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MESSAGE OF HIS HOLINESS BENEDICT XVI FOR LENT 2013

"BELIEVING IN CHARITY CALLS FORTH CHARITY"

“WE HAVE COME TO KNOW AND TO BELIEVE
IN THE LOVE GOD HAS FOR US” (1 JN 4:16)

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

The celebrat ion of  Lent,  in the context  of  the Year of  Fai th,  of fers us a valuable opportuni ty
to meditate on the relat ionship between fai th and char i ty:  between bel ieving in God – the
God of  Jesus Christ  – and love, which is the f ru i t  of  the Holy Spir i t  and which guides us
on the path of  devot ion to God and others.

1. Faith as a response to the love of God

In my f i rst  Encycl ical ,  I  of fered some thoughts on the close relat ionship between the
theological  v i r tues of  fa i th and char i ty.  Sett ing out f rom Saint  John’s fundamental
assert ion:  “We have come to know and to bel ieve in the love God has for us” (1 Jn 4:16),
I  observed that “being Christ ian is not the resul t  of  an ethical  choice or a lof ty idea, but
the encounter wi th an event,  a person, which gives l i fe a new hor izon and a decis ive
direct ion … Since God has f i rst  loved us (cf .  1 Jn 4:10),  love is now no longer a mere
‘command’;  i t  is  the response to the gi f t  of  love with which God draws near to us” (Deus
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Cari tas Est ,  1) .  Fai th is th is personal  adherence – which involves al l  our facul t ies – to the
revelat ion of  God’s gratui tous and “passionate” love for us,  fu l ly  revealed in Jesus Christ .
The encounter wi th God who is Love engages not only the heart  but  a lso the intel lect :
“Acknowledgement of  the l iv ing God is one path towards love, and the ‘yes’  of  our wi l l  to
his wi l l  uni tes our intel lect ,  wi l l  and sent iments in the al l -embracing act  of  love. But th is
process is always open-ended; love is never ‘ f in ished’  and complete” ( ib id. ,  17).  Hence,
for al l  Chr ist ians,  and especial ly for  “char i ty workers”,  there is a need for fa i th,  for  “ that
encounter wi th God in Chr ist  which awakens their  love and opens their  spir i ts to others.  As
a resul t ,  love of  neighbour wi l l  no longer be for them a commandment imposed, so to speak,
from without,  but  a consequence der iv ing f rom their  fa i th,  a fa i th which becomes act ive
through love” ( ib id . ,  31a).  Chr ist ians are people who have been conquered by Chr ist ’s love
and accordingly,  under the inf luence of  that  love – “Car i tas Chr ist i  urget nos”  (2 Cor 5:14)
– they are profoundly open to loving their  neighbour in concrete ways (cf .  ib id. ,  33).  This
at t i tude ar ises pr imari ly f rom the consciousness of  being loved, forgiven, and even served
by the Lord,  who bends down to wash the feet of  the Apost les and of fers himsel f  on the
Cross to draw humanity into God’s love.

“Fai th te l ls  us that  God has given his Son for our sakes and gives us the v ictor ious certainty
that i t  is  real ly t rue:  God is love! … Fai th,  which sees the love of  God revealed in the
pierced heart  of  Jesus on the Cross, gives r ise to love. Love is the l ight  – and in the end,
the only l ight  – that  can always i l luminate a wor ld grown dim and give us the courage
needed to keep l iv ing and working” ( ib id . ,  39).  Al l  th is helps us to understand that the
pr incipal  d ist inguishing mark of  Chr ist ians is precisely “ love grounded in and shaped by
fai th”  ( ib id . ,  7) .

2. Charity as l i fe in faith

The ent i re Chr ist ian l i fe is a response to God’s love. The f i rst  response is precisely fa i th
as the acceptance, f i l led wi th wonder and grat i tude, of  the unprecedented div ine in i t iat ive
that precedes us and summons us.  And the “yes” of  fa i th marks the beginning of  a radiant
story of  f r iendship wi th the Lord,  which f i l ls  and gives fu l l  meaning to our whole l i fe.  But i t
is  not  enough for God that we simply accept his gratui tous love. Not only does he love us,
but he wants to draw us to himsel f ,  to t ransform us in such a profound way as to br ing us
to say wi th Saint  Paul :  “ i t  is  no longer I  who l ive,  but  Chr ist  who l ives in me” (cf .  Gal 2:20).

When we make room for the love of  God, then we become l ike him, shar ing in his own
char i ty.  I f  we open ourselves to his love, we al low him to l ive in us and to br ing us to
love with him, in him and l ike him; only then does our fa i th become truly “act ive through
love” (Gal 5:6);  only then does he abide in us (cf .  1 Jn 4:12).

Fai th is knowing the truth and adher ing to i t  (cf .  1 Tim 2:4);  char i ty is “walk ing” in the
truth (cf .  Eph 4:15).  Through fai th we enter into f r iendship wi th the Lord,  through char i ty
this f r iendship is l ived and cul t ivated (cf .  Jn 15:14ff) .  Fai th causes us to embrace the
commandment of  our Lord and Master;  char i ty gives us the happiness of  put t ing i t  into
pract ice (cf .  Jn 13:13-17).  In fa i th we are begotten as chi ldren of  God (cf .  Jn 1:12ff) ;  char i ty
causes us to persevere concretely in our div ine sonship,  bear ing the f ru i t  of  the Holy Spir i t
(cf .  Gal 5:22).  Fai th enables us to recognize the gi f ts that  the good and generous God has
entrusted to us;  char i ty makes them frui t fu l  (cf .  Mt 25:14-30).

3. The indissoluble interrelation of faith and charity

In l ight  of  the above, i t  is  c lear that  we can never separate,  let  a lone oppose, fa i th and
char i ty.  These two theological  v i r tues are int imately l inked, and i t  is  misleading to posi t  a
contrast  or  “d ia lect ic”  between them. On the one hand, i t  would be too one-sided to place
a strong emphasis on the pr ior i ty and decis iveness of  fa i th and to undervalue and almost
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despise concrete works of  char i ty,  reducing them to a vague humanitar ianism. On the other
hand, though, i t  is  equal ly unhelpful  to overstate the pr imacy of  char i ty and the act iv i ty
i t  generates,  as i f  works could take the place of  fa i th.  For a heal thy spir i tual  l i fe,  i t  is
necessary to avoid both f ideism and moral  act iv ism.

The Christ ian l i fe consists in cont inuously scal ing the mountain to meet God and then
coming back down, bear ing the love and strength drawn from him, so as to serve our
brothers and sisters wi th God’s own love. In sacred Scr ipture,  we see how the zeal
of  the Apost les to proclaim the Gospel  and awaken people’s fa i th is c losely related to
their  char i table concern to be of  service to the poor (cf .  Acts 6:1-4).  In the Church,
contemplat ion and act ion,  symbol ized in some way by the Gospel  f igures of  Mary and
Martha, have to coexist  and complement each other (cf .  Lk 10:38-42).  The relat ionship
with God must always be the pr ior i ty,  and any true shar ing of  goods, in the spir i t  of  the
Gospel ,  must be rooted in fa i th (cf . General  Audience ,  25 Apr i l  2012).  Sometimes we tend,
in fact ,  to reduce the term “char i ty”  to sol idar i ty or s imply humanitar ian aid.  I t  is  important,
however,  to remember that  the greatest  work of  char i ty is evangel izat ion,  which is the
“ministry of  the word”.  There is no act ion more benef ic ia l  – and therefore more char i table –
towards one’s neighbour than to break the bread of  the word of  God, to share wi th him the
Good News of  the Gospel ,  to introduce him to a relat ionship wi th God: evangel izat ion is the
highest and the most integral  promot ion of  the human person. As the Servant of  God Pope
Paul VI wrote in the Encycl ical Populorum Progressio ,  the proclamat ion of  Chr ist  is  the f i rst
and pr incipal  contr ibutor to development (cf .  n.  16).  I t  is  the pr imordial  t ruth of  the love
of God for us,  l ived and proclaimed, that  opens our l ives to receive th is love and makes
possible the integral  development of  humanity and of  every man (cf .  Cari tas in Ver i tate ,  8) .

Essent ia l ly ,  everything proceeds from Love and tends towards Love. God’s gratui tous love
is made known to us through the proclamat ion of  the Gospel .  I f  we welcome i t  wi th fa i th,
we receive the f i rst  and indispensable contact  wi th the Div ine, capable of  making us “ fa l l
in love with Love”,  and then we dwel l  wi th in th is Love, we grow in i t  and we joyful ly
communicate i t  to others.

Concerning the relat ionship between fai th and works of  char i ty,  there is a passage in the
Letter to the Ephesians which provides perhaps the best account of  the l ink between the
two: “For by grace you have been saved through fai th;  and this is not your own doing;
i t  is  the gi f t  of  God; not because of  works,  lest  anyone should boast.  For we are his
workmanship,  created in Chr ist  Jesus for good works,  which God prepared beforehand, that
we should walk in them” (2:8-10).  I t  can be seen here that the ent i re redemptive in i t iat ive
comes from God, f rom his grace, f rom his forgiveness received in fa i th;  but  th is in i t iat ive,
far  f rom l imit ing our f reedom and our responsibi l i ty ,  is  actual ly what makes them authent ic
and directs them towards works of  char i ty.  These are not pr imari ly the resul t  of  human
effort ,  in which to take pr ide,  but they are born of  fa i th and they f low from the grace that
God gives in abundance. Fai th wi thout works is l ike a t ree wi thout f ru i t :  the two vir tues
imply one another.  Lent invi tes us,  through the tradi t ional  pract ices of  the Chr ist ian l i fe,  to
nour ish our fa i th by careful  and extended l is tening to the word of  God and by receiv ing the
sacraments,  and at  the same t ime to grow in char i ty and in love for God and neighbour,
not least  through the speci f ic  pract ices of  fast ing,  penance and almsgiv ing.

4. Priority of faith,  primacy of charity

Like any gi f t  of  God, fa i th and char i ty have their  or ig in in the act ion of  one and the same
Holy Spir i t  (cf .  1 Cor 13),  the Spir i t  wi th in us that  cr ies out “Abba, Father”  (Gal 4:6),  and
makes us say: “Jesus is Lord!”  (1 Cor 12:3) and “Maranatha!”  (1 Cor 16:22; Rev 22:20).

Fai th,  as gi f t  and response, causes us to know the truth of  Chr ist  as Love incarnate
and cruci f ied,  as fu l l  and perfect  obedience to the Father ’s wi l l  and inf in i te div ine mercy
towards neighbour;  fa i th implants in hearts and minds the f i rm convict ion that only th is
Love is able to conquer evi l  and death.  Fai th invi tes us to look towards the future wi th the
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v i r tue of  hope, in the conf ident expectat ion that the v ictory of  Chr ist ’s love wi l l  come to i ts
ful lness.  For i ts part ,  char i ty ushers us into the love of  God manifested in Chr ist  and jo ins
us in a personal  and existent ia l  way to the total  and uncondi t ional  sel f -g iv ing of  Jesus to
the Father and to his brothers and sisters.  By f i l l ing our hearts wi th his love, the Holy Spir i t
makes us sharers in Jesus’  f i l ia l  devot ion to God and fraternal  devot ion to every man (cf .
Rom 5:5).

The relat ionship between these two vir tues resembles that between the two fundamental
sacraments of  the Church: Bapt ism and Euchar ist .  Bapt ism (sacramentum f idei )  precedes
the Euchar ist  (sacramentum car i tat is ) ,  but  is  ordered to i t ,  the Euchar ist  being the ful lness
of the Chr ist ian journey. In a s imi lar  way, fa i th precedes char i ty,  but  fa i th is genuine only
i f  crowned by char i ty.  Everything begins f rom the humble acceptance of  fa i th (“knowing
that one is loved by God”),  but  has to arr ive at  the t ruth of  char i ty (“knowing how to love
God and neighbour”) ,  which remains for  ever,  as the fu l f i lment of  a l l  the v i r tues (cf .  1 Cor
13:13).

Dear brothers and sisters,  in th is season of  Lent,  as we prepare to celebrate the event
of  the Cross and Resurrect ion – in which the love of  God redeemed the world and shone
i ts l ight  upon history – I  express my wish that al l  of  you may spend this precious t ime
rekindl ing your fa i th in Jesus Christ ,  so as to enter wi th him into the dynamic of  love for the
Father and for every brother and sister that  we encounter in our l ives.  For th is intent ion,
I  ra ise my prayer to God, and I  invoke the Lord’s blessing upon each indiv idual  and upon
every community!

From the Vat ican, 15 October 2012

BENEDICTUS PP. XVI

© Copyright 2012 -  Libreria Editr ice Vaticana


