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The first Pope of the Americas, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, hails from Argentina. The 76-year-old Jesuit Archbishop of Buenos Aires is a prominent figure throughout the continent yet remains a simple pastor who is deeply loved by his diocese, throughout which he has travelled extensively on the underground and by bus during the fifteen years of his episcopal ministry.


 


He was born in Buenos Aires on 17 December 1936, the son of Italian immigrants. His father Mario was an accountant employed by the railways and his mother Regina Sivori was a committed wife dedicated to raising their five children. He graduated as a chemical technician and then chose the path of the priesthood, entering the Diocesan Seminary of Villa Devoto. On 11 March 1958 he entered the novitiate of the Society of Jesus. He completed his studies of the humanities in Chile and returned to Argentina in 1963 to graduate with a degree in philosophy from the Colegio de San José in San Miguel. From 1964 to 1965 he taught literature and psychology at Immaculate Conception College in Santa Fé, and in 1966, he taught the same subject at the Colegio del Salvatore in Buenos Aires. From 1967 to 1970, he studied theology and obtained a degree from the Colegio of San José.


 


He was elected Supreme Pontiff on 13 March 2013.
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Fifteen Rules for a Good Life


 1. Just think: where God planted you, there is hope! Always have hope.


 2. Jesus gave us a light that shines in the darkness: defend it, protect it. That light is the greatest treasure you have been granted.


 3. Do not surrender to the night. Always remember that the first enemy to be conquered lies not outside but within. Do not make room for bitter, obscure thoughts. This world is God’s first miracle and He placed the grace of wonder in our hands. Faith and hope advance side by side.


 4. Cultivate ideals. Live for something that goes beyond your mortality. And if, one day, you are presented with a hefty bill to pay for these ideals, do not stop carrying them in your heart. Faith attains all.


 5. Believe in the existence of lofty and beautiful truths. Trust in God the Creator; in the way the Holy Spirit propels all things towards goodness; trust in the embrace of Christ that awaits all men and women at the end of their lives. Believe, for He awaits you. The world moves forward thanks to men and women who broke down walls, built bridges, dreamed and believed even when they were surrounded by words of derision.


 6. Never for a moment think that your struggle is pointless. Life does not end in ruin: a seed of the absolute beats in our hearts. God does not let us down. He gave us hope in our hearts; He does not want to crush it with constant frustrations. Everything is born to flourish in an eternal Spring. Even us. God created us so we would flourish. This reminds me of the poem, The Almond Tree, by the great Greek poet, Nikos Kazantzakis: ‘The oak tree said to the almond:/ Tell me about God./ And the almond blossomed.’


 7. Wherever you are, build! If you have fallen, get to your feet! Never stay down but rise up and allow others to help you get to your feet. If you are living your life sitting down, set out on a journey! If you are paralysed by boredom, do good works! If you feel empty or demoralised, ask the Holy Spirit to fill that void yet again.


 8. Work for peace among people. Do not listen to those who spread words of hatred and discord. Do not listen to those voices! As different as human beings may be, they were created to live together. If there is conflict, be patient: one day you will learn that every single person holds a fragment of truth.


 9. Love all people. Love every single person for who they are. Respect everyone’s journey, be it smooth or troubled, because everyone has their own story. Each of us has our own unique story. Every child that is born is the promise of life, which always proves to be stronger than death. Every love that grows represents the power of transformation and a pining for happiness.


10. Above all else, dream! Do not be afraid to dream. Dream! Dream of a world still unknown, one yet to arrive. The strength of hope lies in the belief of a Creation that extends all the way to its definitive fulfilment, when God will be everywhere and in everyone. Men and women with great imaginations have brought scientific and technological discoveries to mankind; they have crossed oceans and walked on undiscovered lands. The men and women who have sown hope are the same who overcame slavery and brought better living conditions to all. Ponder these men and women.


11. Take responsibility for this world and for the life of every single person in it. Reflect on how each and every injustice against a person living in poverty is like an open wound, one that lessens your dignity. Life does not end with you: other generations will come after us and more will follow them. Every day, ask God to give you the gift of courage. Remember that Jesus conquered fear for us. He conquered fear! Even our most treacherous enemy is weak when faced with our faith.


12. When you stand in fear before one of life’s hardships, remember that you do not live for yourself alone. You were immersed in the mystery of the Trinity through Baptism; you belong to Jesus. And if one day you are scared or if you find yourself thinking that it is impossible to stand up to the vastness of evil, remember that Jesus lives inside you. Through you, He and His meekness want to conquer all of mankind’s enemies: sin, hatred, crime and violence.


13. Always have the courage of truth. At the same time, remember that you are not superior to anyone. Remember that! You are superior to no one. Even if you are the last person to believe in the truth, this is no reason to spurn the company of others. Even if you live in the complete silence of a monastery, bear the suffering of every human being in your heart. You are a Christian: through prayer you reconduct all to God.


14. If you make a mistake and fall, get to your feet. Nothing is more human than making mistakes. But do not let your mistakes become a prison. Do not get trapped by your mistakes. The Son of God came to assist the sick, not the healthy; He came for you. And if you should err again in the future, do not be scared. Rise up again! And do you know why? Because God is your friend.


15. If you are stricken with bitterness, believe in all the people who work in the name of goodness. Their humility holds the seed of a new world. Spend time with people who have safeguarded their hearts as though they were children. Learn from all that is wonderful and nurture your sense of awe.


 


Live, love, dream, believe. And, with the grace of God, never despair.










One


-


WE ARE ALL PRECIOUS


 


You are important


You are truly precious to God, not insignificant. You are important to Him because He made you with His hands. This is why He tends to you and thinks of you with affection. You need to trust in God: His memory is not a ‘hard drive’ that saves and archives all our data. His memory is a tender and compassionate heart, one that takes joy in erasing all traces of evil that inhabit us. He does not keep a tally of your shortcomings; He is always keen on helping you learn from your mistakes. This is because He loves you.


His love is neither overwhelming nor oppressive, His love does not distance, silence or stay silent, His love neither humiliates nor dominates. The love of the Lord is constant, discreet and respectful; His love is free and freeing, it both heals and elevates. The love of the Lord is more about raising up than knocking down, more about reconciling than forbidding, more interested in offering new chances as opposed to condemning, keener on the future than the past.


No one is excluded from experiencing joy


The greatest danger that exists in our world, rife with consumerism, is the desolation and anguish that stem from a complacent yet covetous heart, from the feverish pursuit of frivolous pleasures and from an isolated conscience. When our inner life gets caught up in its own interests and concerns, when there is no longer room for others and no place for those in poverty, God’s voice cannot be heard; the quiet joy of His love is no longer felt and the desire to do good fades. Even the faithful are susceptible to this very real danger. Many fall prey to it and end up feeling resentful, angry and listless. This is no way to live a dignified and fulfilling life, this is not God’s will, this is not the spiritual life that flows from the heart of the risen Christ.


I invite all Christians today, wherever they may be, in whatever condition they may find themselves, to renew their personal connection to Jesus Christ or to be open to an encounter with Him, to continue seeking Him out every day, unfailingly. There is no reason why anyone should feel as though this invitation is not directed at them, because no one is excluded from experiencing the joy brought by the Lord.


A great challenge


Young people are the artisans of the future. Why? Because three desires live inside them.


First, they have the desire for beauty. When you make music, act or paint – all of which are connected to beauty – you are searching for something you enjoy: beauty. You are beauty hunters.


Second, they have the desire for goodness. They are prophets of goodness. They like wholesomeness, they like to be good. And this goodness is contagious, it helps everyone.


And third, they are thirsty for truth. They seek out the truth. ‘But Father, I already have truth!’ No. This is wrong. We do not possess truth, we do not carry it with us wherever we go. We encounter truth, for truth is God. To encounter truth, we must look for it.


Carry these three desires in your hearts into the future; create the future with beauty, goodness and truth. This is the challenge ahead of you.


Even my weaknesses have meaning


Jesus brings new meaning to our weaknesses. He reminds us that in His eyes we are more valuable than we think. He tells us He is pleased if we share our vulnerabilities with Him. He reminds us that His mercy is not afraid of our shortcomings. Above all, He heals those weaknesses that we cannot heal on our own. And He does so with love.


What weaknesses? Let us consider them: the way we feel resentment towards those who have done us harm, which we cannot heal on our own; the way we distance ourselves from others and shut ourselves in our own worlds, which we cannot heal on our own; the way we feel sorry for ourselves and complain endlessly, which we cannot heal on our own. He is the One who can heal us with His presence, with His bread, with the Eucharist. The Eucharist is a good medicine for these weaknesses. The Bread of Life heals our inflexibility and makes us docile.


The Eucharist heals by uniting us with Jesus. It helps us assimilate His way of life: He breaks Himself into pieces and gives of Himself to our brethren; He responds to evil with goodness. The Eucharist gives us the courage to step outside ourselves and approach others and their weaknesses with love, as God does with us. This is the logic of the Eucharist: we receive Jesus who loves us and this heals our weaknesses so that we can, in turn, show love to others and help them with their weaknesses. This goes on for our whole lives.


Your precious mission


May you comprehend the Christian message that God wants to relay to the world through your life. Let yourself be transformed. Allow yourself to be renewed by the Spirit so that your precious mission can unfold. The Lord will make it happen despite any mistakes and missteps you may have made, provided you do not abandon the path of love and remain open to His otherworldly grace, which both cleanses and enlightens.


God loves first


God surprises us. We should let ourselves be surprised by God and not assume the psychology of a computer and think we know everything. What do I mean by this? In a fraction of a second, a computer gives you all the answers – there are never any surprises.


In the challenge of love, God manifests through surprises. Let us reflect on St Matthew. A savvy businessman, he even went against his people and collected taxes from the Jews to pay the Romans, and thereby made a lot of money. Then Jesus came along, looked at him and said, ‘Come, follow me.’ Those who were with Him were surprised. ‘Why is He calling this man to Him when he is nothing but a traitor, a scoundrel!’ they wondered. The surprise of being loved wins over Matthew and he begins to follow Jesus. That morning, when Matthew left for work and said goodbye to his wife, he never imagined that he would return penniless, asking her to prepare a banquet for Jesus. He wanted to offer a banquet to the One who loved him first, for He had offered Matthew something that was far more important than money.


Let yourselves be surprised by God! Do not be afraid of surprises; they may rattle us, they may disturb us, but they also set us on a path. A love that is true will inspire you to spend your whole life dedicated to something that might not earn you anything.


There is goodness (even where we see evil)


Jesus says that when seeds for good grain are sown in a field, weeds also sometimes grow there. Those weeds represent everything harmful that can crop up (cf. Matt. 13:24–43). The servants go to their master and ask him where all those weeds have come from. ‘ “An enemy did this,” he replied’ (v. 28). The servants want to pull up all the weeds, but their master says no, they risk pulling up the wheat together with the weeds. They need to wait for the harvest. Only then will they be able to set aside the grain and burn the weeds. This is a story about common sense.


The intention of the servants is to eradicate immediately all that is not good, the wickedness in people. But their master is wiser and more judicious. He says they need to learn to wait, that tolerating persecutions and hostility is part of being a Christian. Evil needs to be rejected, of course, but it is important to be patient with people who are wicked. A hypocritical form of tolerance that conceals ambiguities would not be acceptable; it is important to show justice mitigated by mercy. Just as Jesus came to look for sinners as opposed to those who do good, to heal the sick before tending to the healthy, so we, His disciples, must not try and suppress the wicked but save them (cf. Matt. 9:12–13). This is patience.


The Bible presents two ways of acting and interpreting the story: on the one hand, the master sees far off into the distance; on the other hand, there is the perspective of the servants, who only see the problem. The servants care about a field that has no weeds, while the master cares about obtaining good wheat. The Lord invites us to adopt the latter’s vision and to focus on getting good wheat even though it may be surrounded by weeds. People who search only for the flaws and limitations in others do not cooperate well with God, unlike those who know how to recognise goodness as it grows silently in the field of the Church, those who let it grow until it matures. Then it shall be God and He alone who will reward the good and punish the wicked.


God forgives with a caress


Jesus forgives not with a decree but with a caress. Jesus goes beyond the law and forgives by tending to the wounds of our sins. How many of us deserve to be punished! And it would be just. But He forgives! How? His mercy does not erase sin; the forgiveness of God erases it. Mercy goes beyond.


It is like the heavens: we look at the night sky and see stars but when the sun comes out in the morning with its bright light, we do not see the stars anymore. This is the mercy of God: a great light of love and tenderness.


God forgives not with a decree but with a caress. He does not humiliate the adulterous woman. He does not say to her: What did you do? When did you do it? How did you do it? And with whom? He tells her to go forth and sin no more. God’s mercy is great; He forgives with tenderness.


Aim high


Do not be afraid of saintliness. It will not strip you of your energy, vitality or joy. On the contrary, you will become what the Father had in mind when He created you and you will be faithful to your deepest self.


Do not be afraid to set your sights even higher: allow yourself to be loved and liberated by God. Do not be afraid to let yourself be guided by the Holy Spirit. Saintliness does not make you less human; it is the encounter between your weakness and the power of God’s grace. Ultimately, As Léon Bloy said about life, ‘the only great tragedy is not to become a saint’.


Heal me if you so choose!


What does it mean to have great faith? A person with great faith places their history, which may be marked by wounds, before the feet of the Lord and asks Him to heal them, to give their life meaning. We all have our own histories and they are not always ‘clean’. Often our histories include pain, misfortune, trouble and sin. What can I possibly do about my history? Should I hide it? No! We must lay our histories before the Lord and say, ‘Lord, heal me if you so choose!’


Disquiet is a seed


When I hear that a young man or woman is worried and restless, I feel it is my duty to assist them, to give meaning to their disquiet, because it is like a seed that will later bear fruit. And right now I feel that I need to assist with the most precious thing ever: your disquiet.


God is patient with you


Each of us might be that servant in the parable of forgiveness who is burdened with such great debt that he will never be able to pay it off (cf. Matt. 18:21–35). When we kneel down before a priest in the confessional, we do exactly what that servant did. We say, ‘Lord, have patience with me.’ Have you ever reflected on God’s patience? He has so much patience. We are well aware of our many faults and how often we fall and sin, over and over. And yet, God never tires of offering us His forgiveness each time we ask for it. His forgiveness is great and complete, assuring us that even if we recommit the same sins He will be merciful with us and will never stop loving us. Like the master in the parable, God feels compassion, a mixture of pity and love: this is how Scripture describes God’s mercy. Our Father is moved to compassion whenever we repent; He sends us home with calm hearts and at peace, letting us know that He has pardoned and forgiven us. God’s forgiveness knows no bounds; it goes far beyond our imagination and can reach deep into the heart of anyone who knows they have done wrong and who wants to return to Him. God looks into the heart of the person who seeks forgiveness.


No one else can give the world what you can


‘I want to take ownership of life, to own my own life. How do I do that?’ Life is a special kind of reality: we own it solely when we give it away. This is the one way we can own our lives! But you might say, ‘Even if I give it my very best, life will not get better.’ This is not true. Do you know why? Because you are unique. Because no one else can give the world what you are called upon to give. Someone once asked Mother Teresa of Calcutta the same thing. ‘But Sister, you do so many beautiful things for the poor and dying, but what use are they in our world, really? It is so pagan, atheistic and wicked.’ Mother Teresa replied, ‘It is a drop in the ocean, but if I do not do it, no one will.’


No one can give what I, a unique being, can give. No one can give the world what you are called upon to give! Each one of you is unique and – please, never forget this – precious in the eyes of God. You are precious to the Church, you are precious to me. I wish I could tell each one of you how precious you are to me. You are precious to God. How beautiful it would be if you were to go around saying these words to each other as a greeting, straight from the heart: ‘You are precious, you are precious . . .’










Two


-


THE BEST PART OF LIFE


The most important lesson


Today, with so many kinds of media available to us, we are well informed – even over-informed. Is this a bad thing? No. It can be good and useful, but we also run the risk of information overload. We acquire so much information that sometimes we do not know what to do with it all. Young people risk turning into ‘museums’, storing up all sorts of facts but not knowing what to do with them. We do not need young people to be museums, we need them to be wise! You might ask, ‘Father, how do I become wise?’ This is another challenge: the challenge of love.


What is the most important subject to study at university? What is the most important subject to learn in life? To learn to love. This is the challenge that life sets before you today. Learn to love. Do not just accumulate information without knowing what to do with it. Through love, however, all that information can bear fruit.


For this to happen, Scripture proposes a serene and tranquil path that relies on the three languages: the language of the mind, the language of the heart and the language of the hands. The three of them work in harmony: what you think, what you feel and what you do. All the information you have can travel to the heart and stir it into action. And this gets done harmoniously.


The harmony of wisdom


We – unfortunately – are ‘macrocephalous’. Our universities teach us endless ideas and concepts. We are the heirs of liberalism, of the Enlightenment . . . But we have lost the harmony of the three languages: the language of the head, or thinking; the language of the heart, which is to say, feeling; the language of the hands, or doing.


To find harmony, people need to think about their feelings and act on them, feel what they are thinking and act on that, and act on what they are thinking and feeling. This is the harmony of wisdom. I do not mean to say that specialists are inharmonious. We need specialists, we really do! But only when they are rooted in human wisdom. Specialists who are disconnected from this kind of wisdom are robots.
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