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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

I  thank the Lord that I  can celebrate th is Holy Mass for the inaugurat ion of  my Petr ine
ministry on the solemnity of  Saint  Joseph, the spouse of  the Virgin Mary and the patron
of the universal  Church. I t  is  a s igni f icant coincidence, and i t  is  a lso the name-day of  my
venerable predecessor:  we are c lose to him with our prayers,  fu l l  of  af fect ion and grat i tude.

I  of fer  a warm greet ing to my brother cardinals and bishops, the pr iests,  deacons, men and
women rel ig ious,  and al l  the lay fa i thful .  I  thank the representat ives of  the other Churches
and ecclesial  Communit ies,  as wel l  as the representat ives of  the Jewish community and
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the other rel ig ious communit ies,  for  their  presence. My cordial  greet ings go to the Heads
of State and Government,  the members of  the of f ic ia l  Delegat ions f rom many countr ies
throughout the wor ld,  and the Diplomat ic Corps.

In the Gospel  we heard that “Joseph did as the angel  of  the Lord commanded him and
took Mary as his wi fe”  (Mt 1:24).  These words already point  to the mission which God
entrusts to Joseph: he is to be the custos ,  the protector.  The protector of  whom? Of Mary
and Jesus; but th is protect ion is then extended to the Church, as Blessed John Paul  I I
pointed out:  “Just  as Saint  Joseph took loving care of  Mary and gladly dedicated himsel f  to
Jesus Christ ’s upbr inging, he l ikewise watches over and protects Chr ist ’s Myst ical  Body,
the Church, of  which the Virgin Mary is the exemplar and model”  (Redemptor is Custos ,  1) .

How does Joseph exercise his role as protector? Discreet ly,  humbly and si lent ly,  but  wi th
an unfai l ing presence and ut ter  f idel i ty,  even when he f inds i t  hard to understand. From the
t ime of  h is betrothal  to Mary unt i l  the f inding of  the twelve-year-old Jesus in the Temple
of Jerusalem, he is there at  every moment wi th loving care.  As the spouse of  Mary,  he is
at  her s ide in good t imes and bad, on the journey to Bethlehem for the census and in the
anxious and joyful  hours when she gave bir th;  amid the drama of  the f l ight  into Egypt and
dur ing the f rant ic search for their  chi ld in the Temple;  and later in the day-to-day l i fe of
the home of Nazareth,  in the workshop where he taught his t rade to Jesus.

How does Joseph respond to his cal l ing to be the protector of  Mary,  Jesus and the Church?
By being constant ly at tent ive to God, open to the s igns of  God’s presence and recept ive to
God’s plans, and not s imply to his own. This is what God asked of  David,  as we heard in
the f i rst  reading. God does not want a house bui l t  by men, but fa i thfulness to his word,  to
his plan. I t  is  God himsel f  who bui lds the house, but f rom l iv ing stones sealed by his Spir i t .
Joseph is a “protector”  because he is able to hear God’s voice and be guided by his wi l l ;
and for th is reason he is al l  the more sensi t ive to the persons entrusted to his safekeeping.
He can look at  th ings real ist ical ly,  he is in touch with his surroundings, he can make truly
wise decis ions. In him, dear f r iends, we learn how to respond to God’s cal l ,  readi ly and
wi l l ingly,  but  we also see the core of  the Chr ist ian vocat ion,  which is Chr ist !  Let  us protect
Chr ist  in our l ives,  so that we can protect  others,  so that we can protect  creat ion!

The vocat ion of  being a “protector” ,  however,  is  not just  something involv ing us Chr ist ians
alone; i t  a lso has a pr ior  d imension which is s imply human, involv ing everyone. I t  means
protect ing al l  creat ion,  the beauty of  the created world,  as the Book of  Genesis te l ls  us
and as Saint  Francis of  Assis i  showed us.  I t  means respect ing each of  God’s creatures and
respect ing the environment in which we l ive.  I t  means protect ing people,  showing loving
concern for  each and every person, especial ly chi ldren, the elder ly,  those in need, who are
often the last  we think about.  I t  means car ing for one another in our fami l ies:  husbands
and wives f i rst  protect  one another,  and then, as parents,  they care for  their  chi ldren, and
chi ldren themselves, in t ime, protect  their  parents.  I t  means bui ld ing s incere f r iendships
in which we protect  one another in t rust ,  respect,  and goodness. In the end, everything
has been entrusted to our protect ion,  and al l  of  us are responsible for  i t .  Be protectors of
God’s gi f ts!

Whenever human beings fai l  to l ive up to th is responsibi l i ty ,  whenever we fai l  to care for
creat ion and for our brothers and sisters,  the way is opened to destruct ion and hearts are
hardened. Tragical ly,  in every per iod of  h istory there are “Herods” who plot  death,  wreak
havoc, and mar the countenance of  men and women.

Please, I  would l ike to ask al l  those who have posi t ions of  responsibi l i ty  in economic,
pol i t ical  and social  l i fe,  and al l  men and women of  goodwi l l :  let  us be “protectors” of
creat ion,  protectors of  God’s plan inscr ibed in nature,  protectors of  one another and of  the
environment.  Let  us not al low omens of  destruct ion and death to accompany the advance
of th is wor ld!  But to be “protectors”,  we also have to keep watch over ourselves!  Let us
not forget that  hatred, envy and pr ide def i le our l ives!  Being protectors,  then, also means
keeping watch over our emot ions, over our hearts,  because they are the seat of  good and
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evi l  intent ions:  intent ions that bui ld up and tear down! We must not be afraid of  goodness
or even tenderness!

Here I  would add one more thing: car ing,  protect ing,  demands goodness, i t  cal ls for  a
certain tenderness. In the Gospels,  Saint  Joseph appears as a strong and courageous man,
a working man, yet  in his heart  we see great tenderness, which is not the v i r tue of  the
weak but rather a s ign of  strength of  spir i t  and a capaci ty for  concern,  for  compassion, for
genuine openness to others,  for  love. We must not be afraid of  goodness, of  tenderness!

Today, together wi th the feast of  Saint  Joseph, we are celebrat ing the beginning of  the
ministry of  the new Bishop of  Rome, the Successor of  Peter,  which also involves a certain
power.  Certainly,  Jesus Christ  conferred power upon Peter,  but  what sort  of  power was
i t? Jesus’  three quest ions to Peter about love are fo l lowed by three commands: feed my
lambs, feed my sheep. Let us never forget that  authent ic power is service,  and that the
Pope too, when exercis ing power,  must enter ever more ful ly into that  service which has i ts
radiant culminat ion on the Cross. He must be inspired by the lowly,  concrete and fai thful
service which marked Saint  Joseph and, l ike him, he must open his arms to protect  a l l
of  God’s people and embrace with tender af fect ion the whole of  humanity,  especial ly the
poorest ,  the weakest,  the least  important,  those whom Matthew l ists in the f inal  judgment
on love: the hungry,  the th i rsty,  the stranger,  the naked, the s ick and those in pr ison (cf .
Mt 25:31-46).  Only those who serve with love are able to protect !

In the second reading, Saint  Paul  speaks of  Abraham, who, “hoping against  hope,
bel ieved” (Rom 4:18).  Hoping against  hope! Today too, amid so much darkness, we need
to see the l ight  of  hope and to be men and women who br ing hope to others.  To protect
creat ion,  to protect  every man and every woman, to look upon them with tenderness and
love, is to open up a hor izon of  hope; i t  is  to let  a shaft  of  l ight  break through the heavy
clouds; i t  is  to br ing the warmth of  hope! For bel ievers,  for  us Chr ist ians,  l ike Abraham, l ike
Saint  Joseph, the hope that we br ing is set  against  the hor izon of  God, which has opened
up before us in Chr ist .  I t  is  a hope bui l t  on the rock which is God.

To protect  Jesus with Mary,  to protect  the whole of  creat ion,  to protect  each person,
especial ly the poorest ,  to protect  ourselves:  th is is a service that the Bishop of  Rome is
cal led to carry out,  yet  one to which al l  of  us are cal led,  so that the star of  hope wi l l  shine
br ight ly.  Let  us protect  wi th love al l  that  God has given us!

I  implore the intercession of  the Virgin Mary,  Saint  Joseph, Saints Peter and Paul ,  and
Saint  Francis,  that  the Holy Spir i t  may accompany my ministry,  and I  ask al l  of  you to pray
for me! Amen.
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