know what happens? When the
Church is c losed, she fal ls s ick,  she fal ls s ick.  Think of  a room that has been closed for a
year.  When you go into i t  there is a smel l  of  damp, many things are wrong with i t .  A Church
closed in on hersel f  is  the same, a s ick Church.

The Church must step outside hersel f .  To go where? To the outskir ts of  existence,
whatever they may be, but she must step out.  Jesus tel ls us:  “Go into al l  the wor ld!  Go!
Preach! Bear wi tness to the Gospel ! ”  (cf .  Mk 16:15).  But what happens i f  we step outside
ourselves? The same as can happen to anyone who comes out of  the house and onto the
street:  an accident.  But I  te l l  you, I  far  prefer a Church that has had a few accidents to a
Church that has fal len s ick f rom being closed.

Go out,  go out!  Think of  what the Book of  Revelat ion says as wel l .  I t  says something
beaut i fu l :  that  Jesus stands at  the door and knocks, knocks to be let  into our heart  (cf .
Rev 3:20).  This is the meaning of  the Book of  Revelat ion.  But ask yourselves th is quest ion:
how often is Jesus inside and knocking at  the door to be let  out ,  to come out? And we do
not let  h im out because of  our own need for secur i ty,  because so of ten we are locked into
ephemeral  structures that serve solely to make us s laves and not f ree chi ldren of  God.

In th is “stepping out”  i t  is  important to be ready for encounter.  For me this word is very
important.  Encounter wi th others.  Why? Because fai th is an encounter wi th Jesus, and we
must do what Jesus does: encounter others.  We l ive in a cul ture of  conf l ic t ,  a cul ture of
f ragmentat ion,  a cul ture in which I  throw away what is of  no use to me, a cul ture of  waste.

Yet on this point ,  I  ask you to th ink — and i t  is  part  of  the cr is is — of the elder ly,  who
are the wisdom of a people,  th ink of  the chi ldren.. .  the cul ture of  waste!  However,  we must
go out to meet them, and with our fa i th we must create a “cul ture of  encounter” ,  a cul ture
of f r iendship,  a cul ture in which we f ind brothers and sisters,  in which we can also speak
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wi th those who think di f ferent ly,  as wel l  as those who hold other bel iefs,  who do not have
the same fai th.

They al l  have something in common with us:  they are images of  God, they are chi ldren of
God. Going out to meet everyone, wi thout losing sight of  our own posi t ion.  There is another
important point :  encounter ing the poor.  I f  we step outside ourselves we f ind poverty.  Today
— i t  s ickens the heart  to say so — the discovery of  a t ramp who has died of  the cold is not
news. Today what counts as news is,  maybe, a scandal .  A scandal :  ah,  that  is  news! Today,
the thought that  a great many chi ldren do not have food to eat is not news. This is ser ious,
th is is ser ious!  We cannot put up with th is!  Yet that  is  how things are.  We cannot become
starched Christ ians,  those over-educated Christ ians who speak of  theological  matters as
they calmly s ip their  tea.  No! We must become courageous Christ ians and go in search of
the people who are the very f lesh of  Chr ist ,  those who are the f lesh of  Chr ist !

When I  go to hear confessions – I  st i l l  can’ t ,  because to go out to hear confessions.. .  f rom
here i t ’s  impossible to go out,  but  that ’s another problem — when I  used to go to hear
confessions in my previous diocese, people would come to me and I  would always ask
them: “Do you give alms?” — “Yes, Father!”  “Very good.”  And I  would ask them two further
quest ions:  “Tel l  me, when you give alms, do you look the person in the eye?” “Oh I  don’ t
know, I  haven’ t  real ly thought about i t ” .  The second quest ion:  “And when you give alms,
do you touch the hand of  the person you are giv ing them to or do you toss the coin at
him or her?” This is the problem: the f lesh of  Chr ist ,  touching the f lesh of  Chr ist ,  taking
upon ourselves th is suf fer ing for  the poor.  Poverty for  us Chr ist ians is not a sociological ,
phi losophical  or  cul tural  category,  no.  I t  is  theological .  I  might say th is is the f i rst  category,
because our God, the Son of  God, abased himsel f ,  he made himsel f  poor to walk along the
road with us.

This is our poverty:  the poverty of  the f lesh of  Chr ist ,  the poverty that  brought the Son of
God to us through his Incarnat ion.  A poor Church for the poor begins by reaching out to the
f lesh of  Chr ist .  I f  we reach out to the f lesh of  Chr ist ,  we begin to understand something,
to understand what th is poverty,  the Lord’s poverty,  actual ly is;  and this is far  f rom easy.

However there is one problem that can af f l ic t  Chr ist ians:  the spir i t  of  the wor ld,  the wor ld ly
spir i t ,  spir i tual  wor ld l iness.  This leads to sel f -suf f ic iency,  to l iv ing by the spir i t  of  the wor ld
rather than by the spir i t  of  Jesus. You asked the quest ion:  how should we l ive in order to
address th is cr is is that  af fects publ ic ethics,  the model of  development and pol i t ics? Since
this is a cr is is of  man, a cr is is that  destroys man, i t  is  a cr is is that  str ips man of  ethics.  In
publ ic l i fe,  in pol i t ics,  i f  there is no ethics,  an ethics of  reference, everything is possible
and everything can be done. We see, moreover,  whenever we read the newspapers,  that
the lack of  ethics in publ ic l i fe does great harm to the whole of  humanity.

I  would l ike to te l l  you a story.  I  have already told i t  twice th is week, but I  wi l l  te l l  i t  a th i rd
t ime to you. I t  is  taken from a bibl ical  midrash by a 12th-century rabbi .  He tel ls the ta le of
the bui ld ing of  the Tower of  Babel  and he says that,  in order to bui ld the Tower of  Babel ,
br icks had to be made. What does this mean? Going out and mixing the mud, fetching
straw, doing everything.. .  then the ki ln.  And when the br ick was made i t  had to be hoisted,
for the construct ion of  the Tower of  Babel .  Every br ick was a t reasure because of  a l l  the
work required to make i t .  Whenever a br ick fe l l ,  i t  was a nat ional  t ragedy and the gui l ty
workman was punished; a br ick was so precious that i f  i t  fe l l  there was a great drama. Yet
i f  a workman fel l ,  nothing happened, that  was something else.  This happens today: i f  the
investments in the banks fal l  s l ight ly. . .  a t ragedy.. .  what can be done? But i f  people die of
hunger,  i f  they have nothing to eat,  i f  they have poor heal th,  i t  does not matter!  This is our
cr is is today! And the witness of  a poor Church for the poor goes against  th is mental i ty.

The fourth quest ion:  “ in the face of  such si tuat ions,  I  th ink my confession of  fa i th,  my
witness, is t imid and awkward. I  would l ike to do more, but what? And how can I  help these
brethren of  ours,  how can I  a l leviate their  suf fer ing s ince I  can do nothing or only very l i t t le
to change their  pol i t ical  and social  context?”.
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To proclaim the Gospel  two vir tues are essent ia l :  courage and pat ience [acceptance of
suf fer ing] .  They [Chr ist ians who are suf fer ing]  are in the Church of  “pat ience”.  They suffer
and there are more martyrs today than there were in the ear ly centur ies of  the Church.
More martyrs!  Our own brothers and sisters.  They are suf fer ing!  They carry their  fa i th even
to martyrdom. However martyrdom is never a defeat;  martyrdom is the highest degree of
the wi tness we must give.  We are on the way to martyrdom, as smal l  martyrs:  g iv ing up
this,  doing that. . .  but  we are on the way. And they, poor th ings, they give their  l ives,  but
they do so — as we heard in the s i tuat ion in Pakistan — for love of  Jesus, wi tnessing to
Jesus.

Christ ians must always have this at t i tude of  meekness, humi l i ty,  the same att i tude that
they have, t rust ing in Jesus and entrust ing themselves to Jesus. I t  should be made clear
that very of ten these conf l ic ts do not have a rel ig ious or ig in;  there are f requent ly other
social  and pol i t ical  causes, and unfortunately rel ig ious af f i l iat ion is used l ike fuel  to add
to the f i re.  A Chr ist ian must always know how to respond to evi l  wi th good, even though
i t  is  of ten di f f icul t .

We try to make these brothers and sisters of  ours aware of  how deeply uni ted — deeply
uni ted!  — we are wi th their  s i tuat ion,  how conscious we are that  they are Chr ist ians who
have entered into “pat ience”.  When Jesus goes to his Passion, he enters into “pat ience”.
They have done the same: we should te l l  them so, but we should also te l l  the Lord.

I  put  a quest ion to you: do you pray for  these brothers and sisters? Do you pray for  them?
In your dai ly prayers? I  am not going to ask those who do to raise their  hands: no. I  am
not going to ask that now. But th ink about i t  careful ly.  In our dai ly prayers let  us say to
Jesus: “Lord,  look at  th is brother,  look at  th is s ister who is suf fer ing so much, suf fer ing
atrociously!”  They exper ience the l imi t ,  the very l imi t  between l i fe and death.  And there
are consequences for us:  th is exper ience must spur us to promote rel ig ious f reedom for
everyone, everyone! Every man and every woman must be free in his or her profession of
rel ig ion,  whatever i t  may be. Why? Because that man and that woman are chi ldren of  God.

And so I  th ink I  have made some response to your quest ions;  excuse me i f  I  have gone
on for too long. Thank you very much! Thank you, and do not forget:  there must be no
quest ion of  a c losed Church, but rather a Church which is ready to step outside, to go to
the out ly ing regions. May the Lord guide us here on earth.  Many thanks.


