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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 15 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 1967-70 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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Don’t hide away your dreams!


Don’t drown them out;


give your dreams plenty of room,


dare to look out to the horizon,


dare to see what lies ahead


if you have the courage to build them.
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Life is always a journey.


We become that which we move towards.


Let us choose the way of God, not of the self;


the way of yes, not if.


Together we shall discover that there is


no unexpected event,


no difficult climb,


no dark night


that cannot be faced with Jesus by our side.










My wish


My wish can be summed up in one word: smile.


Inspiration for this wish comes from Thailand, one of the last countries I visited, also known as ‘the country of the smile’. The Thai people have a special kindness about them, a nobility and manner that are captured by this facial expression and present in all their gestures. My journey there had a profound impact on me and has led me to understand the smile as an expression of love, an expression of affection, a deeply human gesture.


When we look at a baby, we smile, and if a small smile blooms on the baby’s face, we feel a deep, heartfelt emotion stir inside us. While the child may simply be responding to our gaze, their smile is incredibly powerful because it is new, pure, like water from a spring, and it awakens a true nostalgia for childhood in us adults.


This is what took place between Mary, Joseph and Jesus in a special way. The Virgin and her husband, through their love, made a smile bloom on the lips of their newborn child. And when this happened, their hearts were filled with a new kind of joy, a joy that came from Heaven. And the little manger in Bethlehem was filled with light.


Jesus is God’s smile. Jesus came to us to reveal the love of our heavenly Father, His goodness, and He did so by smiling at His parents, like every newborn child does. They, the Virgin Mary and St Joseph, because of their great faith, were able to accept that message; in Jesus’ smile they saw God’s mercy, both for themselves and for all those who awaited His coming, the coming of the Messiah, the Son of God, King of Israel.


We too, my dear friends, can experience this feeling when we look down at the nativity scene; when we look at Baby Jesus, we can feel God smiling at us, smiling down upon the poor of the earth, upon all who await salvation, who hope for a kinder world, a place where war and violence do not exist, a place where men and women can live in dignity as the children of God.


Sometimes it is difficult to smile, and there is no lack of reasons for this. In these hard times, we especially need God’s smile, and only Jesus can help us. Only He is the Saviour. Sometimes we experience this concretely in our lives.


Sometimes things go well for us, but then there is the danger of feeling too safe. We must not forget that others are struggling. We need God’s smile then so that we are stripped of our false sense of security and led back to simpler and easier ways of life.


Let us grant each other this wish, whatever the season: let us feel awe and wonder at God’s smile, which Jesus brought to us. He Himself is this smile. Let us welcome Him and allow ourselves to be purified so that we can bring a humble, simple smile to others.


Share this wish with your loved ones at home, especially the sick and the elderly, so they can feel the gentle caress of your smile. Because that is what a smile is: a gentle caress, a caress of the heart, a caress of the soul. And, together, let us remain united in prayer.FN1










ONE
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CHANGE AND REBIRTH


 


 


 


Hope never lets us down


Optimism can let us down, but hope never does! These days our need for hope is great because we feel surrounded by darkness, disoriented by evil and violence, and distressed for the plight of so many of our brothers and sisters. We truly need hope! We feel disoriented, sometimes even discouraged and powerless, as though this darkness will never end.


We must not let hope slip away from us. God and His love walk alongside us. ‘I hope because God is with me.’ Each of us can say these words.


The happiness of a shared humanity


In this fast-paced world, which has no shared roadmap, we increasingly sense that the gap between concern for one’s personal wellbeing and the prosperity of the larger human family is widening; it feels as though there is a schism between the individual and the community of humankind. It is one thing to feel forced to live together, but it is another thing entirely to value the richness and beauty of the seeds of a shared life, which need to be sought out and sown. Yes, technology is constantly advancing, but how wonderful it would be if scientific and technological innovation brought greater equality and social inclusion with it. How wonderful it would be if, while discovering faraway planets, we could also rediscover the needs of our brothers and sisters who orbit around us!


The nights of our lives


We all have an appointment with God in the dark of night, in the night-time of our lives, in one of the many nights of our life: dark moments, moments of sin, moments of disorientation. We have a standing appointment with God on those nights, always. He will be there to surprise us at the moment we least expect Him, when we find ourselves truly alone. And on those nights, while we struggle with the unknown, we will realise that we are merely poor men and women; but then, in those very moments when we feel as though we are poor creatures, we discover that we need not fear, because God will give us a new name, one that will encompass the meaning of our entire lives. He will change our hearts and offer us the blessing reserved to those who have allowed themselves to be changed by Him. This invitation to let ourselves be changed by God is beautiful; God knows how to do it because He knows each one of us.


‘Lord, you know me,’ each one of us can say. ‘Lord, you know me. Change me.’


Come to me!


The words of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew reach out to us: ‘Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened, and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28). Often life is tiring; often life is tragic. Work is tiring, looking for work is tiring, and finding work these days is exhausting and requires a great deal of effort. But this is not the most burdensome aspect of life; what weighs more than all of this is the lack of love. Not being received with a smile, not being made to feel welcome − this weighs heavily on us. Some silences are even oppressive: those that exist within families, between husbands and wives, between parents and children, among siblings. Without love, our burdens become even heavier, intolerable. I think of elderly people living alone and families who receive no help in caring for someone at home who has special needs. ‘Come to me, all you who labour and are overburdened’, Jesus tells us.


The right side of the tapestry


The love that we show and spread often makes mistakes. Those who act and take risks often commit errors. Here the experience of Maria Gabriella Perin is precious witness for us. Losing her father shortly after her birth, she reflects on how this shaped her life, how it influenced her, how she got involved in a relationship that did not last but left her a mother, first, and now a grandmother.


 


What I know is that God gives us stories. In his genius and mercy, he takes our triumphs and failures and weaves beautiful tapestries that are full of irony. The reverse side of the fabric may look messy, with its tangle of threads – the events of our lives – and it may well be that this side is the one we dwell on in times of doubt. But the right side of the tapestry shows a magnificent story, and this is the side that God sees.’FN2


With us every day


Christ is alive! We need to remind ourselves of this constantly because otherwise we risk seeing Jesus Christ simply as a figure from the distant past, a memory, as someone who saved us two thousand years ago. But that is of no use to us; it would leave us unchanged and would not set us free. He who fills us with grace, He who liberates us, He who transforms us, He who heals and consoles us is a figure that is fully alive. He is the Christ arisen, filled with supernatural life and energy, and robed in boundless light. This is why St Paul said, ‘if Christ has not been raised, your faith is pointless’ (1 Corinthians 15:17).


If He is alive, He can be present in your life at any moment and fill it with light. With Him, there will never be sorrow and solitude. Even if everyone else leaves, He will be there, as He promised: ‘I am with you always; yes, to the end of time’ (Matthew 28:20). He fills your life with His unseen presence and, wherever you go, He will be waiting there for you. He did not only come in the past, He comes to you each and every day, inviting you to set out towards ever-new horizons.


Beyond the familiar


God is eternally new. He compels us to push forward and start over, to make changes, go beyond the familiar, move towards the fringes, and beyond. He leads us to places where humanity is most wounded, where men and women seek an answer to the meaning of life, where they look beyond shallow appearances and conformism. God is not afraid! He is fearless! He is always greater than all our plans and schemes. Unafraid of all that is marginal, He Himself became a marginal figure (cf. Philippians 2:6–8; John 1:14). If we dare make our way to the fringes, we will find Him there. Jesus is already there. Jesus precedes us in the hearts of our brothers and sisters, in their wounds, troubles and profound desolation. He is already there.


Where is my hand?


There is only one fair and correct way to look down on a person: if you are offering them a hand up. If one of us – and this includes me – looks down on a person, shows them contempt, it is of no use at all. But if we look down on a person in order to give them a hand up, to help them to their feet, then that man or woman beneath us is truly an extraordinary being. So, when you look down on someone, always ask yourselves, ‘Where is my hand? Is it hidden away or is it offering help?’ In this way you will find happiness.


This approach means developing a critical but underappreciated ability: the ability to learn how to make time for others, to listen, share and understand. Only then will we be able to open our experiences and problems to the kind of love that can change us, thereby changing the world around us. If we do not give of our time, if we do not ‘waste time’ with others, we will end up wasting it on things that, at the end of the day, will only leave us feeling empty and confused. Or, as they say in my country, we will ‘stuff ourselves’ with so many things that we will end up having indigestion.


Not on our own


The Fifth Beatitude says: ‘Blessed are the merciful: they shall have mercy shown them’ (Matthew 5:7). This Beatitude is particular: it is the only one where the action and the fruit coincide. Those who show mercy will find mercy; they will be ‘shown mercy’. This reciprocity of forgiveness is found throughout the gospel. How could it be otherwise? Mercy is the very heart of God!


Two things cannot be separated: forgiveness granted and forgiveness received. And yet so many people struggle to forgive. Sometimes the harm experienced is so great that forgiving feels like climbing a very high mountain; it takes massive effort. A person thinks: ‘No, I cannot possibly do it.’ The reciprocity of mercy shows us that we have to turn our perspective upside down: we cannot do it on our own. We need the grace of God, we need to ask for it. Essentially, if the Fifth Beatitude promises mercy, and in the Lord’s Prayer we ask for our trespasses to be forgiven, it means that we are essentially trespassers and that we need to find mercy!


Prayer: a bulwark against evil


In our daily life we feel the presence of evil: it happens every day. The first chapters of the Book of Genesis describe the gradual expansion of sin into human life. Adam and Eve doubt God’s good intentions and believe they are dealing with an envious divinity that wants to impede their happiness. This is what leads to their rebellion. But their experience takes them in the opposite direction: their eyes are opened, they discover they are naked, that they have nothing. Do not forget this: that which tempts us does not pay well (cf. Genesis 3:1–7).


However, within these first pages of the Bible, is another story, one that is less striking, a far humbler and more pious story, a story that represents redemption through hope. While almost everyone behaves wickedly, making hatred and conquest the great engine of human matters, some people are capable of praying to God with sincerity, capable of writing the destiny of humanity differently.


Prayer is a bulwark. It provides humans with refuge before the tidal wave of evil that floods the world. On looking closely, we understand that we actually pray to be saved from ourselves. It is important to pray: ‘Lord, please, save me from myself, from my ambitions, from my passions.’ The prayerful in the early pages of the Bible are peacemakers, for when prayer is true, it frees humanity from violent instincts. It is a gaze that is directed towards God, so that He might return to take care of humanity’s heart. In the Catechism we read: ‘This kind of prayer is lived by many righteous people in all religions.’FN3 Prayer cultivates flowerbeds of rebirth in places where human hatred has only enlarged the desert. Prayer is powerful because it attracts the power of God, and the power of God always gives life. Always. He is the God of life and brings about rebirth.


An anchor of hope


Job was in darkness. He was at death’s door. And in that moment of anguish, pain and suffering, Job proclaimed hope: ‘I know that I have a living Defender and that he will rise up last, on the dust of the earth . . . I shall look on God . . . my eyes will be gazing on no stranger’ (Job 19:25–7).


A cemetery is a sad place. It reminds us of our loved ones who have died before us and of our future, of death. But into this sadness we bring flowers as a sign of hope and eventually of celebration. Sorrow mingles with hope. We all feel this before the remains of our loved ones: both memories and hope. Hope helps us because we will have to make the same journey. Sooner or later, all of us. Some with more and some with less pain, but all of us. And then, there is the flower of the hope of rebirth, a powerful thread anchored in the hereafter. And it never disappoints. Jesus was the first to make the journey; we merely follow the journey that he took first. ‘I know that my Redeemer lives, and that he will be the last one standing on the ashes. I shall behold Him, with my eyes. My eyes shall behold Him, and no one else’ (Job 19:25).


Challenges


The evils of our world – and those of the Church – must not function as excuses for diminishing our commitment or our fervour. Let us look upon them as challenges that can help us grow.


The horse and the river


A moment of crisis is a moment of choice, which brings us face to face with the decisions we must make. All of us, in life, have had and will have moments of crisis: family crises, marriage crises, social crises, crises at work, so many crises. Even the pandemic that has struck us is a moment of social crisis.


How does one react in a moment of crisis? ‘After this, many of his disciples went away and accompanied him no more’ (John 6:66). Jesus decides to question the apostles: ‘Then Jesus said to the Twelve, “What about you, do you want to go away too?” ’ (John 6:67). Jesus urges them to make a decision. And it is Peter who makes the second confession: ‘Simon Peter answered, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the message of eternal life, and we believe; we have come to know that you are the Holy One of God” ’ (John 6:68–9). In the name of the Twelve, Peter confesses that Jesus is the Holy One of God, the Son of God.


Earlier, Peter was the first to confess: ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’ he declares, but when Jesus began to explain the Passion, Peter stops Him and says, ‘No, no, Lord, not this’; Jesus then reproaches him, saying, ‘Get behind me, Satan! You are an obstacle in my path, because you are thinking not as God thinks but as human beings do’ (Matthew 16:16–23).


In his second confession, Peter has matured a little and does not fight Jesus. He does not understand what Jesus is saying about eating His ‘flesh’ and drinking His ‘blood’; he does not understand, but he trusts the Master (John 6:54–6). He trusts Him. And then he makes this second confession: ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the message of eternal life’ (John 6:68).


These words help us survive moments of crisis. In my country, a saying goes, ‘When you’re riding a horse and have to cross a river, please, don’t change horses in midstream.’ In moments of crisis, you need to be steadfast in your convictions of faith. Those who left ‘changed horses’, sought out another teacher who was not so ‘hard on them’, as they said to Him. Moments of crisis demand perseverance and silence; you need to stay put, be steadfast. It is not the right time for changes. It is the moment of faith, faithfulness to God, faithfulness to previously made decisions. It is also the moment of conversion because this faithfulness can inspire changes for the better. Such faith does not push us away from good. Moments of peace and moments of crisis: we Christians need to learn to manage both.


Christ lives!


He is our hope and brings all the beauty of youth to this world. Everything He touches becomes youthful, new, full of life. And so, the very first words that I say to each young Christian is this: Christ is alive and wants you alive!


He is in you, with you; He never abandons you. Wherever you wander, the Risen One is by your side, He calls out to you and waits for you to return to Him and start over. When you feel old with sorrow, bitterness, fear, doubt or failure, He will always be there to grant you strength and hope.


Our sadness is a seed of joy


In times of suffering and pain, when we do not understand what is going on around us, and when we want to rebel, let us look for our Mother, and let us be like the fearful little children we used to be and cling to her skirts and call to her in our hearts, ‘Mother!’ We are not alone; we have a mother. We have our older brother, Jesus. We are not alone.


Let us look to the future with eyes filled with faith. Our sadness is a seed that will one day blossom into the joy that our Lord promised everyone who trusted His words: ‘Blessed are the gentle: they shall have the earth as inheritance’ (Matthew 5:4). God’s compassion, the way He suffers alongside us, gives eternal meaning and value to our struggles.


Those who move forward and those who turn back


Many people, including Christians and Catholics in our community, do not walk ahead. They are tempted to stop. Many Christians among us have indeed stopped. Their hope is weak. Yes, they believe in Heaven but they do not seek it out. They follow the commandments, the precepts, they do it all, and yet are stuck. The Lord cannot draw leaven from them to grow His people.


Then there are the ones who go astray. All of us have sometimes taken the wrong turn. But the problem is not making a mistake; the problem is not turning back when we realise we have made a mistake. It is our condition as sinners that makes us take the wrong turn. We walk, but sometimes we take the wrong turn. And yet, we can always turn back. The Lord gives us the grace to turn back.


There is another group that is even more dangerous because they deceive themselves. These are the ones who walk in circles and never move forward. They are the wandering Christians: they go around and around as if life were an existential tour with no final destination, never taking their promises seriously. They walk in circles and deceive themselves by saying, ‘Look, I am walking.’ No, you’re not walking; you’re going around in circles! The Lord asks us to keep moving forward. He warns us against taking the wrong turn. He reminds us not to wander about aimlessly. He asks us to follow through on our promises and carry out what we promised.


Young people are the promise of life


Some time ago, a friend asked me what I see when I look at a young person. My response was that I see a person looking for their own path, someone who wants to fly with their own wings, who looks at the world and to the horizon with eyes full of the future, full of hope, as well as illusions. A young person stands on their two feet just like adults, but unlike adults, who keep their feet parallel, one next to the other, a young person always has one foot in front of the other, one foot forward, always ready to set out, to spring forward, always racing ahead. Talking about young people means talking about promises; and that means talking about joy. Young people have so much strength; they know how to look forward with hope. A young person is a promise of life that implies a certain degree of tenacity. They may be foolish enough to delude themselves but resilient enough to heal from the damage incurred by those delusions.


Fall in love!


Are you looking for passion? As the beautiful poem attributed to Fr Pedro Arrupe advises, fall in love! Or, rather, let yourself fall in love, because:


 


Nothing is more practical than


finding God, than


falling in Love


in a quite absolute, final way.


What you are in love with,


what seizes your imagination,


will affect everything.


It will decide


what will get you out of bed in the morning,


what you do with your evenings,


how you spend your weekends,


what you read,


whom you know,


what breaks your heart,


and what amazes you with joy and gratitude.


Fall in Love,


stay in love,


and it will decide everything.


This love for God that embraces all of life with passion is only possible thanks to the Holy Spirit ‘because the love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been given to us’ (Romans 5:5).










TWO
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THE DREAM OF BEAUTY


The lack of poetry in the West


Eastern wisdom is not merely the wisdom of knowledge, it is the wisdom of time, the wisdom of contemplation. It would be good for our Western society, always in too much of a hurry, to learn how to stop and contemplate things, even in a poetic manner. I believe the West lacks a little poetry. While there are many beautiful, poetic things in the West, the East always goes further. The East is capable of looking at things through eyes that see further. I will not use the word ‘transcendental’ because some Eastern religions do not mention transcendence, but they certainly include a vision that goes beyond the limits of permanence. They go beyond. This is why I use the word ‘poetry’ to describe something free. I think that slowing down and making time for wisdom would do us Westerners good. The culture of ‘rushing around’ needs the culture of ‘stop a while’. Stop and look at the world around you.
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