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 Good morning dear priests,

Let us begin this day of spiritual retreat. I think it will benefit us to pray for one another, in communion. A retreat, but
all of us in communion! I have chosen the theme of mercy. First, a short introduction for the entire retreat. 

Mercy, seen in feminine terms, is the tender love of a mother who, touched by the frailty of her newborn baby, takes the
child into her arms and provides everything it needs to live and grow (rahamim). In masculine terms, mercy is the
steadfast fidelity of a father who constantly supports, forgives and encourages his children to grow. Mercy is the fruit of
a covenant; that is why God is said to remember his covenant of mercy (hesed). At the same time, it is an utterly free act
of kindness and goodness (eleos) rising up from the depths of our being and finding outward expression in charity. This
all-embracing character means that everyone can appreciate what it means to be merciful, to feel compassion for those
who suffer, sympathy for those in need, visceral indignation in the face of patent injustice and a desire to respond with
loving respect by attempting to set things right. If we reflect on this natural feeling of mercy, we begin to see how God
himself can be understood in terms of this defining attribute by which Jesus wished to reveal him to us. God’s name is
mercy.

When we meditate on mercy, something special happens. The dynamic of the Spiritual Exercises takes on new power.
Mercy helps us to see that the three ways of classical mysticism – the purgative, the illuminative and the unitive – are
not successive stages that, once experienced, can then be put behind us. We never cease to be in need of renewed
conversion, deeper contemplation and greater love. These three phases intertwine e recur. Nothing unites us to God
more than an act of mercy – and this is not an exaggeration: nothing unites us to God more than an act of mercy – for it
is by mercy that the Lord forgives our sins and gives us the grace to practise acts of mercy in his name. Nothing
strengthens our faith more than being cleansed of our sins. Nothing can be clearer than the teaching of Matthew 25 and
the Beatitude, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy” (Mt 5:7), for our understanding of God’s will and
the mission he has entrusted to us. We can apply to mercy the Lord’s statement that “the measure you give will be the
measure you receive” (Mt 7:2). If you will allow me, I am thinking of all those impatient confessors who “beat down”
penitents, scolding them. But this is how God will treat them! If only for this reason, please don’t act in such a way.
Mercy makes us pass from the recognition that we have received mercy to a desire to show mercy to others. We can feel
within us a healthy tension between sorrow for our sins and the dignity that the Lord has bestowed on us. Without
further ado, we can pass from estrangement to embrace, as in the parable of the prodigal son, and see how God uses our
own sinfulness as the vessel of his mercy. I want to repeat this, which is the key to the first meditation: using our
sinfulness itself as the vessel of his mercy. Mercy impels us to pass from personal to the communal. We see this in the
miracle of the multiplication of the loaves, a miracle born of Jesus’ compassion for his people and for others. Something
similar happens when we act mercifully: the bread of mercy multiplies as it is shared.

THREE SUGGESTIONS 

I have three suggestions for this day of retreat. The free and joyful familiarity that comes about at every level between
those who treat one another with mercy – the familiarity of the Kingdom of God as Jesus describes it in his parables –
leads me to offer three suggestions for your personal prayer today.

The first has to do with two practical counsels that Saint Ignatius gives and I apologise for the “in house” advertising.
He tells us that “it is not great knowledge that fills and satisfies the soul, but the ability to feel and savour the things of
God interiorly” (Spiritual Exercises,  2). Saint Ignatius adds that whenever we encounter and savour something we
desire, we should pray in peace, “without being anxious to move forward as long as I am satisfied” (ibid., 76). So too, in
these meditations on mercy we can begin with what we savour most and linger there, for surely one work of mercy will
lead us to others. If we start by thanking the Lord for having wondrously created us and for even more wondrously
redeemed us, surely this will lead us to a sense of sorrow for our sins. If we start by feeling compassion for the poor and
the outcast, surely we will come to realize that we ourselves stand in need of mercy.



My second suggestion for your prayer has to do with the way we speak about mercy. By now you have realized that in
Spanish I like to use “mercy” as a verb: We have to ‘show mercy’ [misericordiar in Spanish – to mercify: we have to
stretch the language a little] in order to ‘receive mercy’ [ser misericordiados – to be mercified]”. “But Father, this is not
a real word!” – “True, but it is the form I have found useful to grasp this reality: to show mercy, misericordiar and
receive mercy, ser misericordiados”. Mercy joins a human need to the heart of God, and this leads to immediate action.
We cannot meditate on mercy without it turning into action. In prayer, it doesn’t help to intellectualize things. With the
help of grace, our dialogue with the Lord has to focus straightaway on that sin for which I most need the Lord’s mercy,
the one of which I am most ashamed, the one for which I most desire to make reparation. From the outset, too, we have
to speak of what most moves us, of all those faces that make us want to do something to satisfy their hunger and thirst
for God, for justice, for tenderness. Mercy is contemplated in action, but in a kind of action that is all-inclusive. Mercy
engages our whole being – our feelings and our spirit – and all other beings as well. 

My last suggestion for today’s retreat has to do with the fruit of these Exercises,  namely the grace that  we ask to
receive. It is, in a word, the grace to become priests ever more ready to “receive mercy” (misericordiados) and to “show
mercy”  (misericordiosos).  One  of  the  most  beautiful  things,  and  which  moves  me,  is  a  priest’s confession:  it  is
something great, beautiful, because this man who comes to confess his own sins is the same who will listen to the heart
of other penitents who come to confess their sins. We can concentrate on mercy because it is what is most essential and
definitive. By the stairway of mercy (cf.  Laudato Si’, 77), we can descend to the depths of our human condition –
including our frailty and sin – and ascend to the heights of divine perfection: “Be merciful (perfect) as your Father is
merciful”. But always for the sake of “reaping” even greater mercy. This fruit should also be seen in a conversion of our
institutional mindset: unless our structures are vibrant and aimed at making us more open to God’s mercy and more
merciful to others, they can turn into something very bizarre and eventually counterproductive. This area is dealt with
often in some documents of the Church and addresses of various Popes: institutional conversion, pastoral conversion. 

This retreat, then, will follow the path of that “evangelical simplicity” which sees and does all things in the key of
mercy. That mercy is dynamic, not so much a noun with a fixed and definite meaning, or a descriptive adjective, but
rather a verb – “to show mercy” and “to receive mercy” [misericordiar and ser misericordiados]. This spurs us to action
in this world. Even more, it is a mercy that is “ever greater” (magis), a mercy that grows and expands, passing from
good to better and from less to more. For the model that Jesus sets before us is that of the Father, who is ever greater –
Deus semper maior – and whose infinite mercy in some sense constantly “grows”. His mercy has no roof or walls,
because it is born of his sovereign freedom.

FIRST MEDITATION: FROM ESTRANGEMENT TO CELEBRATION

Now we turn to the first meditation. I have entitled it “From estrangement to celebration”. If, as we said, the Gospel
presents mercy as an excess of God’s love, the first thing we have to do is to see where today’s world, and every person
in it, most needs this kind of overflow of love. We have to ask ourselves how such mercy is to be received. On what
barren and parched land must this flood of living water surge? What are the wounds that need this precious balm? What
is the sense of abandonment that cries out for loving attention? What is the sense of estrangement that so thirsts for
embrace and encounter?

The parable which I would now propose for your meditation is that of the merciful Father (cf. Lk 15:11-31). We find
ourselves before the mystery of the Father. I think we should begin with the moment when the prodigal son stands in the
middle of the pigsty, in that inferno of selfishness where, having done everything he wanted to do, now, instead of being
free, he feels enslaved. He looks at the pigs as they eat their husks… and he envies them. He feels homesick. Homesick:
a crucial word. He longs for the fresh baked bread that the servants in his house, his father’s house, eat for breakfast.
Homesickness, nostalgia is a powerful emotion. Like mercy, it expands the soul. It makes us think back to our first
experience of goodness – the homeland from which we went forth – and it awakens in us the hope of returning there. It
is the nostos algos. Against this vast horizon of nostalgia, the young man – as the Gospel tells us – came to his senses
and realized that he was miserable. Each one of us can come to, or be led to, the point of feeling greater misery. Each
one of us has his or her hidden misery… we need to beg for the grace to find it. 

Without dwelling on that misery of his, let us move on to the other moment, once his Father had embraced him and
kissed him. He finds himself still dirty, yet dressed for a banquet. For his father does not say: “Go and have a shower
and then come here”. No. He is dirty and dressed for a banquet. He fingers the ring he has been given, which is just like
his father’s. He has new sandals on his feet. He is in the middle of a party, in the midst of a crowd of people. A bit like
ourselves, if ever we have gone to confession before Mass and then all of a sudden found ourselves vested and in the
middle of a ceremony. It is a state of embarrassed dignity. 

AN EMBARRASSED DIGNITY

Let us think for a moment about the “embarrassed dignity” of this prodigal yet beloved son. If we can serenely keep our
heart balanced between those two extremes – dignity and embarrassment – without letting go of either of them, perhaps
we can feel how the heart of our Father beats with love for us. It was a heart beating with worry, as he went up onto the
roof to look out. What was he looking at? The possible return of his son… In that moment, in that place where dignity
and embarrassment exist side by side, we can perceive how our Father’s heart beats. We can imagine that mercy wells
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up in it like blood. He goes out to seek us sinners. He draws us to himself, purifies us and sends us forth, new and
renewed, to every periphery, to bring mercy to all. That blood is the blood of Christ, the blood of the new and eternal
covenant of mercy, poured out for us and for all, for the forgiveness of sins. We contemplate that blood by going in and
out of his heart and the heart of the Father. That is our sole treasure, the only thing we have to give to the world: the
blood that purifies and brings peace to every reality and all people. The blood of the Lord that forgives sins. The blood
that is true drink, for it reawakens and revives what was dead from sin.

In our serene prayer, which wavers between embarrassment and dignity, dignity and embarrassment, both together, let
us ask for the grace to sense that mercy as giving meaning to our entire life, the grace to feel how the heart of the Father
beats as one with our own. It is not enough to think of that grace as something God offers us from time to time,
whenever he forgives some big sin of ours, so that then we can go off to do the rest by ourselves, alone. It is not enough.

Saint Ignatius offers us an image drawn from the courtly culture of his time, but since loyalty among friends is a
perennial value, it can also help us. He says that, in order to feel “embarrassment and shame” for our sins (but without
forgetting God’s mercy), we can use the example of “a knight who finds himself before his king and his entire court,
ashamed and embarrassed for  having gravely wronged him, after  having received from him many gifts and many
favours” (Spiritual Exercises, 74). We can imagine this scene. But like the prodigal son who finds himself in the middle
of a banquet, this knight, who ought to feel ashamed before everyone, suddenly sees the King take him by the hand and
restore his dignity. Indeed, not only does the King ask him to follow him into battle, but he puts him at the head of his
peers. With what humility and loyalty this knight will serve him henceforth! This makes me think of the last part of
Chapter 16 of the Book of Ezekiel. 

Whether we see ourselves as the prodigal son in the midst of the banquet, or the disloyal knight restored and promoted,
the important thing is that each of us feel that fruitful tension born of the Lord’s mercy: we are at one and the same time
sinners pardoned and sinners restored to dignity. The Lord not only cleanses us, but crowns us, giving us dignity.

Simon Peter represents the ministerial aspect of this healthy tension. At every step along the way, the Lord trains him to
be both Simon and Peter. Simon, the ordinary man with all his faults and inconsistencies, and Peter, the bearer of the
keys who leads the others. When Andrew brings Simon, fresh from his nets, to Christ, the Lord gives him the name
Peter, “Rock”. Yet immediately after praising Peter’s confession of faith, which comes from the Father, Jesus sternly
reproves him for being tempted to heed the evil spirit telling him to flee the cross. Jesus will go on to invite Peter to
walk on the water; he will let him sink into his own fear, only then to stretch out his hand and raise him up. No sooner
does Peter confess that he is a sinner than the Lord makes him a fisher of men. He will question Peter at length about his
love, instilling in him sorrow and shame for his disloyalty and cowardice, but he will also thrice entrust to him the care
of his sheep. These two opposites always go together. 

That is how we have to see ourselves: poised between our utter shame and our sublime dignity. What do we feel when
people kiss our hands, when we are honoured by the People of God, as we look at our own depths of misery? There is
another circumstance which helps us understand. Contrast is always present. We must place ourselves into that context,
that place wherein our most shameful misery and highest dignity exist side by side. In that same place. Dirty, impure,
mean, vain – the sin of priests, vanity – and selfish yet  at  the same time, with feet  washed, called and chosen to
distribute the Lord’s multiplied loaves, blessed by our people, loved and cared for. Only mercy makes this situation
bearable. Without it, either we believe in our own righteousness like the Pharisees, or we shrink back like those who
feel unworthy. In either case, our hearts grow hardened: when we feel righteous like the Pharisees or when we distance
ourselves  like  those  who  feel  unworthy.  I  do  not  feel  worthy,  but  I  must  not  distance  myself:  I  must  have  an
embarrassed dignity, both go together. 

Let us look a little more closely at this, and ask why this tension is so fruitful between misery and dignity, between
estrangement and celebration? The reason, I would say, is that it is the result of a free decision. The Lord acts mainly
through our freedom, even though his help never fails us. Mercy is a matter of freedom. As a feeling, it  wells up
spontaneously. When we say that it is visceral, it might seem that it is synonymous with “animal”. But animals do not
experience “moral” mercy, even though some of them may experience something akin to compassion, like the faithful
dog keeping watch at the side of his ailing master. Mercy is a visceral emotion but it can also be the fruit of an acute
intellectual insight – startling as a bolt of lightning but no less complex for its simplicity. We intuit many things when
we feel mercy. We understand, for example that another person is in a desperate state, a limit situation; something is
going on that is greater than his or her sins and failings. We also realize that the other person is our peer, that we could
well be standing in his or her shoes. Or that evil is such an immense and devastating thing that it can’t simply be fixed
by justice… Deep down, we realize that what is needed is an infinite mercy, like that of the heart of Christ, to remedy
all the evil and suffering we see in the lives of human beings… If mercy is anything less than this, it is not enough. We
can understand so many things simply by seeing someone barefoot in the street on a cold morning, or by contemplating
the Lord nailed to the cross – for me!

Moreover, mercy can be freely accepted and nurtured, or freely rejected. If we accept it, one thing leads to another. If
we choose to ignore it, our heart grows cold. Mercy makes us experience our freedom and, as a result, the freedom of
God himself, who, as he said to Moses, is “merciful with whom he is merciful” (cf.  Dt 5:10). By his mercy the Lord
expresses his freedom. And we, our own.



We can “do without” the Lord’s mercy for a long time. In other words, we can go through life without thinking about it
consciously or explicitly asking for it. Then one day we realize that “all is mercy” and we weep bitterly for not having
known it earlier, when we needed it most!

This feeling is a kind of moral misery. It is the entirely personal realization that at a certain point in my life I decided to
go it alone: I made my choice and I chose badly. Such are the depths we have to reach in order to feel sorrow for our
sins and true repentance. Otherwise, we lack the freedom to see that sin affects our entire life. We don’t recognize our
misery, and thus we miss out on mercy, which only acts on that condition. People don’t go to a pharmacy and ask for an
aspirin out of mercy. Out of mercy we ask for morphine, to administer to a person who is terminally ill and racked with
pain. All or nothing. If we do not go into this deeply, we will fail to understand. 

The heart that God joins to this moral misery of ours is the heart of Christ, his beloved Son, which beats as one with that
of  the  Father  and  the Spirit.  I  remember  when Pius  XII  completed his  Encyclical  on the Sacred  Heart,  someone
commented: “Why an Encyclical on this? This is for religious sisters…”. The heart of Jesus is the centre, the very centre
of mercy. Perhaps sisters understand this better than we do, because they are mothers in the Church, icons of the
Church, of the Blessed Mother. But the centre is the heart of Jesus. We would do well to read this week or tomorrow
Haurietis aquas… “But it is preconciliar!” – true, but it helps me! Reading it can help us! The heart of Jesus is a heart
that chooses the fastest route and takes it. Mercy gets its hands dirty. It touches, it gets involved, it gets caught up with
others, it gets personal. It does not approach “cases” but persons and their pain. Let us examine our use of words. How
many times, without realizing it, do we say: “I have this case…”. Stop right there! Say, instead: “I have this person
who…”. This is very clerical: “I have this case…”, “I’ve come across a case…”. It happens to me often. There is some
clericalism: to reduce the concreteness of God’s love, that love which God gives us and that of persons, to a “case”. In
this way I distance myself and am not affected. In this way I don’t dirty my hands; I am able to carry out a pastoral
work that is clean, elegant, and in which I risk nothing. And in which – don’t be scandalized – I am not able to sin
shamefully. Mercy exceeds justice; it  brings knowledge and compassion; it  leads to involvement. By the dignity it
brings – and this is crucial, not to be forgotten: mercy brings dignity – mercy raises up the one over whom another has
stooped to bring help. The one who shows mercy and the one to whom mercy is shown become equals. Like the sinful
woman in the Gospel (Lk 7:36-50), who was forgiven much, because she loved much and had sinned much. 

That is why the Father needed to celebrate, so that everything could be restored at once, and his son could regain his
lost dignity. This realization makes it possible to look to the future in a different way. It is not that mercy overlooks the
objective harm brought about by evil. Rather, it takes away evil’s power over the future, and this is the power of mercy:
it takes away the power of evil over life, which then goes on. Mercy is the genuine expression of life that counters
death, the bitter fruit of sin. As such, it is completely lucid and in no way naïve. It is not that it is blind to evil; rather, it
sees how short life is and all the good still to be done. That is why it is so important to forgive completely, so that others
can look to the future without wasting time on self-recrimination and self-pity over their past mistakes. In starting to
care for others, we will examine our own consciences, and to the extent that we help others, we will make reparation for
the wrong we ourselves have done. Mercy is always tinged with hope. Mercy is the mother of hope. 

To let ourselves to be drawn to and sent by the beating heart of the Father is to remain in this healthy tension of
embarrassed dignity. Letting ourselves be drawn into his heart, like blood which has been sullied on its way to give life
to the extremities, so that the Lord can purify us and wash our feet. Letting ourselves be sent, full of the oxygen of the
Spirit, to revive the whole body, especially those members who are most distant, frail and hurting.

A priest,  and this really happened, once told me about a street  person who ended up living in a hospice.  He was
consumed by bitterness and did not interact with others. He was an educated person, as they later found out. Sometime
thereafter, this man was hospitalized for a terminal illness. He told the priest that while he was there, feeling empty and
disillusioned, the man in the next bed asked him to remove his bed pan and empty it. That request from someone truly
in need, someone worse off than he was, opened his eyes and his heart to a powerful sense of humanity, a desire to help
another person and to let himself be helped by God. He confessed his sins. A simple act of mercy put him in touch with
infinite mercy. It led him to help someone else and, in doing so, to be helped himself. He died after making a good
confession, and at peace. This is the mystery of mercy. 

So I leave you with the parable of the merciful Father, now that we have we have entered into the situation of the son
who feels dirty and dressed up, a dignified sinner, ashamed of himself yet proud of his father. The sign that we have
entered into it is that we ourselves now desire be merciful to all. This is the fire Jesus came to bring to the earth, a fire
that lights other fires. If the spark does not take, it is because one of the poles cannot make contact. Either excessive
shame, which fails to strip the wires and, instead of freely confessing “I did this or that”, stays covered; or excessive
dignity, which touches things with gloves. 

AN EXCESS OF MERCY

A few words to conclude on the excesses of mercy. The only way for us to be “excessive” in responding to God’s
excessive mercy is to be completely open to receiving it and to sharing it  with others. The Gospel gives us many
touching examples of people who went to excess in order to receive his mercy. There is the paralytic whose friends let
him down from the roof into the place where the Lord was preaching – they exaggerate somewhat. Or the leper who left
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his nine companions to come back, glorifying and thanking God in a loud voice, to kneel at the Lord’s feet. Or the blind
Bartimaeus whose outcry made Jesus halt before him – and even gets through the “priests’ custom controls” to reach the
Lord. Or the woman suffering from a haemorrhage who timidly approached the Lord and touched his robe; as the
Gospel tells us, Jesus felt power – dynamis – “go forth” from him… All these are examples of that contact that lights a
fire and unleashes the positive force of mercy. Then too, we can think of the sinful woman, who washed the Lord’s feet
with her tears and dried them with her hair; Jesus saw her excessive display of love as a sign of her having received
great mercy. Mercy is always excessive! Ordinary people – sinners, the infirm and those possessed by demons – are
immediately  raised  up  by  the  Lord.  He  makes  them pass  from exclusion  to  full  inclusion,  from estrangement  to
celebration. And it can only be understood in the key of hope, in an apostolic key, in the key of knowing mercy and then
showing mercy. 

Let us conclude by praying the Magnificat of mercy, Psalm 50 by King David, which we pray each Friday at Morning
Prayer. It is the Magnificat of “a humble and contrite heart” capable of confessing its sin before the God who, in his
fidelity, is greater than any of our sins. God is greater than our sins! If we put ourselves in the place of the prodigal son,
at the moment when, expecting his Father’s reproof, he discovers instead that his Father has thrown a party, we can
imagine him praying Psalm 50. We can pray it antiphonally with him, we and the prodigal son together. We can hear
him saying: “Have mercy on me, O God, in your kindness; in your compassion blot out my offence” … And ourselves
continuing: “My offences, truly I (too) know them; my sin is always before me”. And together: “Against you, Father,
against you, you alone, have I sinned”.

May our prayer rise up from that interior tension which kindles mercy, that tension between the shame that says: “From
my sins turn away your face, and blot out all my guilt”, and the confidence that says, “O purify me, then I shall be
clean; O wash me, I shall be whiter than snow”. A confidence that becomes apostolic: “Give me again the joy of your
help; with the spirit of fervour sustain me, that I may teach transgressors your ways, and sinners may return to you”.

 

SECOND MEDITATION:
THE VESSEL OF MERCY

Basilica of Saint Mary Major - Thursday, 2 June 2016

After  meditating  on  the  “embarrassed  dignity”  and  “dignified  embarrassment”  that  are  the  fruits  of  mercy, let  us
continue by considering the “vessel of mercy”. This is not something complicated. Let me simply say that the vessel of
mercy is our sin. It is that simple. Our sin is usually like a sieve, or a leaky bucket, from which grace quickly drains.
“For my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out cisterns for
themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water” (Jer  2:13). That is why the Lord had to teach Peter the need to
“forgive seventy times seven”. God keeps forgiving; we are the ones who grow weary of forgiving. God never tires of
forgiving, even when he sees how hard it is for his grace to take root in the parched and rocky soil of our hearts. In
a word,  God  is  no  Pelagian:  that  is  why  he  never  tires  of  forgiving.  He  never  stops  sowing  his  mercy  and  his
forgiveness. He keeps coming back to us… seventy times seven.

HEARTS CREATED ANEW

Let us take a closer look at this mercy of God that is always “greater” than our consciousness of our sinfulness. The
Lord never tires of forgiving us; indeed, he renews the wineskins in which we receive that forgiveness. He uses a new
wineskin for the new wine of his mercy, not one that is patched or old. That wineskin is mercy itself: his own mercy,
which we experience and then show in helping others. A heart that has known mercy is not old and patched, but new
and re-created. It is the heart for which David prayed: “A pure heart create for me, O God, put a steadfast spirit within
me” (Ps 50:12). 

That heart, created anew, is a good vessel; it is no longer battered and leaky. The liturgy echoes the heartfelt conviction
of the Church in the beautiful prayer that follows the first reading of the Easter Vigil: “O God who wonderfully created
the universe, then more wonderfully re-created it in the redemption”. In this prayer, we affirm that the second creation is
even more wondrous than the first. Ours is a heart conscious of having been created anew thanks to the coalescence of
its own poverty and God’s forgiveness; it is a “heart which has been shown mercy and shows mercy”. It feels the balm
of grace poured out upon its wounds and its sinfulness; it feels mercy assuaging its guilt, watering its aridity with love
and rekindling its hope. When, with the same grace, it then forgives other sinners and treats them with compassion, this
mercy takes root in good soil, where water does not drain off but sinks in and gives life. 

The best practitioners of this mercy that rights wrongs are those who know that they themselves have been shown
mercy with regard to the same evil. Look at yourself; think of your own story; remind yourself of your story; and you
will discover so much mercy! We see this in the case of addiction counsellors: those who have overcome their own
addiction are usually those who can best understand, help and challenge others. So too, the best confessors are usually
themselves good penitents. We can think about the kind of penitent we ourselves are. Almost all the great saints were
great sinners or, like Saint Therese, knew that it was by sheer grace that they were not.



The real vessel of mercy, then, is the mercy which each of us received and which created in us a new heart. This is the
“new wineskin” to which Jesus referred (cf. Lk 5:37), the “healed sore”.

Here we enter more deeply into the mystery of the Son, Jesus, who is the Father’s mercy incarnate. Here too we can
find the definitive icon of the vessel of mercy in the wounds of the risen Lord. Those wounds remind us that the traces
of our sins, forgiven by God, never completely heal or disappear; they remain as scars. Saint Bernard has two fine
sermons on the Lord’s wounds. There, in those wounds, we find mercy. Bernard pointedly asks: “Do you feel lost? “Are
you troubled? Enter into the wounds of the Lord and there you will find mercy”. 

Scars, we know, are sensitive; they do not hurt, yet they remind us of our old wounds. God’s mercy is in those scars, our
scars. The Lord stills bears his wounds; he wanted to carry those scars, and ours as well. When we go to the doctor and
he sees a scar, he asks us how we got it, the reason why we had this or that operation. Let us look at the scars of our soul
and say to the Lord: “You performed this operation, with your mercy, this is the wound that you healed…”

In the scars of the risen Christ, the marks of the wounds in his hands and feet but also in his pierced heart, we find the
true meaning of sin and grace. There, in his wounded heart. As we contemplate the Lord’s wounded heart, we see
ourselves reflected in him. His heart, and our own, are similar: both are wounded and risen. But we know that his heart
was pure love and was wounded because it willed to be so; our heart, on the other hand, was pure wound, which was
healed because it allowed itself to be loved. By doing so, it became a vessel of mercy.

OUR SAINTS RECEIVED MERCY

We can benefit from contemplating others who let their hearts be re-created by mercy and by seeing the “vessel” in
which they received that mercy.

Paul received mercy in the harsh and inflexible vessel of his judgement, shaped by the Law. His harsh judgement made
him a persecutor. Mercy so changed him that he sought those who were far off, from the pagan world, and, at the same
time showed great understanding and mercy to those who were as he had been. Paul was willing to be an outcast,
provided he could save his own people. His approach can be summed up in this way: he did not judge even himself, but
instead let himself be justified by a God who is greater than his conscience, appealing to Jesus as the faithful advocate
from whose love nothing and no one could separate him. Paul’s understanding of God’s unconditional mercy was
radical. His realization that God’s mercy overcomes the inner wound that subjects us to two laws, the law of the flesh
and the law of the Spirit, was the fruit of a mind open to absolute truth, wounded in the very place where the Law and
the Light become a trap. The famous “thorn” that the Lord did not take away from him was the vessel in which Paul
received the Lord’s mercy (cf. 2 Cor 12:7).

Peter receives mercy in his presumption of being a man of good sense. He was sensible with the sound, practical
wisdom of a fisherman who knows from experience when to fish and when not to. But he was also sensible when, in his
excitement at walking on water and hauling in miraculous draughts of fish, he gets carried away with himself and
realizes that he has to ask help from the only one who can save him. Peter was healed of the deepest wound of all, that
of denying his friend. Perhaps the reproach of Paul, who confronted him with his duplicity, has to do with this; it may
be that Paul felt that he had been worse “before” knowing Christ, whereas Peter had denied Christ, after knowing him…
Still, once Peter was healed of that wound, he became a merciful pastor, a solid rock on which one can always build,
since it is a weak rock that has been healed, not a stumbling stone. In the Gospel, Peter is the disciple whom the Lord
most often corrects. He gets a “thrashing” more than the others! Jesus is constantly correcting him, even to the end:
“What is that to you? Follow me!” (Jn  21:22). Tradition tells us that Jesus appeared once again to Peter as he was
fleeing Rome. The image of Peter being crucified head down perhaps best expresses this vessel of a hardhead who, in
order to be shown mercy, abased himself even in giving the supreme witness of his love for the Lord. Peter did not want
to end his life saying, “I learned the lesson”, but rather, “Since my head is never going to get it right, I will put it on the
bottom”. What he put on top were his feet, the feet that the Lord had washed. For Peter, those feet were the vessel in
which he received the mercy of his Friend and Lord.

John was healed in his pride for wanting to requite evil with fire. He who was a “son of thunder” (Mk 3:17) would end
up writing to his “little children” and seem like a kindly grandfather who speaks only of love.

Augustine was healed in his regret for being a latecomer. This troubled him and in his yearning to make up for lost time
he was healed:  “Late have I  loved thee”.  He would find a creative and loving way to compensate by writing his
Confessions.

Francis experienced mercy at many points in his life. Perhaps the definitive vessel, which became real wounds, was not
so much kissing the leper, marrying Lady Poverty or feeling himself a brother to every creature, as the experience of
having to watch over in merciful silence the Order he had founded. This is where I see the great heroism of Francis: in
his having to watch over in merciful silence the Order he had founded. This was his great vessel of mercy. Francis saw
his brethren divided under the very banner of poverty. The devil makes us quarrel among ourselves, defending even the
most holy things “with an evil spirit”.



Ignatius was healed in his vanity, and if that was the vessel, we can catch a glimpse of how great must have been his
yearning for vainglory, which was re-created in his strenuous efforts to seek the greater glory of God.

In his Diary of a Country Priest, Bernanos recounts the life of an ordinary priest, inspired by the life of the Curé of Ars.
There are two beautiful  paragraphs describing the reflections of the priest in the final  moments of his unexpected
illness: “May God grant me the grace in these last weeks to continue to take care of the parish… But I shall give less
thought to the future, I shall work in the present. I feel such work is within my power. For I only succeed in small
things, and when I am tried by anxiety, I am bound to say that it is the small things that release me”. Here we see a
small vessel of mercy, one that has to do with the minuscule joys of our pastoral life, where we receive and bestow the
infinite mercy of the Father in little gestures. Little priestly gestures.

The other paragraph says: “It is all over now. The strange mistrust I had of myself,  of my own being, has flown,
I believe for ever. That conflict is done. I cannot understand it any more. I am reconciled to myself, to the poor, poor
shell of me. How easy it is to hate oneself. True grace is to forget. Yet if pride could die in us, the supreme grace would
be to love oneself in all simplicity – as one would love any of those who themselves have suffered and loved in Christ”.
This is the vessel: “to love oneself in all simplicity, as one would love any of those who themselves have suffered and
loved in Christ”. It is an ordinary vessel, like an old jar we can borrow even from the poor.

Blessed José Gabriel del Rosario Brochero, the Argentinian priest – my countryman! – who will soon be canonized. He
“let his heart be shaped by the mercy of God”. In the end, his vessel was his own leprous body. He wanted to die on
horseback, crossing a mountain stream on the way to anoint a sick person. Among the last things he said was: “There is
no ultimate glory in this life”. For me these words are striking: “There is no ultimate glory in this life”. Towards the
end, when leprosy had left him blind, he said: “I am quite happy with what God has done with me regarding my sight,
and I thank him for that. While I could serve other people, he kept my senses whole and strong. Today, when I can no
longer do so, he has taken away one of my physical senses. In this world there is no ultimate glory, and we have our
more than enough misery”. Often our work remains unfinished, so being at peace with that is always a grace. We are
allowed to “let things go”, so that the Lord can bless and perfect them. We shouldn’t be overly concerned. In this way,
we can be open to the pain and joy of our brothers and sisters. Cardinal Van Thuan used to say that, in prison, the Lord
taught him to distinguish between “God’s business”, to which he was devoted in his free life as priest and bishop, and
God himself, to whom he was devoted during his imprisonment (Five Loaves and Two Fish, Pauline Books and Media,
2003). 

We could easily go on talking about how the saints were vessels of mercy, but let us turn to Our Lady. After all, we are
in her house!

MARY AS VESSEL AND SOURCE OF MERCY

Ascending the stairway of the saints in our pursuit of vessels of mercy, we come at last to Our Lady. She is the simple
yet perfect vessel that both receives and bestows mercy. Her free “yes” to grace is the very opposite of the sin that led to
the downfall of the prodigal son. Her mercy is very much her own, very much our own and very much that of the
Church.  As  she  says  in  the  Magnificat,  she  knows  that  God has  looked  with  favour  upon  her  humility  and  she
recognizes that his mercy is from generation to generation. Mary can see the working of this mercy and she feels
“embraced”, together with all of Israel, by it. She treasures in her heart the memory and promise of God’s infinite mercy
for his people. Hers is the Magnificat of a pure and overflowing heart that sees all of history and each individual person
with a mother’s mercy.

During the moments I was able to spend alone with Mary during my visit to Mexico, as I gazed at Our Lady, the Virgin
of Guadalupe and I let her gaze at me, I prayed for you, dear priests, to be good pastors of souls. I have often told this
story. In my address to the bishops, I mentioned that I reflected at length on the mystery of Mary’s gaze, its tenderness
and its sweetness that give us the courage to open our hearts to God’s mercy. I would now like to reflect with you on
a few of the ways that Our Lady “gazes” especially at priests, since through us she wants to gaze at her people.

Mary’s gaze makes us feel her maternal embrace. She shows us that “the only power capable of winning human hearts
is the tenderness of God. What delights and attracts, humbles and overcomes, opens and unleashes is not the power of
instruments or the force of the law, but rather the omnipotent weakness of divine love, which is the irresistible force of
its gentleness and the irrevocable pledge of its mercy” (Address to the Mexican Bishops,  13 February 2016). What
people seek in the eyes of Mary is “a place of rest where people, still orphans and disinherited, may find a place of
refuge, a home.” And that has to do with the way she “gazes” – her eyes open up a space that is inviting, not at all like
a tribunal or an office. If at times you realize that your own gaze has become hardened from hard work or weariness –
this is something that happens to us all – or that you tend to look at people with annoyance or coldness, stop and look
once again to her in heartfelt humility. For Our Lady can remove every “cataract” that prevents you from seeing Christ
in people’s souls. She can remove the myopia that fails to see the needs of others, which are the needs of the incarnate
Lord, as well as the hyperopia that cannot see the details, “the small print”, where the truly important things are played
out in the life of the Church and of the family. Our Lady’s gaze brings healing.
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Another aspect of Mary’s gaze to do with weaving. Mary gazes “by weaving”, by finding a way to bring good out of all
the things that her people lay at her feet. I told the Mexican bishops that, “in the mantle of the Mexican soul, with the
thread of its  mestizo features, God has woven in  la Morenita the face by which he wishes to be known”. A spiritual
master  teaches  us  that  “whatever  is  said  of  Mary  specially  is  said  of  the  Church  universally  and  of  each  soul
individually” (cf. Isaac of Stella,  Serm. 51: PL 194, 1863). If we consider how God wove the face and figure of Our
Lady of Guadalupe into Juan Diego’s cloak, we can prayerfully ponder how he is weaving our soul and the life of the
whole Church. 

They say that it is impossible to see how the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe was “painted”; it seems to have been
somehow “imprinted”. I like to think that the miracle was not only that the image was imprinted or painted, but that the
entire cloak was re-created, transformed from top to bottom. Each thread – those threads of maguey leaf that women
had learned from childhood to weave for their finest garments – was transfigured in its place, and, interwoven with all
the others, revealed the face of our Lady, her presence and her surroundings. God’s mercy does the same thing with us.
It doesn’t “paint” us a pretty face, or airbrush the reality of who we are. Rather, with the very threads of our poverty and
sinfulness, interwoven with the Father’s love, it so weaves us that our soul is renewed and recovers its true image, the
image of Jesus. So be priests “capable of imitating this freedom of God, who chooses the humble in order to reveal the
majesty of his countenance, priests capable of imitating God’s patience by weaving the new humanity which your
country awaits with the fine thread of all those whom you encounter. Don’t give into the temptation to go elsewhere –
this is one of our temptations, to ask the bishop for a transfer! – as if the love of God were not powerful enough to bring
about change” (Address to the Mexican Bishops, 13 February 2016).

A third aspect of Our Lady’s gaze is that of attentive care. Her gaze is one of complete attention. She leaves everything
else behind, and is concerned only with the person in front of her. Like a mother, she is all ears for the child who has
something to tell her. Have you seen how mothers even imitate the voice of their babies to encourage them to speak?
They become small themselves. In Mexico I said that “the wonderful Guadalupe tradition teaches us that la Morenita
treasures the gaze of all those who look to her; she reflects the faces of all who come to her. There is something unique
about the face of every person who comes to us looking for God. Not everyone looks at us in the same way. We need to
realize this, to open our hearts and to show concern for them” (ibid.). Otherwise, a priest becomes self-centred. Only a
Church capable of attentive concern for all those who knock on her door can speak to them of God. Unless you can
treasure the faces of those who knock at your door, you will not be able to talk to them about God. “Unless we can see
into people’s suffering and recognize their needs, we will have nothing to offer them. The riches we possess only flow
forth when we truly encounter the needs of others, and this encounter take places precisely in our heart as pastors”
(ibid.). 

In Mexico, I asked the bishops to be attentive to you, their priests, and not to leave you “exposed to loneliness and
abandonment, easy prey to a worldliness that devours the heart” (ibid.). The world is watching us closely, in order to
“devour” us, to make us consumers… All of us need attention, a gaze of genuine concern. As I told the bishops: “Be
attentive and learn to read the faces of your priests, in order to rejoice with them when they feel the joy of recounting all
that they have ‘done and taught’ (Mk 6:30). Also do not step back when they are humbled and can only weep because
they ‘have denied the Lord’ (cf. Lk 22:61-62). Offer your support, in communion with Christ, whenever one of them,
discouraged, goes out with Judas into ‘the night’ (cf.  Jn 13:30). In these situations your fatherly care for your priests
must never be found wanting. Encourage communion among them; seek to bring out the best in them, and enlist them in
great ventures, for the heart of an apostle was not made for small things” (ibid.).

Lastly, Mary’s gaze is “integral”, all-embracing. It brings everything together: our past, our present and our future. It is
not  fragmented  or  partial:  mercy  can  see  things  as  a  whole  and  grasp  what  is  most  necessary.  At  Cana,  Mary
“empathetically” foresaw what the lack of wine in the wedding feast would mean and she asked Jesus to resolve the
problem, without anyone noticing. We can see our entire priestly life as somehow “foreseen” by Mary’s mercy; she sees
beforehand the things we lack and provides for them. If there is any “good wine” present in our lives, it is due not to our
own merits but to her “anticipated mercy”. In the Magnificat, she proclaims how the Lord “looked with favour on her
loneliness” and “remembered his (covenant of) mercy”, a “mercy shown from generation to generation” to the poor and
the downtrodden. For Mary, history is mercy.

We can conclude by praying the Salva Regina. The words of this prayer are vibrant with the mystery of the Magnificat.
Mary is the Mother of mercy, our life, our sweetness and our hope. Whenever you priests have moments of darkness or
distress, whenever your hearts are troubled, I would encourage you not only to “look to your Mother” – you should do
that anyway – but to go to her, let her gaze at you, be still and even fall asleep in her presence. Your distress, and all
those mistakes that may have brought it about… all that muck will become a vessel of mercy. Let Our Lady gaze at
you! Her eyes of mercy are surely the greatest vessel of mercy, for their gaze enables us to drink in that kindness and
goodness for which we hunger with a yearning that only a look of love can satisfy. Mary’s eyes of mercy also enable us
to see God’s mercy at work in human history and to find Jesus in the faces of our brothers and sisters. In Mary, we catch
a glimpse of the promised land – the Kingdom of mercy established by the Lord – already present in this life beyond the
exile into which sin leads us. 

So let Our Lady take you by the hand, and cling to her mantle. In my office I have a lovely image of the Synkatabasis
that Father Rupnik gave me. It shows Mary holding out her hands like a stairway on which Jesus descends. What I like
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most about it is that Jesus holds in one hand the fullness of the Law and with the other he clings to her mantle. In the
Russian tradition, the old monks tell us that amid spiritual storms we need to take refuge under the mantle of Mary. The
first Marian antiphon in the West says the same thing: Sub Tuum Praesidium. Our Lady’s mantle. So don’t be ashamed,
don’t keep talking, just stay there and let yourself be sheltered, let yourselves be looked at. And weep. When we find a
priest who can do this, who can go to Our Lady with all his sins and weep, there, I would say, is a good priest, because
he is a good son. He will be a good father. 

Holding Mary’s hand and beneath her gaze, we can joyfully proclaim the greatness of the Lord. We can say: My soul
sings of you, Lord, for you have looked with favour on the lowliness and humility of your servant. How blessed I am, to
have been forgiven. Your mercy, Lord, that you showed to your saints and to all your faithful people, you have also
shown to me. I was lost, seeking only myself, in the arrogance of my heart, yet I found no glory. My only glory is that
your Mother has embraced me, covered me with her mantle, and drawn me to her heart. I want to be loved as one of
your little ones. I want to feed with your bread all those who hunger for you. Remember, Lord, your covenant of mercy
with your sons, the priests of your people. With Mary, may we be the sign and sacrament of your mercy.

THIRD MEDITATION: 
THE GOOD ODOUR OF CHRIST AND THE LIGHT OF HIS MERCY

Basilica of Saint Paul Outside-the-Walls - Thursday, 2 June 2016

Let us hope that the Lord will grant us what we sought in prayer: to imitate Jesus’ example of patience, and with that
patience to overcome all our difficulties.

This, our third meditation, is entitled: The good odour of Christ and the light of his mercy.

In this third meeting, I propose that we meditate on the works of mercy, by taking whichever one we feel is most closely
linked to our charism, and by looking at them as a whole. We can contemplate them through the merciful eyes of Our
Lady, who helps us to find “the wine that is lacking” and encourages us to “do whatever Jesus tells us” (cf. Jn 2:1-12),
so that his mercy can work the miracles that our people need.

The works of mercy are closely linked to the “spiritual senses”. In our prayer we ask for the grace so to “feel and
savour” the Gospel that it can make us more “sensitive” in our lives. Moved by the Spirit and led by Jesus, we can see
from afar, with the eyes of mercy, those who have fallen along the wayside. We can hear the cries of Bartimaeus and
feel with Jesus the timid yet determined touch of the woman suffering from haemorrhage, as she grasps his robe. We
can ask for the grace to taste with the crucified Jesus the bitter gall of all those who share in his cross, and smell the
stench of misery - in field hospitals, in trains and in boats crammed with people. The balm of mercy does not disguise
this stench. Rather, by anointing it, it awakens new hope.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in discussing the works of mercy, tells us that “when her mother reproached her
for care for the poor and the sick at home, Saint Rose of Lima said to her: ‘When we serve the poor and the sick, we are
the good odour of Christ’” (No. 2449, Latin). That good odour of Christ – the care of the poor – is, and always has been,
the hallmark of the Church. Paul made it the focus of his meeting with Peter, James and John, the “columns” of the
Church. He tells us that they “asked only one thing, that we remember the poor” (Gal 2:10). This reminds of a story
I have already told. Just after I was just elected Pope, while the reading of the ballots continued, a brother cardinal came
up to me, embraced me and said: “Don’t forget the poor!” It was the first message the Lord sent me at that moment. 

The Catechism goes on to say, significantly, that “those who are oppressed by poverty are the object of a preferential
love on the part of the Church, which from her origins, and in spite of the failings of many of her members, has not
ceased to work for their relief, defence and liberation” (No. 2448). Without ideologies, with the power of the Gospel
alone.

In the Church we have, and have always had, our sins and failings. But when it comes to serving the poor by the works
of mercy, as a Church we have always followed the promptings of the Spirit. Our saints did this in quite creative and
effective ways. Love for the poor has been the sign, the light that draws people to give glory to the Father. Our people
value this in a priest who cares for the poor and the sick, for those whose sins he forgives and for those whom he
patiently teaches and corrects… Our people forgive us priests many failings, except for that of attachment to money.
This they don’t forgive. It is not so much about money itself, but the fact that money makes us lose the treasure of
mercy. Our people can sniff out which sins are truly grave for a priest, the sins that kill his ministry because they turn
him into a bureaucrat or, even worse, a mercenary. They can also recognize which sins are, I won’t say secondary (I’m
not sure if you can say this theologically!), but that have to be put up with, borne like a cross, until the Lord at last burns
them away like the chaff. But the failure of a priest to be merciful is a glaring contradiction. It strikes at the heart of
salvation, against Christ, who “became poor so that by his poverty we might become rich” (cf.  2 Cor  8:9). Because



mercy heals “by losing something of itself”. We feel a pang of regret and we lose a part of our life, because rather than
do what we wanted to do, we reached out to someone else in a work of mercy.

So it  is  not  about  God showing me mercy for  this or  that  sin,  as  if  I  were otherwise self-sufficient,  or  about  us
performing some act of mercy towards this or that person in need. The grace we seek in this prayer is that of letting
ourselves be shown mercy by God in every aspect of our lives and in turn to show mercy to others in all that we do. As
priests and bishops, we work with the sacraments, baptizing, hearing confessions, celebrating the Eucharist… Mercy is
our way of making the entire life of God’s people a sacrament. Being merciful is not only “a way of life”, but “ the way
of life”. There is no other way of being a priest. Father Brochero put it this way: “The priest who has scarce pity for
sinners is only half a priest. These vestments I wear are not what make me a priest; if I don’t have charity in my heart,
I am not even a Christian.” 

To see needs and to bring immediate relief, and even more, to anticipate those needs: this is the mark of a father’s gaze.
This priestly gaze – which takes the place of the father in the heart of Mother Church – makes us see people with the
eyes of mercy. It has to be learned from seminary on, and it must enrich all our pastoral plans and projects. We desire,
and we ask the Lord to give us, a gaze capable of discerning the signs of the times, to know “what works of mercy our
people need today” in order to feel and savour the God of history who walks among them. For, as Aparecida says,
quoting Saint Alberto Hurtado: “In our works, our people know that we understand their suffering” (No. 386). 

The proof that we understand is that our works of mercy are blessed by God and meet with help and cooperation from
our people. Some plans and projects do not work out well, without people ever realizing why. They rack their brains
trying to come up with yet another pastoral plan, when all somebody has to say is: “It’s not working because it lacks
mercy”, with no further ado. If it is not blessed, it is because it lacks mercy. It lacks the mercy found in a field hospital,
not in expensive clinics; it lacks the mercy that values goodness and opens the door to an encounter with God, rather
than turning someone away with sharp criticism…

I am going to propose a prayer about the woman whose sins were forgiven (Jn  8:3-11), to ask for the grace to be
merciful in the confessional, and another prayer about the social dimension of the works of mercy.

I have always been struck by the passage of the Lord’s encounter with the woman caught in adultery, and how, by
refusing to condemn her, he “fell short of” the Law. In response to the question they asked to test him – “should she be
stoned or not?” – Jesus did not rule, he did not apply the law. He played dumb – here too the Lord has something to
teach us! – and turned to something else. He thus initiated a process in the heart of the woman who needed to hear those
words: “Neither do I condemn you”. He stretched out his hand and helped her to her feet, letting her see a gentle gaze
that changed her heart. The Lord took the daughter of Jairus by the hand and said: “Give her something to eat”. He
raised the son of the widow of Nain and gave him back to his mother. And here he tells the sinful woman to rise. He
puts us exactly where God wants us to be: standing, on our feet, never down on the ground.

Sometimes I feel a little saddened and annoyed when people go straight to the last words Jesus speaks to her: “Go and
sin no more”. They use these words to “defend” Jesus from bypassing the law. I believe that Christ’s words are of
a piece with his actions. He bends down to write on the ground as a prelude to what he is about to say to those who want
to stone the woman, and he does so again before talking to her. This tells us something about the “time” that the Lord
takes in judging and forgiving. The time he gives each person to look into his or her own heart and then to walk away.
In talking to the woman, the Lord opens other spaces: one is that of non-condemnation. The Gospel clearly mentions
this open space. It makes us see things through the eyes of Jesus, who tells us: “I see no one else but this woman”. 

Then Jesus makes the woman herself look around. He asks her: “Where are those who condemned you?” (The word
“condemn” is itself important, since it is about what we find unacceptable about those who judge or caricature us…).
Once he has opened before her eyes this space freed of other people’s judgements, he tells her that neither will he throw
a stone there: “Nor do I condemn you”. Then he opens up another free space before her: “Go and sin no more”. His
command has to do with the future, to help her to make a new start and to “walk in love”. Such is the sensitivity of
mercy: it looks with compassion on the past and offers encouragement for the future. 

Those words, “Go and sin no more” are not easy. The Lord says them “with her”. He helps her put into words what she
herself feels, a free “no” to sin that is like Mary’s “yes” to grace. That “no” has to be said to the deeply-rooted sin
present in everyone. In that woman, it was a social sin; people approached her either to sleep with her or to throw stones
at her. There was no other way to approach her. That is why the Lord does not only clear the path before her, but sets
her on her way, so that she can stop being the “object” of other people's gaze and instead take control of her life. Those
words, “sin no more” refer not only to morality, but, I believe, to a kind of sin that keeps her from living her life. Jesus
also told the paralytic at Bethzatha to sin no more (Jn 5:14). But that man had justified himself with all the sad things
that had “happened to him”; unlike the woman, he suffered from a victim complex. So Jesus challenged him ever so
slightly by saying: “…lest something worse happen to you”. The Lord took advantage of his way of thinking, his fears,
to draw him out of his paralysis. He gave him a little scare, we might say. The point is that each of us has to hear the
words “sin no more” in his own deeply personal way.



This image of the Lord who sets people on their way is very typical. He is the God who walks at his people’s side, who
leads them forward, who accompanies our history. Hence, the object of his mercy is quite clear: it is everything that
keeps a man or a woman from walking on the right path, with their own people, at their own pace, to where God is
asking them to go. What troubles him is that people get lost, or fall behind, or try to go it on their own. That they end up
nowhere. That they are not there for the Lord, ready to go wherever he wants to send them. That they do not walk
humbly before him (cf. Mic 6:8), that they do not walk in love (cf. Eph 5:2). 

THE CONFESSIONAL, WHERE THE TRUTH MAKES US FREE

Let us now go to the confessional, where the truth sets us free. The Catechism of the Catholic Church presents the
confessional as the place where the truth makes us free for an encounter. It says: “When he celebrates the sacrament of
penance, the priest is fulfilling the ministry of the Good Shepherd who seeks the lost sheep, of the Good Samaritan who
binds up wounds, of the Father who awaits the prodigal son and welcomes him on his return, and of the just and
impartial Judge whose judgement is both just and merciful. The priest is the sign and the instrument of God’s merciful
love  for  the  sinner”  (No.  1465).  The  Catechism also  reminds  us  that  “the  confessor  is  not  the  master  of  God's
forgiveness but its servant. The minister of this sacrament should unite himself to the intention and charity of Christ”
(No. 1466).

Signs and instruments of an encounter. That is what we are. An attractive invitation to an encounter. As signs, we must
be welcoming, sending a message that attracts people’s attention. Signs need to be consistent and clear, but above all
understandable. Some signs are only clear to specialists, are not of much help. Signs and instruments. Instruments have
to be effective, readily available, precise and suitable for the job. Either they work or they don’t. We are instruments if
people have a genuine encounter with the God of mercy. Our task is “to make that encounter possible”, face-to-face.
What people do afterwards is their business. There is  a prodigal  son in a pigsty and a father who goes out every
afternoon to await his return. There is a lost sheep and a shepherd who goes out to seek him. There is a wounded person
left at the roadside and a good-hearted Samaritan. What is our ministry? It is to be signs and instruments enabling this
encounter. Let us always remember that we are not the father, the shepherd or the Samaritan. Rather, inasmuch as we
are sinners, we are on the side of the other three. Our ministry has to be a sign and instrument of that encounter. We are
part of the mystery of the Holy Spirit, who creates the Church, builds unity, and constantly invites to encounter.

The other mark of a sign and instrument is that  it is not self-referential. Put more simply, it is not an end in itself.
Nobody sticks with the sign once they understand the reality. Nobody keeps looking at the screwdriver or the hammer,
but at the well-hung picture. We are useless servants. Instruments and signs that help two people to join in an embrace,
like the father and his son.

The third mark of a sign and instrument is its availability. An instrument has to be readily accessible; a sign must be
visible. Being a sign and instrument is about being a mediator, about being available. Perhaps this is the real key to our
own mission in this merciful encounter of God and man. We could even put it in negative terms. Saint Ignatius talked
about “not getting in the way”. A good mediator makes things easy, rather than setting up obstacles. 

In my country, there was a great confessor, Father Cullen. He would sit in the confessional and, when no one was
around, he would do one of two things: he would repair worn soccer balls for the local kids, or he would thumb through
a big Chinese dictionary. He had been in China for many years and he wanted to keep up the language. He used to say
that when people saw him doing such completely useless things like fixing old soccer balls or working on his Chinese,
they would think: “I’m going to go up and talk to his priest, since he obviously doesn’t have much to do!” He was
available for what was essential. He had his regular hours for hearing confessions, but he was always there. He got rid
of the obstacle of always looking busy and serious. This is the problem: people don’t approach their priests when they
see them constantly busy and running around.

Everybody has known good confessors. We have to learn from our good confessors, the ones whom people seek out,
who do not make them afraid but help them to speak frankly, as Jesus did with Nicodemus. It is important to understand
body language, not to ask things that are already evident from body language. If people come to confession it is because
they are penitent; repentance is already there. They come to confession because they want to change. Or at least they
want to want to change, if they think their situation is hopeless. Ad impossibilia nemo tenetur, as the old maxim goes:
no one is obliged to do the impossible. 

Body language. I read in the biography of one of our recent saints who, poor man, he suffered much during the war. He
had to confess a soldier about to face the firing squad. The man was clearly something of a philanderer, so our saint
asked him: “Are you sorry for this?” The man replied: “No, Father! It was great!” Our saint didn’t know what to do.
The firing squad was waiting to execute the man, so he said: “At least tell me this, are you sorry for not being sorry?”
… “Certainly!” … “Good, then!” The confessor always seeks the right way of acting, and speaking, to get to the heart
of things.

We have to learn from good confessors, those who are gentle with sinners, who after a couple of words understand
everything, as Jesus did with the woman suffering from a haemorrhage, and straightaway the power of forgiveness goes
forth from them. I was very edified by a curial cardinal who I thought was quite strict. But when he had a penitent who



was clearly embarrassed about confessing a sin, after a few words he would interrupt to say that he understood and to
go on. He interrupted because he understood. That is tact. But there are those confessors – forgive me! – who probe and
probe. “Tell me this, tell me that”. Do you really need all those details to absolve or are you “making a film”? That
cardinal edified me greatly.

The integrity of confession is not a mathematics problem. How many times? How? When? Sometimes people feel less
shame in confessing a sin than in having to say the number of times they committed it. We have to let ourselves be
moved by people’s situation, which at times is a mixture of their own doing, human weakness, sin and insuperable
conditionings. We have to be like Jesus, who was deeply moved by the sight of people and their problems, and kept
healing them,  even  when they  “didn’t  ask properly”,  like  that  leper, or  seemed to beat  around the bush,  like  the
Samaritan woman. She was like a bird we have in South America: she squawked in one place but had her nest in
another. Jesus was patient.

We have to learn from confessors who can enable penitents to feel amendment in taking a small step forwards, like
Jesus,  who gave a suitable penance  and  could appreciate  the one leper  who returned to  thank him,  on whom he
bestowed yet  more.  Jesus had  his  mat  taken  away from the  paralytic,  and  he made the blind man and the Syro-
Phoenician woman have to ask. It didn’t matter to him if they paid no attention to him, like the paralytic at the pool of
Bethzatha, or told others what he ordered them not to tell, with the result that he himself became the leper, since he
could not go into the towns or his enemies found reasons to condemn him. He healed people, forgave their sins, eased
their suffering, gave them rest and made them feel the consoling breath of the Spirit.

Perhaps some of you have already heard what I am about to say. In Buenos Aires I knew a Capuchin Friar. He is still
alive, a little younger than myself, and a great confessor. There is always a line before his confessional, lots of people –
all kinds of people, rich and poor, priests and nuns – all day long. He is really good at forgiving. He always finds a way
to forgive and to bring people along. It is a real gift of the Spirit. But every once in a while he has scruples about being
so forgiving. Once in conversation he told me: “Sometimes I have scruples”. So I asked him: “What do you do when
you have these scruples?” He replied: “I go before the tabernacle, I look at our Lord and I tell him, ‘Lord, forgive me,
today I was very forgiving. But let’s be clear, it is all your fault, because you gave me bad example!” He added mercy to
mercy. 

Lastly, as far as confession is concerned, I have two bits of advice. First, never look like a bureaucrat or a judge,
somebody who just sees “cases” to be dealt with. Mercy sets us free from being the kind of priest who is so used to
judging “cases” that he is no longer sensitive to persons, to faces. When I was in second theology, I would go with my
classmates to hear the public examinations of the third theologians who were about to be ordained. We went to learn
and we always learned something. Once, I recall, a student was asked about justice, but the question was so intricate
and unreal that the student answered, very humbly: “But Father, this never happens in real life!” He was told: “But it
does in books!” Book morality, unrelated to experience…

The rule of Jesus is to “judge as we would be judged”. This is the key to our judgement: that we treat others with
dignity, that we don’t demean or mistreat them, that we help raise them up, and that we never forget that the Lord is
using us, weak as we are, as his instruments. Not necessarily because our judgement is “the best”, but because it is
sincere and can build a good relationship. 

My other bit of advice is not to pry in the confessional. Saint Therese tells us that when her novices would confide in
her, she was very careful not to ask how things turned out. She did not pry into people’s souls (cf. History of a Soul, Ms
C, to Mother Gonzaga, c. XII, 32r.). It is characteristic of mercy to cover sin with its cloak, so as not to wound people’s
dignity. We can think of that touching passage about the two sons of Noah, who covered with a cloak the nakedness of
their father in his drunkenness (cf. Gen 9:23).

THE SOCIAL DIMENSION OF THE WORKS OF MERCY

Let us now say something about the social dimension of the works of mercy.

At  the  conclusion  of  the  Exercises,  Saint  Ignatius  puts  “contemplation  to  attain  love”,  which  connects  what  is
experienced in prayer to daily life. He makes us reflect on how love has to be put more into works than into words.
Those works are the works of mercy which the Father “prepared beforehand to be our way of life” ( Eph 2:10), those
which the Spirit inspires in each for the common good (cf. 1 Cor 12:7). In thanking the Lord for all the gifts we have
received from his bounty, we ask for the grace to bring to all mankind that mercy which has been our own salvation.

For this social dimension, I proposed that we meditate on one of the final paragraphs of the Gospels. There, the Lord
himself makes that connection between what we have received and what we are called to give. We can read these
conclusions in the key of “works of mercy” which bring about the time of the Church, the time in which the risen Jesus
lives, guides, sends forth and appeals to our freedom, which finds in him its concrete daily realization.



The conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel tells us that the Lord sends his Apostles to make disciples of all nations, “teaching
them to obey everything that I have commanded” (28:20). “Instructing the ignorant” is itself one of the works of mercy.
It spreads like light to the other works: to those listed in Matthew 25, which deal more with the so-called “corporal
works of mercy”, and to all the commandments and evangelical counsels, such as “forgiving”, “fraternally correcting”,
consoling the sorrowing, enduring persecution and so forth.

Mark’s Gospel ends with the image of the Lord who “collaborates” with the Apostles and “confirms the word by the
signs that accompany it”. Those “signs” greatly resemble the works of mercy. Mark speaks, among other things, of
healing the sick and casting out demons (cf. 16:17-18).

Luke continues his Gospel with the “Acts” – praxeis -- of the Apostles, relating the history of how they acted and the
works they did, led by the Spirit.

John’s Gospel ends by referring to the “many other things” (21:25) or “signs” (20:30) which Jesus performed. The
Lord’s actions, his works, are not mere deeds but signs by which, in a completely personal way, he shows his love and
his mercy for each person.

We can contemplate the Lord who sends us on this mission, by using the image of the merciful Jesus as revealed to
Sister Faustina. In that image we can see mercy as a single ray of light that comes from deep within God, passes
through the heart of Christ, and emerges in a diversity of colours, each representing a work of mercy. 

The works of mercy are endless, but each bears the stamp of a particular face, a personal history. They are much more
than the lists of the seven corporal and seven spiritual works of mercy. Those lists are like the raw material – the
material of life itself – that, worked and shaped by the hands of mercy, turns into an individual artistic creation. Each
work multiplies like the bread in the baskets; each gives abundant growth like the mustard seed. For mercy has these
two important marks: it is fruitful and it is inclusive. 

We usually think of the works of mercy individually and in relation to a specific initiative: hospitals for the sick, soup
kitchens for the hungry, shelters for the homeless,  schools for those to be educated, the confessional and spiritual
direction for those needing counsel and forgiveness… But if we look at the works of mercy as a whole, we see that the
object of mercy is human life itself and everything it embraces. Life itself, as “flesh”, hungers and thirsts; it needs to be
clothed, given shelter and visited, to say nothing of receiving a proper burial, something none of us, however rich, can
do for ourselves. Even the wealthiest person, in death, becomes a pauper; there are no moving vans in a funeral cortege.
Life itself, as “spiritual”, needs to be educated, corrected, encouraged and consoled. That last word is very important in
the Bible; think about the Book of the Consolation of Israel, in Isaiah. We need others to counsel us, to forgive us, to put
up with us and to pray for us. The family is where these works of mercy are practised in so normal and unpretentious
a way that we don’t even realize it. Yet once a family with small children loses its mother, everything begins to fall
apart.  The cruellest  and most relentless  form of poverty is  that  of  street  children, without parents and prey to the
vultures.

We have asked for the grace to be signs and instruments. Now we have to “act”, not only with gestures, but with
projects and structures, by creating a culture of mercy. This is not the same as a culture of philanthropy; the two need to
be distinguished. Once we begin, we sense immediately that the Spirit energizes and sustains these works. He does this
by using the signs and instruments he wants, even if at times they do not appear to be the most suitable ones. It could
even be said that, in order to carry out the works of mercy, the Spirit tends to choose the poorest, humblest and most
insignificant instruments, those who themselves most need that first ray of divine mercy. They are the ones who can
best be shaped and readied to serve most effectively and well. The joy of realizing that we are “useless servants” for
others whom the Lord blesses with the fruitfulness of his grace,  seats at  his table and serves us the Eucharist,  is
a confirmation that we are engaged in his works of mercy.

Our faithful people are happy to congregate around works of mercy. Just come to a Wednesday General Audience and
you can see so groups and associations engaged in works of mercy. In penitential and festive celebrations, and in
educational and charitable activities, our people willingly come together and let themselves be shepherded in ways that
are not always recognized or appreciated, whereas so many of our more abstract and academic pastoral plans fail to
work. The massive presence of our faithful people in our shrines and on our pilgrimages is an anonymous presence, but
anonymous simply because it is made up of so many faces and so great a desire simply to be gazed upon with mercy by
Jesus and Mary. The same can be said about the countless ways in which our people take part in countless initiatives of
solidarity; this too needs to be recognized, appreciated and promoted on our part. I was pleasantly surprised to discover
that here in Italy organizations of this kind are so strong and involve so many people.

As priests, we ask two graces of the Good Shepherd, that of letting ourselves be guided by the  sensus fidei of our
faithful people, and to be guided by their “sense of the poor”. Both these “senses” have to do with the sensus Christi
spoken of by Saint Paul, with our people’s love for, and faith in, Jesus.

Let us conclude by reciting the  Anima Christi, that beautiful prayer which implores mercy from the Lord who came
among us in the flesh and graciously feeds us with his body and blood. We ask him to show mercy to us and to his



people. We ask his soul to “sanctify us”, his body to “save us”, his blood to “inebriate us” and to remove from us all
other thirsts that are not of him. We ask the water flowing from his side “to wash us”, his passion “to strengthen us”.
Comfort your people, crucified Lord! May your wounds “shelter us”… Grant that your people, Lord, may never be
parted from you. Let nothing and no one separate us from your mercy, which defends us from the snares of the wicked
enemy. Thus, we will sing your mercies, Lord, with all your saints when you bid us come to you.

[Recitation of the Anima Christi]

Occasionally I hear comments from priests who say: “This Pope is always chiding us, always scolding us”. There has
been a bit of that. But I must say that I have been edified by any number of good priests! From those – and I have
known them – who in the days before there were answering machines, slept with the telephone on their night table. No
one died without sacraments; when the phone would ring at all hours, they would get up and go. Good priests! And
I thank the Lord for this blessing. All of us are sinners, but we can say that there are so many good and holy priests who
work silently and unseen. Sometimes a scandal emerges, but, as we know, a tree as it falls makes more noise than
a forest as it grows.

Yesterday I received a letter. I left it on my desk with my personal letters. I opened it just before coming here today and
I believe that the Lord wanted me to. It is from a priest in Italy, a pastor of three small towns. I think we would do well
to listen to this testimony from one of our brothers.

It was written on 29 May, just a few days ago.

“Pardon my troubling you. I am taking advantage of a priest friend who is going to Rome for the Jubilee of priests
simply to send you, as an ordinary priest in charge of three small mountain parishes, a few thoughts about my own
pastoral service. They are occasioned by some things you have said, that challenge me to daily conversion, and for this
I thank you. I know I am not telling you anything new; surely these are things you have heard before. But I feel the need
to say them myself. 

I have often been struck by your call to us pastors to have the smell of the sheep. I am in the mountains, so I know very
well what that means. We become priests to know that smell, which is really the perfume of the flock. It would be
wonderful if our daily contact and visits to our flock, the true reason for our calling, were not replaced by administrative
and bureaucratic responsibilities of our parishes, schools and so forth. I am lucky to have good and capable lay persons
who take care of these things. But as the sole legal representative of the parish, with all its responsibilities, the pastor
ends up always running around, sometimes leaving visits to the sick and families for last. I say this about myself. At
times, it is frustrating to see how in my priestly life I get so caught up in bureaucratic and administrative matters that my
people, the small flock entrusted to my care, are almost left to fend for themselves. Believe me, Holy Father, when I say
that I am driven to tears for this failure. We try to organize things, but in the end, there is only the whirlwind of daily
affairs. 

Another thing you have talked about is the lack of fatherhood. Today’s society is said to be lacking fathers and mothers.
It strikes me that we too can renounce this spiritual paternity, allowing ourselves to be reduced to sacred bureaucrats,
with the sad result that we feel abandoned and alone. Our difficulty in being fathers then has inevitable repercussions on
our superiors, who have their own responsibilities and problems. Their relationship to us can also risk becoming purely
formal, concerned with the management of the community, rather than with our lives as men, believers and priests. 

All this – and here I will conclude – takes nothing away from my joy and excitement at being a priest for people and
with people. If there are times when, as a pastor, I do not have the smell of the sheep, I am nonetheless moved to realize
that my flock does not lose the smell of its pastor! Holy Father, it is a wonderful thing to realize that the sheep do not
leave us alone. They can gauge how much we are there for them, and if perchance the pastor strays from the path and
loses his way, they go after him and take him by the hand. I keep thanking the Lord because he always saves us through
the flock, the flock entrusted to us, all those good, ordinary, humble and serene people, the flock that is the real blessing
of every shepherd. 

I wanted to send you these simply little thoughts because you are close to the flock. You can understand us and can
continue to help and support  us. I  pray for you and I thank you, too, for that  occasional “scolding” that  I  feel is
necessary for my journey. Bless me, Pope Francis, and pray for me and for my parishes.” 

He signed the letter and then, at the end, added, like every good pastor: “I am leaving you a little offering. Pray for my
community, in particular for the gravely ill and a few families with financial troubles, and not only. Thank you!”

This is one of our brothers. There are so many others like him! Doubtless many are here in our midst. So many. He
shows us the way. So let us go forward! Do not forget about prayer. Pray as best you can, and if you fall sleep in front of
the tabernacle, so be it. But pray! Don’t ever lose this. Don’t fail to let yourselves be gazed upon by Our Lady, and keep
her always as your Mother. Don’t ever lose your zeal, and your closeness and availability to people. And also, may
I say: Don’t ever lose your sense of humour… So let’s move forward!
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Solemnity of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus

This celebration of the Jubilee for Priests on the Solemnity of the Sacred Heart of Jesus invites us all to turn to the heart,
the deepest root and foundation of every person, the focus of our affective life and, in a word, his or her very core.
Today we contemplate two hearts: the Heart of the Good Shepherd and our own heart as priests.

The Heart of the Good Shepherd is not only the Heart that shows us mercy, but is itself mercy. There the Father’s love
shines forth; there I know I am welcomed and understood as I am; there, with all my sins and limitations, I know the
certainty that I am chosen and loved. Contemplating that heart, I renew my first love: the memory of that time when the
Lord touched my soul and called me to follow him, the memory of the joy of having cast the nets of our life upon the
sea of his word (cf. Lk 5:5).

The Heart of the Good Shepherd tells us that his love is limitless; it is never exhausted and it never gives up. There we
see his infinite and boundless self-giving; there we find the source of that faithful and meek love which sets free and
makes others free; there we constantly discover anew that Jesus loves us “even to the end” (Jn 13:1), to the very end,
without ever imposing.

The Heart of the Good Shepherd reaches out to us, above all to those who are most distant. There the needle of his
compass inevitably points, there we see a particular “weakness” of his love, which desires to embrace all and lose none.

Contemplating the Heart of Christ, we are faced with the fundamental question of our priestly life: Where is my heart
directed? It is a question we need to keep asking, daily, weekly… Where is my heart directed? Our ministry is often full
of  plans,  projects  and  activities:  from  catechesis  to  liturgy,  to  works  of  charity,  to  pastoral  and  administrative
commitments. Amid all these, we must still ask ourselves: What is my heart set on? I think of that beautiful prayer of
the liturgy, “Ubi vera sunt gaudia”… Where is it directed, what is the treasure that it seeks? For as Jesus says: “Where
your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Mt 6:21). All of us have our weaknesses and sins. But let us go deeper:
what is the root of our failings, those sins, the place we have hid that “treasure” that keeps us from the Lord?

The great riches of the Heart of Jesus are two: the Father and ourselves. His days were divided between prayer to the
Father  and encountering people.  Not  distance,  but  encounter. So too the heart  of  Christ’s priests knows only two
directions: the Lord and his people. The heart of the priest is a heart pierced by the love of the Lord. For this reason, he
no longer looks to himself, or should look to himself, but is instead turned towards God and his brothers and sisters. It is
no longer “a fluttering heart”, allured by momentary whims, shunning disagreements and seeking petty satisfactions.
Rather, it is a heart rooted firmly in the Lord, warmed by the Holy Spirit, open and available to our brothers and sisters.
That is where our sins are resolved.

To help our hearts burn with the charity of Jesus the Good Shepherd, we can train ourselves to do three things suggested
to us by today’s readings: seek out, include and rejoice.

Seek out. The prophet Ezekiel reminds us that God himself goes out in search of his sheep (Ez 34:11, 16). As the Gospel
says, he “goes out in search of the one who is lost” (Lk 15:4), without fear of the risks. Without delaying, he leaves the
pasture and his regular workday. He doesn’t demand overtime. He does not put off the search. He does not think:
“I have done enough for today; perhaps I’ll worry about it tomorrow”. Instead, he immediately sets to it; his heart is
anxious until he finds that one lost sheep. Having found it, he forgets his weariness and puts the sheep on his shoulders,
fully content. Sometimes he has to go and seek it out, to speak, to persuade; at other times he must remain in prayer
before the tabernacle, struggling with the Lord for that sheep.

Such is a heart that seeks out. A heart that does not set aside times and spaces as private. Woe to those shepherds to
privatize their ministry! It is not jealous of its legitimate quiet time, even that, and never demands that it be left alone.
A shepherd after the heart of God does not protect his own comfort zone. He is not worried about protecting his good
name, but will be slandered as Jesus was. Unafraid of criticism, he is disposed to take risks in seeking to imitate his
Lord. “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you….” (Mt 5:11).

A shepherd after the heart of God has a heart sufficiently free to set aside his own concerns. He does not live by
calculating his gains or how long he has worked: he is not an accountant of the Spirit, but a Good Samaritan who seeks
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out those in need. For the flock he is a shepherd, not an inspector, and he devotes himself to the mission not fifty or
sixty percent, but with all he has. In seeking, he finds, and he finds because he takes risks. Unless a shepherd risks, he
does not find. He does not stop when disappointed and he does not yield to weariness. Indeed, he is stubborn in doing
good, anointed with the divine obstinacy that loses sight of no one. Not only does he keep his doors open, but he also
goes to seek out those who no longer wish to enter them. Like every good Christian, and as an example for every
Christian, he constantly goes out of himself. The epicentre of his heart is outside of himself. He is centred only in Jesus,
not in himself. He is not attracted by his own “I”, but by the “Thou” of God and by the “we” of other men and women.

The second word: Include. Christ loves and knows his sheep. He gives his life for them, and no one is a stranger to him
(cf. Jn 10:11-14). His flock is his family and his life. He is not a boss to feared by his flock, but a shepherd who walks
alongside them and calls them by name (cf. Jn 10:3-4). He wants to gather the sheep that are not yet of his fold (cf. Jn
10:16).

So it is also with the priest of Christ. He is anointed for his people, not to choose his own projects but to be close to the
real men and women whom God has entrusted to him. No one is excluded from his heart, his prayers or his smile. With
a father’s loving gaze and heart, he welcomes and includes everyone, and if at times he has to correct, it is to draw
people closer. He stands apart from no one, but is always ready to dirty his hands. The Good Shepherd does not wear
gloves. As a minister of the communion that he celebrates and lives, he does not await greetings and compliments from
others, but is the first to reach out, rejecting gossip, judgements and malice. He listens patiently to the problems of his
people and accompanies them, sowing God’s forgiveness with generous compassion. He does not scold those who
wander off or lose their way, but is always ready to bring them back and to resolve difficulties and disagreements. He
knows how to include.

Rejoice. God is “full of joy” (cf. Lk 15:5). His joy is born of forgiveness, of life risen and renewed, of prodigal children
who breathe once more the sweet air of home. The joy of Jesus the Good Shepherd is not a joy for himself alone, but
a joy for others and with others, the true joy of love. This is also the joy of the priest. He is changed by the mercy that
he freely gives. In prayer he discovers God’s consolation and realizes that nothing is more powerful than his love. He
thus experiences inner peace, and is happy to be a channel of mercy, to bring men and women closer to the Heart of
God. Sadness for him is not the norm, but only a step along the way; harshness is  foreign to him, because he is
a shepherd after the meek Heart of God.

Dear priests, in the Eucharistic celebration we rediscover each day our identity as shepherds. In every Mass, may we
truly make our own Christ’s words: “This is my body, which is given up for you”. This is the meaning of our life; with
these words, in a real way we can daily renew the promises we made at our priestly ordination. I thank all of you for
saying “yes”, and also for all those many times you secretly say “yes” each day, things that only the Lord knows about.
I thank you for saying “yes” to giving your life in union with Jesus: for in this is found the pure source of our joy.


