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Established by Pope Paul VI in 1971, 

the Pontifical Council Cor Unum, in the 

words of Benedict XVI, is in charge of 

directing and coordinating the organi-

zations and charitable initiatives of the 

Catholic Church. 

The Dicastery carries out diverse activ-

ities covering three main areas:

• To assist the Pope and be his instru-

ment for carrying out special initia-

tives in the field of humanitarian ac-

tions when disasters occur, or in the 

field of integral human promotion;

• To encourage and coordinate the in-

itiatives of Catholic Aid Organizations 

through the exchange of information 

and by promoting cooperation;

• To foster the catechesis and theolo-

gy of charity.

In this context, The Encyclical Deus 

Caritas Est, published on January 25, 

2006, is a magisterial document that 

INTRODUCTION



LOVE NEVER FAILS Perspectives 10 years after the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est

6 7

In
tro

d
u

ctio
n

profoundly contributed to achieve 

many important results, promoting the 

service of charity as one of the core 

missions of the Catholic Church.

In the year that marks the 10th anni-

versary of its promulgation, the Pon-

tifical Council Cor Unum, with the en-

couragement of Pope Francis, has 

therefore organized the International 

Congress “Love never fails” (1 Cor 13:8). 

Perspectives 10 years after the Encyc-

lical Deus Caritas Est, which took place 

at the Vatican City, New Synod Hall on 

February 25-26, 2016, year of the Jubi-

lee of Mercy.

We are glad to present you the Acts of 

this International Congress that testified 

the participation of representatives of the 

Episcopal Conferences, charitable organ-

izations, the Roman Curia, as well as Am-

bassadors accredited to the Holy See.

The Congress, besides being a great 

moment of ecclesial communion- in 

particular thanks to the words of the 

Pope- emphasized the relevance of 

the message of the Encyclical Deus 

Caritas Est. 

The several contributions highlighted, 

from different points of view, how this 

papal document is still a valid bench-

mark for the Church’s ministry of chari-

ty, by which millions of people are uni-

versally reached, and thanks to which 

the Church offers a great testimony of 

God’s love for man.

In thanking the participants and all 

those who contributed to the realiza-

tion of the Congress, we are glad to 

offer these Acts so that they may take 

on a new life in the individual ambits of 

work in which we carry out our service 

for the people.
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I welcome you on the occasion of 

the International Conference on the 

theme: “Love will never end (1 Cor 

13:8): Prospects ten years on from the 

Encyclical Deus Caritas Est”, organized 

by the Pontifical Council Cor Unum, 

and I thank Monsignor Dal Toso for the 

words of greetings addressed to me 

on behalf of all of you. 

The first Encyclical of Pope Benedict 

XVI concerns a theme that allows us to 

retrace the entire history of the Church, 

which is also a history of charity.  It is a 

story of the love received from God, to 

be carried to the world: this charity re-

ceived and given is the fulcrum of the 

history of the Church and of the history 

of each one of us.  The act of charity is 

not, in fact, simply almsgiving to ease 

one’s conscience.  It includes a “loving 

attentiveness towards the other” (cf. 

Evangelii Gaudium, 199), which consid-

ers the other as “one with himself” (cf. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theo-

logiae, II-II, q. 27, art. 2), and desires 

to share friendship with God.  Charity, 

therefore, is at the centre of the life of 

the Church and, in the words of Saint 

Thérèse of the Child Jesus, is truly the 

heart of the Church.  Both for individu-

al members of the faithful and for the 

Christian community as a whole, the 

words of Jesus hold true: that charity 

is the first and greatest of the com-

mandments: “You shall love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, and with 

all your soul, and with all your mind, 

and with all your strength… You shall 

love your neighbour as yourself” (Mk 

12:30-31). 

The present Jubilee Year is also an op-

portunity to return to this beating heart 

of our life and our witness, to the cen-

tre of the proclamation of faith: “God is 

love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16).  God does not  sim-

ply have the desire or capacity to love; 

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

AUDIENCE WITH 
POPE FRANCIS
Holy Father’s Address
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God is love: charity is his essence, it is 

his nature.  He is unique, but not sol-

itary; he cannot be alone, he cannot 

be closed in on himself because he is 

communion, he is charity; and chari-

ty by its nature is communicated and 

shared.  In this way, God associates 

man to his life of love, and even if man 

turns away from him, God does not re-

main distant but goes out to meet him.  

This going out to meet us, culminating 

in the Incarnation of his Son, is his mer-

cy.  It is his way of expressing himself to 

us sinners, his face that looks at us and 

cares for us.  The Encyclical reads: “Je-

sus’ programme is ‘a heart which sees’.  

This heart sees where love is needed 

and acts accordingly” (no. 31).  Charity 

and mercy are in this way closely re-

lated, because they are God’s way of 

being and acting: his identity and his 

name. 

The first aspect which the Encyclical 

recalls for us is the face of God: who 

is the God we can encounter in Christ? 

How faithful and unsurpassable is his 

love?  “No one has greater love than 

this, to lay down one’s life for one’s 

friends” (Jn 15:13). All our expressions 

of love, of solidarity, of sharing are but 

a reflection of that love which is God.  

He, without ever tiring, pours out his 

love on us, and we are called to be-

come witnesses to this love in the 

world.  Therefore, we should look to 

divine charity as to the compass which 

orients our lives, before embarking on 

any activity: there we find direction; 

from charity we learn how to see our 

brothers and sisters and the world.  

Ubi amor, ibi oculus, say the Medievals: 

where there is love, there is the ability 

to see.  Only by “remaining in his love” 

(cf. Jn 15:1-17) will we know how to un-

derstand and love those around us. 

The Encyclical – and this is the sec-

ond aspect I wish to emphasize – re-

minds us that this charity needs to be 

reflected more and more in the life of 

the Church.  How I wish that everyone 

in the Church, every institution, every 

activity would show that God loves 

man!  The mission that our charitable 

organizations carry out is important, 

because they provide so many poor 

people with a more dignified and hu-

man life, which is needed more than 

ever.  But this mission is of utmost im-

portance because, not with words, but 

with concrete love it can make every 

person feel loved by the Father, loved 

as his son or daughter and destined 

for eternal life with him.  I would like to 

thank all those who daily are commit-

ting themselves to this mission which 

challenges every Christian.  In this Ju-

bilee Year, my intention has been to 

emphasize that we can all experience 

the grace of the Jubilee by putting 

into practice the spiritual and corpo-

ral works of mercy: to live the works of 

mercy means to conjugate the verb “to 

love” according to Jesus.  In this way 

then, all of us together can contribute 

concretely to the great mission of the 

Church: to communicate the love of 

God which is meant to be spread. 

Dear brothers and sisters, the message 

of the Encyclical Deus Caritas Est re-

mains timely, indicating the ever rele-

vant prospect for the Church’s journey.  

The more we live in this spirit, the more 

authentic we all are as Christians. 

Thank you again for your commit-

ment and for what you will be able to 

achieve in this mission of charity.  May 

the Blessed Mother always assist you, 

and my blessing be with you.  Please 

do not forget to pray for me. 

Thank you. 
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SECRETARY’S ADDRESS
TO THE HOLY FATHER

Before you today are the representa-

tives of the great world of charity of the 

Church and it is my honor to present 

them to you.  Some 200 representatives 

from the Episcopal Conferences, char-

itable organizations, the Roman Curia 

and various experts have convened for 

this Congress organized by the Pontif-

ical Council Cor Unum on occasion of 

the 10th Anniversary of the Encyclical 

Deus Caritas Est, a document that has 

borne fruits in the hearts of many peo-

ple over these past 10 years. 

It is not only a commemorative Con-

gress. Someone wrote during these 

days that love is the red line connect-

ing Pope Benedict and Pope Francis. 

But if God is love, if Deus Caritas Est, 

and if Christ is the face of God, then to 

bring love is to bring Christ. Your Ho-

liness told us in your homily for the 

Jubilee of the Roman Curia: “May our 

thought and our gaze be fixed on Je-

sus Christ, the beginning and the end 

of all actions of the Church”. In the ser-

vice of charity we meet so many peo-

ple and we feel involved in this great 

mission of the Church. Your words will 

be of light and encouragement in our 

respective workplaces, to show men 

and women the face of God, who in 

Christ manifested himself as servant of 

mankind, especially the most wound-

ed and marginalized. 

Your Holiness, I thank you with all my 

heart for your closeness, that you re-

cently showed us when you visited our 

offices. On all of us and on our service, 

as on all those who benefit from our 

service, we implore your blessing.

Your Holiness, 
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PROGRAMME

“LOVE NEVER FAILS” (1 COR 13:8)
PERSPECTIVES 10 YEARS AFTER THE ENCYCLICAL DEUS CARITAS EST
(VATICAN CITY, February 25-26, 2016)

Thursday, February 25, 2016  

09.00 Opening Prayer

09.15  Welcome address and introduction

 Msgr. Giampietro Dal Toso, Secretary, Pontifical Council Cor Unum 

09.45 “Deus Caritas Est: Love and Truth create a new world.
 H.E. Card. Gerhard Ludwig Müller, Prefect, 
 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

10.45  Break 

11.15  “The Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est: challenges for Catholic 
 charitable organizations”
 Dott. Michael Thio, President General, Confédération Internationale de la 

Société de Saint-Vincent de Paul 

12.15  Testimonies 
 Marina Almeida Costa, Director, Caritas Cabo Verde
 Roy Moussalli, Executive Director, Syrian Society for Social Development

13.00 Break

14.30  “The Jewish perspective on biblical love” 
 Rabbi David Shlomo Rosen, International Director of Interreligious 

Affairs, American Jewish Committee

15.00  “The Muslim perspective of Mercy” 
 Prof. Saeed Ahmed Khan, Wayne State University

15.30  Discussion
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16.00  Break
16.30  “The Christian message of charity: new insights for modern man” 
 Prof. Fabrice Hadjadj, Director, Institut Philanthropos

18.00 Eucharistic Concelebration presided by 
 H.E. Card. Paul Josef Cordes, President Emeritus, 
 Pontifical Council Cor Unum

Friday,  February 26, 2016  

09.00  Morning Prayer

09.15  “The ongoing relevance of Deus Caritas Est for the Church’s 
 service of charity” 
 H.E. Card. Luis Antonio G. Tagle, President, Caritas Internationalis

10.15  Testimonies 
 Alejandro Marius, President, Asociación Civil Trabajo y Persona
 Eduardo M. Almeida, Representative of the Inter-American    
 Development Bank in Paraguay

10.45  Break

12.00  Audience with the Holy Father 

13.00 Break

14.30  “Guidelines of Christian anthropology for the Church’s service of charity  
 in light of the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est” 
 Rev. Prof. Paolo Asolan, Pontifical Lateran University

15.15  “The Encyclical Deus Caritas Est: perspectives for the theology of charity” 
 Prof. Rainer Gehrig, Universidad Católica de Murcia

16.00 Break

16.30  Discussion and Conclusions

18.00  Closing Eucharistic Concelebration presided by  
 H.E. Card. Robert Sarah, Prefect, Congregation for Divine Worship and  
 the Discipline of the Sacraments

Facilitator: 
Mons. Segundo Tejado Muñoz 
Under-Secretary, 
Pontifical Council  Cor Unum     

Moderator: 
Mrs. Martina Pastorelli
President, Catholic Voices Italia

Meditations:  
Rev. Francesco Giosuè Voltaggio
Rector, Redemptoris Mater 
Missionary Seminary of Galilee     

Moderator: 
Dr. Prof. Luca Tuninetti 
Pontificia Università Urbaniana
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I wish to thank, greet and welcome all 

of you who have come here to partici-

pate in this important gathering on the 

10th Anniversary of the publication of 

the Encyclical Deus caritas est, and to 

share our reflections in the very same 

place – the New Synod Hall  - where 

the Encyclical was first presented 10 

years ago. Our Pontifical Council Cor 

Unum is happy to be sponsoring this 

meeting. To facilitate our mutual ac-

quaintance, we invited several groups 

of people: the members of Cor Unum, 

the representatives of the Episcopal 

Conferences, the representatives of 

the Dicasteries of the Roman Curia, the 

Ambassadors accredited to the Holy 

See, the representatives of the major 

Catholic charitable organizations. Our 

conference is also a place where we 

can get to know one another individu-

ally and enter into a dialogue. I warmly 

greet each and every one of you, with-

out the need to mention anyone indi-

vidually. However, allow me in a very 

special way to direct a warm greeting 

on behalf of all of us to His Eminence 

Cardinal Angelo Sodano, Dean of the 

Sacred College, who greatly honors us 

with his presence. 

When I presented Pope Francis the 

proposal for a congress to celebrate 

the 10th Anniversary of the Encyclical, 

he immediately said yes, because it 

fits perfectly into this Jubilee of Mercy. 

This simple fact already goes to the 

heart of our initiative. Ten years have 

gone by, but Pope Benedict’s Encyc-

lical is still fresh and young, because 

his message expresses the essence of 

Christian faith. And Pope Francis him-

self reiterated this conviction during 

his visit to our offices last February 4th, 

when during his conversation with us, 

he used the term “brilliant” to describe 

the Deus Caritas Est: it means that it 

WELCOME ADDRESS 

Msgr. Giampietro Dal Toso

Dear friends
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is a document that shines because it 

offers light and guidance. In fact, we 

believe in God who is love in the life 

of the Trinity, and who manifests him-

self as love in the life of Jesus, the Son 

of God who gave his life for us. This 

is charity. This is an eternal message. 

And the Church cannot but repeat it 

to each generation that appears on 

the face of this Earth. The Church re-

peats it through the proclamation of 

the kerygma and the works accompa-

nying it, just as Jesus revealed God to 

us through his words and actions. The 

Church repeats this: Deus Caritas Est. 

The entire universe of the charitable 

service of the Church – the countless 

groups, organizations, institutions and 

associations working for the good of 

man in the name of the Church are 

the living witnesses of this everlasting 

message. With their actions, they are 

telling every single person of every 

age and Continent that God is love. For 

this reason, the path of charity is a priv-

ileged path for the new evangelization 

that the world so desperately needs 

today. 

The centrality of this concept for the 

Christian revelation - central to the 

point that God himself is defined as 

such - asks the whole Church an ad-

equate and accurate reflection on the 

subject - starting from the same ter-

minology, which will then convey our 

messages. What God reveals to us is 

charity, not just love. The same docu-

ment that gathers us here today also 

mentions this. In this introduction, I 

would like to restate it, to create a 

frame for our reflection. Human think-

ing has formulated love, but not char-

ity. Love is human, charity is divine. 

Remember the distinction between 

eros - agape. Love desires what char-

ity has to offer, but love alone cannot 

accomplish it. Obviously, charity is 

not contrary to love, but offers a ful-

fillment that does not belong to love, 

because charity is God. Unfortunately, 

not all languages are able to clearly 

articulate this distinction, that is, not 

all languages possess the words to 

express the Greek term agape and the 

Latin caritas. But for all of us, I think, it 

is clear that this peculiarity of charity is 

too central to be neglected, obscured 

or forgotten. 

The Encyclical on which we are re-

flecting today has strongly motivated 

the Church’s service of charity and giv-

en it great impulse. For the first time in 

history, a magisterial text of this mag-

nitude has been dedicated to this as-

pect of the Church’s mission, to give it 

new life, new strength, new courage. 

On the other hand, the Eucharistic cel-

ebration that we celebrate every day 

indicates that this is a deeply ecclesial 

theme. The second Eucharistic Prayer 

in the original Latin version states: ut 

eam (Ecclesiam) in caritate perficias. 

Here, too, the difficulties of translation 

make it more complicated to under-

stand. Perhaps the most fitting trans-

lation is the Spanish one, which says, 

llévala a su perfección por la caridad. 

In fact, we are not referring to a moral 

perfection, since the church is perfect 

in the sense of being fully herself. The 

concept is ontological. How can the 

Church become fully herself? Through 

charity. Experience, living, witnessing 

to the love of God makes the Church 

be herself to the full and leads to the 

Church’s realization and fulfillment. 

The more the Church in its members 

serve the human person as Christ, the 

more she is her true self. The more the 

Christians touch the flesh of Christ - 

as Pope Francis invited us during the 

meeting at Cor Unum - in their daily 

contact with our brothers and sisters, 

the more faithful they are to their true 

selves. Therefore, we are speaking 

about primary issues. If it is true that 

we pray on what we believe in, then 

we are also convinced that this is a 

central part, because the very life of 

the Church is at stake. 

Personally, during these years at Cor 

Unum, I found that many who work in 

this field have been directly affected 

by the words of the Encyclical. And so, 

the fruits have been countless, even 

incalculable in the end, because the 

life of the spirit can only be meas-

ured by God. However, I cannot fail to 

mention an important effect of this En-

cyclical for Canon Law: it is the Motu 

Proprio Intima Ecclesiae natura, which 

importantly reaffirms that the service 
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of charity belongs to the very essence 

of the Church. What the Encyclical 

stated at the theological level, the Motu 

Proprio tries to translate into canonical 

language. I would like to emphasize 

that some aspects of the document 

still remain an open challenge, such as: 

the ecclesial bond between the vari-

ous works of charity, the selection and 

training of personnel, the type of fund-

ing and administrative transparency.      

Our meeting wishes to emphasize to 

the entire Church the relevance of the 

Encyclical Deus Caritas Est. It is a Con-

gress that seeks to gather us together 

and after sends us out to witness with 

our works, the everlasting message of 

the charity of God in Christ Jesus. This 

is the reason for this Congress. 

I would now like to trace a short path 

to help us enter into the spirit of the 

conference. Rather than with a prayer, 

we wanted to begin with a proclama-

tion, directed to each one of us indi-

vidually, so that this meeting is not 

just academic. The announcement 

that God loves every man, including 

me. I thank Rev. Francesco Voltaggio 

for his help. This morning is dedicated 

to focusing the theological content of 

the Encyclical with Cardinal Gerhard 

Müller, Prefect of the Congregation for 

the Doctrine of the Faith; while Dr. Thio, 

President of the Confederation of the 

Society of St. Vincent de Paul, will help 

us to analyze the reception of the text 

in the light of his experience as Presi-

dent of a large charitable organization. 

Also, the experiences that we will lis-

ten to today and tomorrow are intend-

ed to help us to concretely deepen the 

message of the Encyclical. 

In the context of the preparation of our 

meeting, Pope Benedict wrote to me. 

In particular, he referred to the fact 

that there were invited representatives 

of other religions, with this sentence 

that sums up well the nature of Chris-

tian charity: “Overcoming the barriers 

between religions is precisely the in-

timate mission of charity, whose es-

sence is to make people feel the good-

ness of God beyond all our boundaries”. 

For God, no one is indifferent and He 

wants to reach everyone. Indeed, he 

has already reached everyone, be-

cause the message of love is inscribed 

inside the heart of man, created in the 

image and likeness of God who is love. 

For this reason, this afternoon will be 

dedicated to address other religions, 

and also the world in which we live. I 

wish to thank Rabbi Rosen and Pro-

fessors Khan and Hadjadj, who will il-

lustrate from their own points of view 

the message of charity, or better still, 

the message of love in relation to to-

day’s problems. Finally, tomorrow our 

attention will be more in perspective: 

what contribution can the Encyclical 

offer for our future work in the field of 

the Church’s service of charity? Cardi-

nal Luis Antonio Tagle, Archbishop of 

Manila and President of Caritas Inter-

nationalis, will highlight this theme as 

the person responsible for the big-

gest and most well-known Catholic 

Confederation operating in the field of 

Charity.  Furthermore, it is in the light of 

the Encyclical that recently Caritas In-

ternationalis was fully instituted within 

the ecclesial mission. We then chose 

two very important – actually vital - 

issues to renew our world of charity. 

The first is the issue of anthropology 

with Prof. Paolo Asolan of the Lateran 

University: in fact, though we all agree 

that the person is at the center of our 

service, we must clarify what we mean 

by the term “person” and which person 

we want to promote. Anthropology is 

one of the most relevant issues; and 

we are certain that as Catholics, we 

can make an important contribution to 

ensure the dignity of the person made 

in the image and likeness of God. The 

second issue concerns the Theology 

of Charity, which perhaps deserves 

greater consideration; since often the 

ideal motivation for our commitment 

is confused with the social doctrine of 

the Church. However, since the sub-

ject of charitable activity is the Church 

and while the subject of social life is 

society, likewise theological reflec-

tion occurs at different levels. I wish to 

thank Prof. Gehrig, from the University 

of Murcia in Spain, who will help us in 

this detailed analysis. 

This journey of reflection will conclude 

with two Eucharistic celebrations. 

They will be presided by two former 

Presidents of Cor Unum: Cardinal Paul 

Josef Cordes, and Cardinal Robert 

Sarah, who is currently Prefect of the 

Congregation for Divine Worship and 

the Discipline of the Sacraments. Of 

course, we await with eager anticipa-

tion the message that Pope Francis 

will address us during the audience 

that we will have with him tomorrow. 

His words will be an inspiration for our 

activity in the daily service of charity 

that we carry out in our local church-

es. This service actually is not an ac-

cessory, but is constitutive of the life 

of the Church and will become more 

and more so; since the more the world 

becomes secularized, the more the 

world will need to see concrete signs 

of faith in Jesus Christ. I thank you once 

again for your participation.
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The 20th century has been marked by 

ideologies and by men determined 

to impose their will on the rest of the 

world regardless of their impact on the 

lives of millions of people. Stalin, Hit-

ler, Pol Pot and Mao Tse Tung believed 

that their ideas would save the world, 

and that in the future mankind would 

be shaped to their image and likeness. 

Today we continue experiencing the 

will for domination and international 

terrorism proclaiming hatred and vio-

lence – in some cases in the name of 

God! – as instruments that can lead to 

a better world. 

On the other hand, Christianity is the 

religion of the Spirit and of love. The 

love that God bestows abundantly 

upon mankind, to which corresponds 

our devotion to God and to our neigh-

bour, is the fulfilment of man’s nature. 

It’s the supernatural fulfilment of man-

kind, created and oriented towards 

God. The essence of Christian life and 

faith does not consist in a natural form 

of moral perfection, in the recognition 

of the Creation and in the quest for 

worldly happiness, but rather in eleva-

tion through the grace of God, in a new 

creaturehood, in divine sonship, in the 

dwelling of the three Divine Persons 

in our soul, and finally in eternal life 

in communion with God. The Council 

of Trent describes in this way the jus-

tification of the sinner: “The efficient 

cause is the mercy of God [...]. Finally, 

the single formal cause is the justice 

of God, not that by which He Himself 

is just, but that by which He Himself is 

just (through the mercy that the Son of 

God has bestowed upon us through 

his suffering on the cross) that, namely, 

with which we being endowed by Him, 

are renewed in the spirit of our mind 

and not only are we reputed, but we 

are truly called and are just, receiving 

justice within us, each one accord-

ing to his own measure, which the 

Holy Spirit distributes to everyone as 

He wills, and according to each one’s 

DEUS CARITAS EST: 
LOVE AND TRUTH CREATE A 
NEW WORLD 
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proper disposition and cooperation” 

(De iust. chap. 7). The Holy Year of Mer-

cy reveals more clearly the theological 

and spiritual task of reconciling the as-

pects of God’s mercy and justice with-

in a philosophical doctrine on God not 

only in a speculative manner, but also 

the task of understanding such as-

pects in their historical-salvific and so-

teriological sense, as divine self-com-

munication in grace and truth. The 

sequela Christi, or conforming our-

selves to His Death and Resurrection, 

now means to receive the divine life 

that was given to us in order to trans-

form it into a new form of life, thanks 

to the divine infused virtues of faith, 

hope and love. Faith that justifies us is 

much more than the mere trust in di-

vine mercy: it’s a new way of being and 

living with Jesus Christ. For if grace 

were but a favourable divine disposi-

tion towards us, it would be nothing 

more than an exterior “quid.” In truth, 

the Divine grace we are given trans-

forms us interiorly, thereby leading 

us into a new life. It enables – in fact it 

demands – us to lead a life according 

to God’s indications. By grace we are 

justified, for God has brought us from 

the state of sinners into a state of justi-

fication. Through the Eternal Son of the 

Father we are sons of God through the 

grace of Christ (Trent, De iust., can 11 

e 12). Or – to express it with the words 

of the Encyclical Deus Caritas est: “love 

is now no longer a mere ‘command’; it 

is the response to the gift of love with 

which God draws near to us.” (n. 1).

The love of God and neighbour is at 

the heart of Christian faith in the cre-

ative, redeeming and operative power 

of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Hatred and love are the two alterna-

tives between which will be fulfilled 

the destiny of the world and of every 

human being. 

This was the theme of the first Encyc-

lical of Pope Benedict XVI. The mes-

sage of God’s mercy that embraces 

all, His unconditional openness to for-

giveness, that Pope Francis chose as 

a major theme of his pontificate, is in 

direct continuity with the Encyclical 

Deus Caritas est, for the Encyclical has 

highlighted charity as the heart of the 

life of the Church. In fact, the life of God 

animates the community of believers. 

Likewise, the Pope has shown that the 

service of charity is a constitutive ele-

ment of the Church’s mission, just as 

the proclamation of the Word of God 

and the celebration of the Sacraments. 

I believe that this theological and ec-

clesiological feature of charity cannot 

be overlooked, not even at the insti-

tutional level. The Church’s structures, 

which also include the structures of 

the central government of the Church, 

must respond to theological criteria, 

over organizational or purely admin-

istrative ones. For these reasons, I am 

confident that charity will find due col-

location within the new organization-

al structure and denomination of the 

Dicasteries, in the framework of the 

planned reform of the Curia currently 

under way. 

The unity of love in Creation and in 

the history of Salvation

Love can be misunderstood as a mere 

moral appeal, an unheard calling to 

do good, while the real world unper-

turbedly continues following a path 

paved with hatred and selfishness, 

only interested in what is its own com-

fort, in a ruthless form of self-accom-

plishment. However, we could also ask 

ourselves how come the 20th century 

has produced not only monsters but 

also men like the Mahatma Gand-

hi, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Brother Rog-

er Schutz, Father Maximilian Kolbe, 

Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta or 

Saint Pope John Paul II. 

Christian men and women are those 

who have invested in love. Christian 

life is fulfilled in the encounter with the 

person of Jesus of Nazareth. In Him all 

of God’s promises have become real 

and effective. In Him, the love of God 

and neighbour are intimately united, 

just as they were manifested earlier in 

the history of revelation and in the faith 

of the chosen people of Israel. 
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And that is why professing God, with 

the testimony: “God is love. Whoev-

er lives in love lives in God, and God 

in them” (1 John 4:16)- is the only way 

leading to a radiant future in history 

and in man’s fulfilment through God’s 

eternal love. In the first part of his En-

cyclical, the Pope develops the con-

cept of the unity of love in creation and 

in the history of salvation; in the sec-

ond part he addresses the concept of 

caritas. It is a loving act of the Church 

as a community of love. Indeed, our 

knowledge of God and our vision of 

man depend decisively on the inter-

pretation of love. 

The Encyclical speaks of love in the 

framework of all successful human 

relations that are focused on meaning 

and satisfaction. It speaks of love be-

tween siblings, parents and children, 

between friends - but there is also the 

love for work, art, music and science. 

However, the most sublime aspect, 

which speaks of love in all cultures, 

especially in the context of biblical 

revelation, is the physical and spiritu-

al communion between a man and a 

woman in the marriage bond. It is pre-

cisely because of the unity of man as 

spirit and matter, body and soul, that 

physical desire - the filìa of the soul 

and the agape of the heart, the love 

that is donated and received, the love 

that lives of grace and the sacrificing 

love - cannot be separated. It consists 

in purification from all selfish motives, 

that ultimately make people become 

slaves to themselves or to the indus-

try of commercialised pleasure, while 

the true purpose is to integrate body 

and soul and to serve our neighbour, 

achieved through devotion. According 

to the plan of the Creator, man was 

created in such a way as to achieve 

self-fulfilment only through self-be-

stowal to the beloved other, thereby 

entering a communion of love with the 

other person. 

This is precisely the answer to the phi-

losopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who said 

that Christianity – which he had inter-

preted in rather dualistic and agnostic 

terms, and not in terms of incarnation 

– had given Eros poison to drink, which 

did not kill him but left man overbur-

dened by remorse, ultimately describ-

ing man’s biological and natural drives 

as vices. Moreover, logos and bios can-

not be opposed, nor can they be iso-

lated as if they were two individually 

separated spheres. 

Both the hostility towards the body, 

whereby man is seen as pure spirit 

extending beyond the biological con-

ditions of his existence, as the con-

sumerist idolatry of the body, aimed 

at disposing of the spirit and ethos, are 

structures with no connection with re-

ality and they destroy love. True love 

requires eternity: it wants “only you”, 

“forever.” And that’s why faith in the 

one true God, which has become the 

core identity of Israel as the People 

of God, corresponds to monogamous 

marriage.

And here it is clear that the new ele-

ment of biblical faith, as witnessed by 

Israel and the Church, lies in the intrinsic 

bond between the image of God and 

that of man. What is the radically new 

element of the Biblical faith in God? 

We shall not dwell on the polytheistic 

religions and their frequent preposter-

ous attempts to understand the Divine. 

Rather, let us consider the understand-

ing of God as developed by Aristotle in 

the golden age of Greek philosophy. 

He knows but one God, who can be 

reached by human thought. But God is 

loved and desired by all existing things 

whereas on His part He does not love 

and has no need for love. 

Even Judaism and Christianity recog-

nize God as the most sublime. But the 

radically new element is that God, the 

Creator of the world, the one who chose 

Israel as His people, is a God who loves 

and forgives. But at the same time 

there is eros in His love for His people. 

He is a zealous God. He is filled with 

anger at the stubbornness, indifference 

and deprivation of love with which the 

Israelites - and today we – would want 

to punish him. But even greater is His 

passionate love for this stubborn and 

sinful people. Just as the bridegroom 

loves his bride, so God consumed by 

the desire for her and responding to 

her infidelity with an even greater love, 

loves his spouse, Israel. 

In the New Testament we don’t only 

find new ideas. Its novelty consists 

in the person of Christ, who is both 

Reason and Love of God. Moved by 

his passionate love for man, He goes 

to the Cross. Looking at His tortured 

body, at His pierced heart, enables us 

to postulate the meaning of the fol-

lowing words: God is love and His mer-

cy is inexhaustible. The love of God in 

Christ is truly present in the Eucharistic 

celebration through which not only do 

we receive the love of God donated 

statically. In fact we are completely 

drawn to it. Just as Jesus took care of 

us, we too can be “Christians”, that is, 

open ourselves to mankind with Him 

by donating ourselves. 

This mystical union with Jesus that oc-

curs through self-sacrifice and com-

munion, becoming one with Him and 

with the limbs of His body, our broth-

ers and sisters – as the Pope said – is 

“social in character” (n. 14). 

Unity in Christ

It would be wrong to separate Chris-

tian life into three ambits: namely, 

confession of faith, ethics and moral-
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ity, and finally, worship and liturgy. In 

Christ, the love of God and neighbour, 

orthodoxy and orthopraxis, act as two 

facets of the same coin. 

However, when reflecting and con-

versing with others, we are constantly 

forced to face the following objections: 

 How can we truly love God since we 

cannot see Him?  

 Is love something that can be com-

manded? 

You shall love God and your neigh-

bour! Indeed, God is not visible to our 

sight. No one has ever seen God, but 

the one and only Son, who is himself 

God and[a] is in closest relationship 

with the Father, has made him known” 

(Jn 1: 18).

“Anyone who has seen me has seen 

the Father”, Jesus replies to Philip, who 

asked him: “Lord, show us the Father 

and that will be enough for us”, (Jn 14: 9). 

Yes, that “which we have heard, which 

we have seen with our eyes, which 

have handled, concerning the Word of 

life; and truly our fellowship is with the 

Father and with His Son Jesus Christ” (1 

Jn 1:1-3). The disciples saw the love of 

God with their own eyes, when Jesus 

healed the sick, when he welcomed 

the outcast, when he raised the son of 

a weeping mother from the dead, when 

he proclaimed the Good News to the 

poor and when he comforted those 

who were sad. 

He remains among us all, fulfilling the 

request of the disciples of Emmaus, by 

means of His word and the sacraments, 

the Eucharist and prayer, which He lis-

tens to, and through the love that is giv-

en to us and that we too can donate.

As love is more than a feeling and it 

corresponds to letting ourselves be 

drawn into the love story of God and 

mankind, we shall learn to see with the 

eyes of God not only our friends and 

brothers and sisters, but also those 

whom we dislike, those who are an-

noying and irritating, and perhaps 

even our enemies! And then it will be 

possible to fulfil the commandment of 

love. We will thus address our inability 

to love, and we shall overcome it; for 

Him who was justified by faith thrives 

in the hope because the love of God 

has been poured out in our hearts by 

the Holy Spirit who was given to us. (Cf. 

Rm 5:5). We can only transmit what we 

have received. Love makes love grow 

and that is why love cannot be con-

fined to a mere “religious” obligation. 

Love makes us sensitive to the pres-

ence of God and towards our neigh-

bour. 

Caritas and Diakonia: The Church is 

the community in the love of God

Love is God who opens his Trinitarian 

life to mankind: it is out of love that God 

creates the world and calls men and 

women to be His beloved sons and 

daughters. In the Incarnation the Son 

becomes one of us. He shows that love 

is not just a feeling that requires little 

commitment, but it means giving of 

ourselves concretely. In his gruesome 

death He opens his heart to us all. In 

the heart of God we are perfectly safe. 

The Spirit of the Father and the Son is 

poured out upon all mankind and upon 

the entire Church; it is poured into the 

heart of everyone of us, so that – just 

as Jesus was free from pride - we may 

perform the service of the washing of 

the feet. (Cf. John 13). The Holy Spirit 

lives in the heart of the Church, thus all 

of His action becomes an expression 

and communication of the love of God 

in the world. And that’s why leiturgia, 

martyria and diakonia are inseparable.   

Diakonia, the love of Christ, is the ex-

pression of the very nature of the 

Church. In the Acts of the Apostles we 

read: “Now all who believed were to-

gether, and had all things in common, 

and sold their possessions and goods, 

and divided them among all, as any-

one had need” (Acts 2:44f).

With the continual growth of the 

Church was also born the need to or-

ganize charity, first within parish com-

munities and then at the level of local 

churches and dioceses – until it be-

came the national, international orga-

nization that today bears the name of 

“Caritas”. Just as the revelation is uni-

versal, so is love. In charity the Catholic 

essence of salvation and of the Church 

is expressed. 

There are many examples passed 

down to us from the time of the 

Church Fathers that demonstrate how, 

in those years, even the pagans re-

garded the charitable action of Chris-

tians and the Church for the poor and 

the suffering, as a decisive feature of 

the Christian community. Emperor Ju-

lian the Apostate, having had to wit-

ness, when he was just six years old, 

the assassination of his father and his 

own parents by the members of the 

imperial family who passed them-

selves off as Christian, had developed 

a fierce hatred for Christianity. That is 

why when he decided to restore pa-

ganism he established pagan charities 

as an equivalent activity to that of the 

Christian Church, which according to 

him had become popular thanks to 

her charitable activity.

Thus, the institution for organized 

charity  – Caritas - is not a kind of wel-

fare assistance, which could equally 

well be left to others, but is a part of 

the Church’s nature, an indispensable 

expression of her very essence (n. 

25). The Church is God’s family in the 

world, and in her, whoever suffers is 

the brother or sister through whom I 

encounter Christ. 



LOVE NEVER FAILS Perspectives 10 years after the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est

32 33

D
eu

s C
a

rita
s Est: Lo

ve
 an

d
 Tru

th
 C

re
ate

 a N
e

w
 W

o
rld

Preserving one’s human nature: 

Overcoming inhumanity with Christ 

The Pope has also dwelled on the dra-

matic developments in Europe in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries in 

the wake of the industrial and scientific 

revolutions. The Enlightenment of the 

eighteenth century had also brought 

about blind faith in progress, which 

in the history of thought, reached its 

peak in liberal capitalism and Marxist 

socialism.

Capitalism aims at the profit of those 

who own productive goods at the ex-

pense of the great masses of workers. 

Accordingly, Christian social teaching 

based on solidarity and justice ap-

pears as the result of unrealistic eth-

ics, promptly denied by the ruthless 

laws of the market. Marxism believes 

instead in the possibility of dissolving 

the conflict between capital and labour 

through the imposition of a classless 

society with use of force. Here, the ac-

tive charity of Christians is considered 

a stabilizing factor in an unjust social 

order, as something that can appease 

the consciences of the powerful. 

These two politically opposed sys-

tems have something in common: 

their inhumanity. They wish to achieve 

redemption from all the evils of hu-

manity through the violent oppression 

or the annihilation of the opposing so-

cial classes, or by spiritually levelling 

all citizens within an “educational” dic-

tatorship run by politics and the me-

dia. The state and ultimate destiny of 

humanity are thus based on self-re-

demption, viewed as a purely mun-

dane goal. 

Christian social teaching does not 

draw inspiration from counterpro-

ductive utopias. It starts with the as-

sumption that justice and solidarity in 

society should be grounded upon rea-

sonable action enshrined within legal 

systems, and that the Church, in ad-

herence to the sacrament of salvation 

and lacking political mandate, should 

not act on behalf of the State. The lat-

ter, in the framework of the various so-

cial groups and with the involvement 

of all citizens, has the responsibility of 

establishing the just order of society. 

“Justice is both the aim and the intrin-

sic criterion of all politics” (n. 28). But 

what the state cannot do - and that 

instead individual Christians and the 

Church as a community, are called ful-

fil - to make charity tangible through 

the love of God and neighbour and 

through the discovery of the uncon-

ditional dignity of man created in the 

image and likeness of God and called 

to divine sonship.

The most important task entrusted to 

the laity, in the exercise of their profes-

sion and in politics, is to contribute to 

the creation of just social structures. 

The fact that justice and solidarity stem 

from common human reason makes 

the cooperation with men and women 

with a different religious creed, or with 

a purely humanistic inner disposition, 

not only possible but even mandatory. 

This also applies to the constructive 

collaboration between the charitable 

institutions of the Church and between 

State and private organizations.

However, not even the most exem-

plary social order will be able to elimi-

nate all the suffering of humanity once 

and for all. That is why the charitable 

action of individual Christians and the 

organized assistance of ecclesial or-

ganizations must intervene. Concrete 

charitable activity is related to the ex-

perience of God’s love for man in his 

spiritual and religious deprivation, in 

the suffering of his body and soul.   

Owing to the mediation of those who 

act in the name of Christ, we experi-

ence that human dignity, despite its 

fragility and earthly transience, is ever-

lasting precisely because it emanates 

from the love of God and proceeds 

from within it. 

The love of Christ compels us:  The 

love of neighbour    

There is need for greater awareness of 

the specific nature of the charitable ac-

tivity of the Church. The non-ideologi-

cal roots that inspire selfless Christian 

charitable activity ought to be promot-
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ed, over feelings of disdain on the part 

of Marxism towards Christian charita-

ble activity. Why do we help the man 

who was beaten by bandits, just as the 

Good Samaritan did? This is not the 

time to stop and reflect on the need 

for better supervision by the police; 

but we feel a human compassion that 

springs from our spiritual nature creat-

ed by God, which means that now, at 

this very moment, we are helping this 

man. “For Christ’s love compels us” (2 

Cor 5:14), we say as Christians. 

As Christians we help the neighbour 

without any hidden intentions, simply 

because that person is our neighbour. 

And that is why we do not make an 

instrumental use of charity, turning it 

into a tool for proselytism. A true Chris-

tian knows when is the time to speak 

of God and when it is better to stay 

silent. Sometimes a silent example is 

the best witness to the love of God 

that can also lead to faith in Him and 

to the experience of the love of Christ 

within the community of His Church.   

The best defence of God and man 

consists precisely in love. (n. 31c). Just  

as the entire Church is the agent of 

charitable activity, she also remains 

the agent of the proclamation of the 

faith and the celebration of the Sacra-

ments. 

Those who carry out the charitable 

service of the Church on a profes-

sional basis should be careful of two 

opposite risks: on the one side, the 

temptation to be deceived by fatuous 

ideologies that claim to solve all the 

unsolved problems under the divine 

governance of the world, if only man 

would take responsibility for them; 

and on the other, the risk of surrender-

ing to resignation facing the constant 

presence of the poor and the suffering 

among us. Ultimately, it may seem that 

all the donations and the efforts end 

up in a chasm. In order not to assume 

a haughty-totalitarian - or even “ter-

rorist” - attitude in the name of God or 

good deeds; to make sure that we do 

not isolate ourselves, offended, within 

the protective shield of our own per-

sonal happiness, our commitment for 

others must be sustained by prayer. 

It is prayer that protects us from blind 

activism and from the fanatical desire 

to “reform” the world.

“An authentically religious attitude pre-

vents man from presuming to judge 

God, accusing him of allowing poverty 

and failing to have compassion for his 

creatures. When people claim to build 

a case against God in defence of man, 

on whom can they depend when hu-

man activity proves powerless?” (n. 37). 

With Jesus, who, in his hour of aban-

donment and agony, shouted from the 

Cross his helpless cry to God, and who 

was answered and justified by the Fa-

ther in the resurrection, we too can die 

in the hope - that gives eternal life – of 

remaining in the love of the Trinitarian 

God.  

At this moment in history, when hu-

manity is spiritually facing yet anoth-

er crossroads, we too are called to 

choose between love and hatred, be-

tween life and death. We believe that 

the root causes of secularism and of 

inner withdrawal from the Christian 

tradition, experienced by many, are 

not to be found in the intellectual res-

ervations towards certain teachings 

of the Church, but primarily in a lack 

of trust in the power of the divine love 

that transforms the world and instils 

hope. 

Love  – continues Pope Benedict XVI 

- “is the light—and in the end, the only 

light—that can always illuminate a 

world grown dim and give us the cour-

age needed to keep living and work-

ing. Love is possible, and we are able 

to practise it because we are created 

in the image of God. To experience 

love and in this way to cause the light 

of God to enter into the world—this is 

the invitation I would like to extend 

with the present Encyclical.” (n. 39).

Only when we will understand that God 

is love, will Christianity regain strength, 

and faith will again be understood as 

a gift. This is especially dear to Pope 

Francis, who never tires of proclaiming 

to a world weak in the faith and torn by 

indifference and fanaticism, the mes-

sage of love and goodness, of the jus-

tice and mercy of God.  

May the Holy Year of Mercy, begun 

on December 8, 2015, Solemnity of 

the Immaculate Conception of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary, inspire so many 

Christians and make them aware of 

the message of life that changes and 

saves the world: 

“Whoever confesses that Jesus is the 

Son of God, God abides in him, and he 

in God. So we know and believe the 

love God has for us. God is love, and 

he who abides in love abides in God, 

and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:15)  
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THE ENCYCLICAL DEUS CARITAS 
EST: CHALLENGES FOR CATHOLIC 
CHARITABLE ORGANIZATIONS

Dr. Michael Thio

Let me begin by sharing with you a 

quote from Holy Scripture :

“He who is kind to the poor lends to 

the Lord and He will reward him for 

what he has done” (Pr 19:17)

As we pursue our mission in the apos-

tolate of Charity as a Catholic organ-

isation the fundamental challenge is 

to ensure that the Christ dimension of 

our ethos and charisma are preserved, 

maintained and animated in the love 

of Christ. All of us who are engaged in 

Charitable or Humanitarian activities in 

a Christian way or dimension are invar-

iably witnessing to Christ in the poor 

and needy we serve and assist. We are 

encapsulating and living out the gos-

pel values of Faith, Hope, Charity and 

Love.  This should exemplify our zeal 

and commitment in our faith vision 

and vocation.

Faith

We believe and trust in the Lord for 

without Him we can do nothing. We 

serve and He provides.  As He said to 

us “He who abides in me and I in him 

bears much fruit; for without Me you 

can do nothing” (Jn 15:5).  Faith deter-

mines our belief in God and gives us 

our purpose and manifestation of the 

goodness and Love of God. It gives us 

the conviction that Jesus is the pearl 

of our life. Faith sees the invisible, be-

lieves the incredible and receives the 

impossible. In absolute Faith we listen 

to His word “Trust in the Lord with all 

your heart and lean not on your own 

understanding; in all your ways ac-

knowledge Him and He will make your 

paths straight” (Pr 3:5-6)

Hope:

In Christ resurrection He has given us 

Hope, a new life, a new future. Like-

wise we share this hope with those 

we serve and assist and give them a 

hopeful life and the possibility of en-

countering Christ. Because we care 

they experience a new beginning, a 
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better future.  In seeing the suffering 

poor we see and encounter the suffer-

ing Christ and gives us the opportunity 

to serve Christ in the poor.  In so doing 

we receive Christ in us and experience 

Christ’s Love and strengthen us to grow 

in that discipleship of Christ. Hope 

gives us confidence and courage. It 

gives us a dynamism of unconquera-

ble faith and strength.  It is a glorious 

saviour always at our side.  Remember 

the words of the Lord “Come to me all 

you who are weary and burdened and 

I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28)

Charity and Love

Charity gives us motivation and im-

mense zeal. Christian Charity is our 

love for God transformed into loving 

service given to others and especial-

ly the poor. God is Love (Deus Caritas 

Est). Unless you have God in your heart 

you cannot share that love with others.  

“The love of Christ compels us” 2 Cor 

5:14. “The least you do to my brothers, 

you did it to me” says the Lord in Mt 

25:40. By our loving Christian action we 

are witnessing to Christ and this is the 

key differentiator between a Christian 

Charity and a secular Charity. “Faith en-

ables us to recognise the gifts that the 

good and generous God has entrust-

ed to us, Charity makes them fruitful” 

in Emeritus Pope Benedict XVI Lenten 

message of 2013 in the last year of his 

Pontificate.

As we commit ourselves faithfully and 

lovingly to His call, we are engaging 

in the service of Christ in the poor and 

needy in Faith, Hope, Charity and Love.  

In championing the cause of the poor, 

Christian actions and virtues are being 

promoted and promulgated and we are 

but humble servants bearing witness 

to Christ. In our work of Christian Char-

ity we reflect and radiate our Christian 

way of life as followers and disciples of 

Christ. As we grow in our discipleship 

of Christ, we become a better Christian 

and a better person. “You are salt of the 

earth and the light of the world” as the 

Lord spoke to us in Mt 5:13-14. Emeri-

tus Pope Benedict XVI mentioned in his 

2013 Lenten message “Through Faith 

we enter into a friendship with the Lord; 

through Charity this friendship is lived 

and cultivated”.

As Christians, we must preserve and 

grow in our spirituality to keep that 

Closeness, Holiness, Love and Peace 

with Christ. The way we lead a good 

Christian life will draw people closer to 

God and bring about conversion and 

evangelisation through witnessing 

to the goodness and Love of Christ. 

Evangelisation is the life blood of the 

Church, when Evangelisation dies, the 

Church dies. Emeritus Pope Benedict 

XVI reminded us in that same Lenten 

message quote “that the greatest work 

of Charity is evangelisation, which is 

the ministry of the Word. There is no 

action more beneficial - and there-

fore more charitable – towards one’s 

neighbour than to break the bread of 

the word of God, to share with him the 

Good News of the Gospel, to intro-

duce him to a relationship with God: 

evangelisation is the highest and the 

most integral promotion of the human 

person” unquote.

Let me share with you this inspiring 

and reflective quote of Blessed Moth-

er Teresa “What you are is God’s gift to 

you; What you make of yourself is your 

gift to God”.

Enhancing and deepening our spirit-

uality is one of the fundamentals in 

our mission in the apostolate of Chari-

ty. Our Vincentian spirituality engages 

Christ in the centre of our activities. 

Both St. Vincent de Paul and Blessed 

Frederic Ozanam, our Principal found-

er, found ways of serving Christ in the 

poor.  By following in St. Vincent’s foot-

steps, Blessed Frederic tried to imitate 

not his exact same works so much as 

his spirit of Charity. Blessed Frederic 

realised that many practices must be 

developed differently if the Gospel 

were still to mean anything. The Gos-

pel itself never changes but our appli-

cation of its precepts can never remain 

exactly the same. 

If one of the charisms of both St. Vin-

cent and Blessed Frederic was to care 
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for the poor, the care of souls was al-

ways an important part of their mission. 

The Congregation of the Mission (Vin-

centian Fathers) have been founded 

not just to provide material assistance 

but to preach the Gospel. St. Vincent 

saw people’s need to be spiritual.  

Blessed Frederic imparted the same 

message to members of the Society 

of St. Vincent de Paul. He emphasised 

that material aid was not the most im-

portant part of their service to the poor. 

Through the members Spirituality and 

their loving Christian action in witness-

ing to God how many Christians have 

been converted and brought back to 

the Faith and how many non-Chris-

tians were evangelised and accepted 

the Faith. This is one of the key aspects 

of our Vincentian Spirituality.

In the same account, Blessed Freder-

ic expressed concern about the ex-

tent to which Catholics had a shallow 

knowledge of their Faith. Their practice 

of it also lacked commitment. They 

possess the Faith, but a Faith which is 

lukewarm; they still practise their reli-

gion but often without understanding 

it fully. We must bring light into this 

semi-darkness, warm up the chill and 

edification is the chief necessity. There 

is no lack of Catholics among us. We 

must mould them to sanctification.

In the words of St. Vincent “May your 

radiance of Charity be a beaming light 

in our Faith in action”. To this Blessed 

Frederic responded “Let us go to the 

poor. Let us not only speak but act 

and affirm by our action the vitality of 

our Faith”.  Spiritual formation and de-

velopment programs are of absolute 

necessity to our members numbering 

over 800,000 in about 150 countries.  

We adopt a roll out methodology, train 

a trainer etc., to reach out to the mem-

bers as the most cost effective way 

and it is an ongoing process.  “Forma-

tion and Development is a continuing 

process, it is an integral part of our life. 

It will continue and remain with us till 

the end of our life” (St. John Paul II). 

This was imparted to me when he was 

then Pope.

We need to deepen and grow in our 

prayer life and keep the piety and 

closeness to God. “We need this deep 

connection with God in our daily life. 

How can we obtain it? By prayer” 

(Blessed Mother Teresa).

“Every action for the poor is itself a 

prayer if motivated by Charity which is 

love inspired by grace” (St. Vincent de 

Paul)

Global Poverty: A Global Context

Over 3 billion people (slightly less 

than half of the world) live on less than 

US$2.50 a  day and at least 75% of hu-

manity lives on less than US$10 a day.

Over 1 billion children live in poverty, 

approximately 1 in 2 children through-

out the world.  640 million live without 

adequate shelter. 400 million have no 

access to safe water. 270 million have 

no access to health services with over 

21,000 children dying each day.

Most of humanity in this world lives on 

a few dollars a day. It does not matter 

if you live in the wealthiest nations or 

the poorest, high levels of inequality 

are a fact of life. Poverty is the state 

for the majority of the world’s peoples 

and nations.

The continent of Africa is character-

ised by extreme poverty and its at-

tendant suffering,  a continent rich in 

natural resources, yet home to 32 of 

the 38 poorest, most heavily indebted 

countries; having the highest percent-

age of people in the world living below 

the poverty line. More than 70% of the 

urban population lives in slums and 

squatter settlements, characterised 

by poor shelter, lack of basic servic-

es coupled with very limited oppor-

tunities for regular employment and 

self-development.

New Global Poverties

We know the poor, needy and vulnera-

ble people and to us they are not face-

less people. They are not just statis-

tics in various reports. We know them 

as “Our Friends In Need (FIN)” and it 

is from them that we come to know 

the real meaning of social exclusion, 

the daily struggle to survive and the 

meaning of broken commitments and 

unfulfilled promises. We seek to share 

both bread and hope with our brothers 

and sisters, recognising Christ in their 

painful predicaments and witnessing 

to the Good News of Justice, Compas-

sion and Love. “The Spirit of the Lord 

is upon me, therefore He has anointed 

me. He has sent me to bring the good 

tidings to the poor” (Lk 4.18).

Our service must always be unselfish. 

We must not limit our love for God only 

to the work we do; we must continu-

ally pick up the challenge of allowing 

God to work through us at all times, in 

all places and in all those we meet - so 

doing will result in a union with the liv-

ing God.  Is that not our goal?

We must find creative ways of working 

together with other caring people/or-

ganisations. We must be courageous 

and willing to speak out. We must 

bring about social peace and justice. 

We must be committed and willing to 

persevere.  We must be people of in-

tegrity - we must seek and speak the 

truth for the Poor. 

In our mission in the service of the 

poor and vulnerable people, our Holy 

Father, Pope Francis, has called us to 

be relevant in our mission and it must 

reflect and relate to the needs of those 

in the present context in today’s world. 
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We must respond to the signs of the 

times and be realistic, practical and 

relevant. In his words, we must be 

Innovative, Courageous and Auda-

cious.

We must bring about and advocate 

Systemic Change – change the way 

the poor is living and assist them to 

move out of the poverty cycle and 

empower them to be independent so 

that they beg no more and able to live 

a normal life and restore to them the 

dignity of the human person which is a 

God given right to every person.

“Let us not be afraid to reach out with 

affection and tenderness towards the 

poorest, the weakest, the smallest, by 

showing how God loves them and by 

teaching them to read the signs of His 

love in their lives and by working for 

greater justice throughout the world, 

in the light of the Church’s social 

teaching” (Holy Father Pope Francis) .

In the work we do as Vincentians, we 

place ourselves at the personal ser-

vice of the poor - on a person to per-

son basis - by the gift of ourselves in 

a loving,  caring and humble relation-

ship. In serving the poor we are serving 

Christ Jesus.

“The poor are our masters. They are 

our lords. We must obey them and to 

call them lords  as we do because our 

Lord is in the poor” (St. Vincent).  

The Good News of Jesus to these 

people are that “they belong; they are 

included; they are God’s children”.  St. 

Vincent said “Go to the poor and you 

will find God. May our presence and 

care to those in need reflect the gen-

tleness, esteem and dignity we see 

reflected in the life and work of Jesus”. 

As Vincentians we abide by our 5 Vin-

centian virtues of Simplicity, Humili-

ty, Meekness, Zest and Holiness. As 

to Faith and Morals we adhere to the 

Church’s Doctrines and Teachings in 

upholding the Catholicism in our mis-

sion and vocation in our apostolate of 

Charity.

In this Jubilee Year of Mercy as pro-

claimed by Pope Francis it comple-

ments the works of Charity towards 

the poor and vulnerable people. The 

Holy Father requested us to reflect 

on the corporal and spiritual works of 

mercy. Let us be aware, concern and 

open our hearts and minds to the mis-

ery of the world and those that are 

going through hardships, desolation, 

loneliness and poverty and to show 

that we care and want to make the 

difference in their lives and restore to 

them their dignity.

In the words of our Holy Father “Let us 

rediscover these corporal works of 

mercy: to feed the hungry, give drink 

to the thirsty, clothe the naked, wel-

come the stranger, heal the sick, visit 

the imprisoned and bury the dead. And 

let us not forget the spiritual works of 

mercy: to counsel the doubtful, in-

struct the ignorant, admonish sinners, 

comfort the afficted, forgive offences, 

bear patiently to those who do us ill 

and pray for the living and the dead.  

Above all, let us listen to the words of 

Jesus who made mercy as an ideal of 

life and a criterion for the credibility of 

our faith:  “Blessed are the merciful, for 

they will be shown mercy” (Mt 5:7). The 

beatitude to which we should particu-

larly aspire in the Holy Year as Mercy 

once again is revealed as a fundamen-

tal aspect of Jesus’s mission. 

The Encyclical “Deus Caritas Est (God 

is Love)” is a very profound, insightful 

and enlightening document.  “Whoev-

er does not love does not know God, 

because God is Love” (1 Jn 4:8).  Love 

of God and Love of Neighbour are 

inseparable – the two greatest Com-

mandments of God. The Holy Spirit is 

that interior power which harmonises 

men’s hearts with Christ’s heart and 

moves them to love their neighbours 

as Christ loves them – Love is the gift 

of the Spirit. Love is therefore the ser-

vice the Church carries out to attend 

constantly to man’s sufferings and his 

needs including material needs – as 

aspect of the service of Charity.  Love 

of neighbour is grounded in the Love 

of God which is the responsibility of 

every member of the faithful. Love 

needs to be organised if it is to be an 
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ordered service to the community – 

the Ministry of Charity part of the fun-

damental structure of the Church. 

The Church engages on the three ba-

sic nature of her being in:

Proclaiming the Word of God

Celebrating the Sacraments

Excercising the Ministry of Charity

As a lay Catholic charity organisation 

our guiding  principles is grounded 

on these three aspects of the nature 

of the Church in promoting and shar-

ing the Love of God and Mercy to all 

our Friends-in Need (FIN); Love of God 

and love of our neighbour are truly 

united in the one body of Christ.

The Encyclical Deus Caritas Est (God 

is Love) has been very explicit in the 

pronouncement and exhortation of the 

love-caritas of our God and Saviour. 

We contribute in striving and to bring 

about in our charitable works and mis-

sion a just Social order, Justice, Charity 

and Love   intertwined and interwoven 

for the dignity of mankind and for the 

greater glory of God. The Encyclical has 

expounded and reaffirmed our con-

viction in the apostolate of Charity to 

which we subscribe and animate in all 

our humility and simplicity in the Love 

for, in, with and through God. Give Love 

and receive Love. “What counts is not 

what you give, but the love with which 

you give” (Blessed Mother Teresa).

As we continue to live out our mission 

in Faith, Hope, Charity and Love:

Let us dare to dream dreams with Je-

sus in our hearts.

Let us dare to dream that we are all 

able to change, all able to work to-

gether and that we are motivated by 

the Holy Spirit.

Let us dare to dream that constancy, 

resilience and fidelity are the attitudes 

and attributes that enable us to con-

front difficulties, failures, misunder-

standings and discouragements.

Let us want to LIVE…. A fulfilling, loving, 

peaceful Christian life align with the 

Gospel values.

Let us want to CONTEMPLATE … to 

meditate, reflect and discern. Let us 

want to SERVE….Christ and mankind.

“You did not choose me, but I chose 

you and appointed you to go and bear 

fruit, the kind of fruit that endures. 

Then the Father will give you whatever 

you ask in my name. This is my com-

mand: Love each other” (Jn 15:16-17).

“Let your light shine before men that 

they may see your good deeds and give 

glory to our Father in heaven” (Mt 5:16).

Jesus loves you; thank you and God 

bless you all.
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THE JEWISH PERSPECTIVE 
ON BIBLICAL LOVE 

Rabbi David Shlomo Rosen

The Hebrew language, and thus the 

Hebrew Bible, has a number of differ-

ent words for love.  “Deus Caritas Est” 

expounds on the distinction between 

the Greek terms eros and agape.        Yet 

there does not appear to be a Hebrew 

equivalent for eros (though there are 

general words for desire.)  This in itself 

is instructive, for the first term rele-

vant to “love” that we encounter in the 

Torah (the Pentateuch) is indeed in a 

carnal context. However it is the word 

”yada” from the verb “lada’at”, mean-

ing to know. It is used in relation to the 

bond between the first human couple 

“and Adam knew Eve his wife and she 

conceived and bore him Cain” (Gen 4:1).  

The use of this term in this context, in 

addition to its physical aspect, may 

be understood to indicate that while 

there are various forms of knowledge, 

these are overwhelmingly external, 

providing image and data. However 

these do not provide the intimacy of 

connection. Such inner knowledge, in 

effect love, is not primarily dependent 

on external information, but rather on 

the intimacy of experience.

This may also be deduced from the 

fact that the word “yada”, to know, is 

used in relation to the intimate union 

with the Divine, as with Moses’ the-

ophany in Exodus chapter 33 ( verses 

13  and 17); and thus Deuteronomy 34:10 

refers to Moses’ uniqueness in having 

“known God face to face” (see also, Ex-

odus 33:11.) The children of Israel are 

accordingly commanded to strive to 

know God (e.g. Isaiah 43:10, Hosea 6:3, 

Proverbs 3:6)

As the Encyclical indicates, the main 

Hebrew word for love is “ahavah”. This 

term is indeed used in both a physical 

and a metaphysical aspect. As Deus 

Caritas Est observes, these are not 

perceived as contradictory in the He-

brew Bible, on the contrary. However 

the sages of the Mishnah emphasize 

the idea of a higher human love when 

they declare that  ”any love that is de-
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pendent on a physical factor, when 

that factor is no more, the love is no 

more; but (that love) which is not de-

pendent upon a physical factor never 

ceases. (An example of) what is love 

that is dependent on a physical factor 

is (that of) Amnon and Tamar. And (an 

example of) love that is not dependent 

on a physical thing is the love of David 

and Jonathan.” (Avot 5:16)

The Hebrew Bible of course empha-

sizes the importance of love of God 

and love of fellow human beings. 

However, Jewish tradition, certain-

ly going back to the Second Temple 

period and especially under the Phar-

isees, perceived these as supreme 

goals. Thus Jesus’ emphasis of the 

commandments in the Pentateuch 

“and you shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart and all your soul and 

all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and 

“you shall love your neighbor as your-

self, I am the Lord” (Leviticus 19:18), 

precisely express rabbinic teaching.

Accordingly Rabbi Akiva declared the 

greatest of the commandments to 

be “and you shall love your neighbor 

as yourself ” ; and the above text from 

Deuteronomy regarding love of God 

which opens in the preceding verse 

with the words “Shema Yisrael”,  “Hear 

O Israel, the Lord Our God the Lord is 

One”, became the central Jewish li-

turgical recitation. As Deus Caritas Est 

notes, this proclamation of love of God 

was “the daily prayer of the pious Jew” 

and expresses “the heart of (the Jew-

ish People’s) existence” 

(To be precise, the observant Jew re-

cites these verses and the following 

four, in other words Deuteronomy 6:4-

9, together with Deuteronomy 11:13-

21, and Numbers 15:37-41, in the daily 

prayers every morning and evening. ) 

The Jewish sages highlight the inex-

tricable link between love of God and 

neighbor in the very fact that the full 

text of Leviticus 19:18 is “and you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself, I am 

the Lord”.

The renowned Rabbi Judah Loew of 

Prague (16c.) expounded on this above 

idea stating that “Love of all creatures 

is also the love of God; for whoever 

loves The One, loves all the works that 

He made. When one loves God, it is 

impossible not to love His creatures. 

The opposite is also true. If one hates 

the creatures, it is impossible to (truly) 

love God who created them” (Netivot 

Olam, ahavat hare’a, 1)

And the great rabbi and kabbalist Isaiah 

Horowitz, echoed this explaining that 

“the love of God and our fellow human 

beings is ultimately the same thing, as 

God is One and all is from Him”; and he 

added that precisely because the hu-

man being is created with the Divine 

spark in him or her (the kabbalistic con-

cept of the Divine Image) the love of 

one’s fellow is literally the love of God. 

(Shnei Luhot Habrit 44b-45b)

The inextricability of these loves is 

already reflected in the discussion 

between the first century rabbis Aki-

va and Ben Azzai  (Genesis Rabbah 

24:5; and Sifra Kedoshim, 4) regard-

ing which Biblical text qualifies as the 

supreme rule of the Torah, the Penta-

teuch (which for Judaism, is  the Divine 

ipssisima verba)  

As already mentioned, Akiva identifies 

Leviticus 19:18 as the great principle. 

Ben Azzai adds that the highest princi-

ple is that every human person is cre-

ated in the Divine Image (Genesis 5:1,2.)

Some have seen this as a discussion 

between a more particularist position 

and a more universal one. Howev-

er none of the sages of the Mishnaic 

period emphasizes this Biblical teach-

ing that all persons are created in the 

Divine Image more than Akiva, so it 

makes sense to understand that Aki-

va’s intention was also universal in em-

phasizing love of neighbor.

What Ben Azzai appears to be adding 

is simply that the Biblical command to 

love one another, flows directly from 

the idea that the human being is cre-

ated in the Divine Image. If one truly 

loves God, then one loves the Divine 

image - the essence of each and every 

human person.

Accordingly the text concludes with 

the words of Rabbi Tanhuma that any 

act of disrespect towards another per-

son is an act of disrespect towards 

God Himself, “for in the Image of God 

He created him”.  

Social imperatives therefore flow pre-

cisely from love of God. Accordingly, 

the midrashic work Tanna dbei Eliya-

hu (section 28) understands the com-

mandment to love God, to require 

that “you shall make the name of God 

beloved to all creatures by righteous 

conduct toward both Gentiles and 

Jews.” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Jewish_views_on_love - cite_note-7

Jewish tradition understands the in-

junction to love God in its broadest 

sense to mean loving all God’s words, 

His Torah (Revelation) and  command-

ments (TB Rosh Hashanah 4a); and liv-

ing all aspects of life accordingly ( TB 

Men. 43b).

This love is also understood as being 

willing to give one’s life for Him, for His 

way, for the observance of His com-

mandments (Mekhilta, Yitro, 6, on Ex-

odus 20: 6; Sifre, Deut. 32; TB Berachot 

54a). 

Yet love of God is to be seen not only 

in martyrdom and moments of great 

sacrifice, but as already indicated 

above all in our daily ethical behaviour 

– in the words of the Talmud:- “receiv-

ing offense without resentment; hear-



LOVE NEVER FAILS Perspectives 10 years after the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est

50 51

T
h

e
 Je

w
ish

 P
e

rsp
e

ctive
 o

n
 B

ib
lical Lo

ve

T
h

e
 Je

w
ish

 P
e

rsp
e

ctive
 o

n
 B

ib
lical Lo

ve  

ing condemnation without answering 

back; to act purely from love, and re-

joice even in trials as tests of pure love” 

(TB Shabbat 88b; TB Sotah 31a.)

Accordingly, the sages of the Tal-

mud see the commandment of love 

of God as fulfilled through Imitatio 

Dei, cleaving to God out of love, ex-

pressed in living in accordance with 

the Divine Attributes. They declare 

(TB, Sotah 14a): - “just as God clothes 

the naked, as it says, “And God made 

garments of skins for Adam and his 

wife, and clothed them” (Genesis 3), 

so you should also clothe the naked. 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, visited 

the sick, as it is written: “And God ap-

peared to him by the oaks of Mamre” 

(Genesis 18), so you should also visit 

the sick. The Holy One, blessed be He, 

comforted mourners, as it is written: 

“And it came to pass after the death 

of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac 

his son” (Genesis 25), so you should 

also comfort mourners. The Holy One, 

blessed be He, buried the dead, as it 

is written: “And God buried him (Mo-

ses) in the valley” (Deuteronomy 34), so 

should you also bury the dead.”   

This idea is summarized in the words of 

Abba Shaul, (TB, Shabbat 133b), “just as 

He is compassionate and merciful; so 

you be compassionate and merciful.” 

The most common Hebrew word for 

charity is “tzedakah”. But the root of 

this word is “tzedek” meaning right-

eousness. Thus charity is viewed in 

Judaism not as a magnanimous ges-

ture for which one deserves a pat on 

the back, but rather as the righteous 

response - our responsibility towards 

our fellows, flowing from the recogni-

tion that each person is a child of God, 

created in His Image. 

Indeed the very fact that the human 

person is created in the Divine Image 

is seen in itself as a manifestation of 

Divine Love. A related Hebrew term 

for love is the word “chibah”.  Using 

this term , the sages of the Mishnah 

declare  (Avot, 3:14)  “beloved is the 

human being for he is created in the 

Divine Image, (and) even greater love 

has been (granted to him, in that it has 

been) made known to him that he has 

been created in the Divine Image.” 

This idea is echoed in Deus Caritas Est 

in its affirmation that the Biblical call to 

love God, is an overwhelming mani-

festation itself of the truth that God 

loves man.

This love of God for His creatures is 

manifest supremely in His forgiveness. 

Because “there is not a man on earth 

who does not sin and does only good” 

(Ecclesiastes 7:20), we would all be 

condemned by our failures. God’s un-

limited love and compassion cleanses 

us from our sins when our contrition 

is sincere. Indeed, Jewish tradition 

viewed Temple sin offerings purely as 

an outward manifestation of genuine 

confessed penitence (Lev 5:5-6; Num 

5:6. See also Psalms 32:5; 38:19; 41:5; 

Lamentations 3:40), reflecting the con-

cept known in Judaism as “teshuvah”, 

from the root “shuv” meaning, return 

(see Joel 2:12-14.) It expresses the idea 

that the human person is inherently 

goodly and Godly, i.e. seeks to be with 

God and live accordingly, but inevita-

bly because he is human and because 

he is endowed with the Divine gift of 

free will, he makes mistakes and is in-

variably corrupted. 

However in order to be back with God, 

all a person has to do is to be sincerely 

contrite for his errors and thus return 

to God who in His unlimited love ac-

cepts the sinner and erases his guilt. 

“As I live says the Lord God, I do not 

desire the death of the wicked; but that  

the wicked returns  from his (evil) way 

and lives; return, return, from your evil 

ways , why should you die (members 

of the) house of Israel “ (Ezekiel 33:11) 

This concept of “teshuvah” as flow-

ing from God’s love for His creatures 

occupies a central place in rabbinic 

thought and teaching.

However love for and from God does 

not just apply to the individual person. 

It is above all manifest in the Hebrew 

Bible, in relation to the collective.

Indeed the “Shema” - this declaration 

of faith in the One Creator and Guide of 

the Universe with its imperative of love 

for God - is not just a personal declara-

tion, but above all the affirmation of the 

Community of Israel’s faith and choice. It 

is thus an expression of covenantal love.  

In the words of the sages (Tosefta, So-

tah 7:10) God said to Israel:- “you have 

made me a unique object of your love 

in the world, therefore I will make you a 

unique object of My love in the world.”

The Covenant as an expression of Di-

vine Love is made explicit in Deuteron-

omy 4:37: “and because He loved your 

Fathers, He chose his seed after him…”, 

and in chapter 7 verse 8, “because of 

the love of God for you and because 

of His fulfilment of His oath which He 

swore to your Fathers” (see also Deu-

teronomy 10:15.) 

Abraham is described by God in the 

words of Isaiah specifically as the one 

who loved God, “and you Israel, my 

servant Jacob who I have chosen, the 

seed of Abraham who loved me “(Isai-

ah 41:8).

Accordingly Deuteronomy 7:13 states “...

He has loved you and blessed you and 

multiplied you.” 

Indeed, the recitation of the “Shema” 

in the Jewish liturgy is preceded in the 

daily prayers by an extended blessing 

thanking God for His great love man-

ifest in his election of Israel, giving 

them His Revelation and Command-
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ments to observe and delight in, “by 

virtue of our Fathers”.

This brings us to another word in the 

Hebrew Bible of great significance that 

means love and charity and mercy and 

more - the word “chesed”. 

It is difficult to translate, because it re-

ally has no precise equivalent in our 

languages. English versions usually 

try to represent it with such words as 

“steadfast love,” “mercy,” and some-

times “loyalty”. Bishop Myles Coverd-

ale of the fifteenth century translated 

it well as “loving-kindness.” Yet this too 

cannot do full justice to the word.

It appears in the Hebrew Bible in rela-

tion to inter-personal relationships and 

correct human conduct (e.g. Micah 6:8. 

Zechariah 7:9), and indeed is used in 

Jewish tradition in the Hebrew term 

“gmillut chasadim”  to denote all the 

above mentioned ways and deeds of 

human kindness that precisely reflect 

Divine love. Notable in this regards is 

the statement in the Mishnah attribut-

ed to Simon the Righteous (Ethics of 

the Fathers 1:2) that the word stands 

on three things, Torah, Divine service, 

and “gmillut chasadim”. 

Above all however, the word is used 

in the Hebrew Bible in terms of Divine 

pathos – particularly, forgiveness - a 

manifestation of “the love of God who 

forgives”, as stated in Deus Caritas Est. 

God’s “Chesed” is a gratuitous love that 

endures beyond any sin or betrayal 

and graciously extends forgiveness. 

Norman H. Snaith ( in  Distinctive Ide-

as of the Old Testament, London 

(1944) states that “ the nearest New 

Testament equivalent to the He-

brew “chesed”  is http://www.bible-re-

searcher.com/grace.html  (grace), as 

Luther realized when he used the Ger-

man gnade  for both words.”

While this concept of love does con-

cern forgiveness for the individual 

as already mentioned, above all it is 

used in relation to God’s covenantal 

relationship with Israel. Accordingly 

the word often appears together with 

the word “brit”, covenant (e.g. Deuter-

onomy 7:9 and 12. I Kings 8:23. Daniel 

9:4. Nehemiah 9:32. II Chronicles 6:14.)  

The theological importance of the 

word  “chesed”  is that it stands more 

than any other word for the attitude 

which both parties to a covenant 

should maintain towards each other. 

The love of God is manifest by the 

People in their fidelity to the com-

mandments revealed to them in love; 

and God’s everlasting faithfulness is 

above all manifest in His unlimited 

love, compassion, forgiveness, and 

His promise regarding the eternity of 

Israel even when Israel fails to live up 

to the high standards of its covenantal 

responsibilities. 

Israel’s failures will bring their conse-

quences - even exile (Leviticus 26:14-

41), but will never lead to complete 

destruction, for  God remains eternally 

faithful to His Covenant and returns 

them again to the land of their Fathers 

(Leviticus 26: 42,44,45) as manifestation 

of His “chesed” .

Indeed after the two greatest de-

bacles of the children of Israel in the 

wilderness, the sin of the golden calf 

and the people’s failure of faith with 

the evil report of the ten spies, Moses 

elicits Divine forgiveness not only by 

appealing to the Divine Covenant with 

the Fathers (Ex 32:13), but by appealing 

to the Divine Attributes of compassion, 

tolerance, and bounteous “chesed” 

and truth; (of He who) keeps His 

“chesed” for the thousands (of gener-

ations)….(Chapter 34:6,7. See also Num-

bers 14:18,19.) These are referred to in 

Jewish tradition as “the 13 Attributes” 

that elicit Divine forgiveness.

The idea of this “chesed” by which God 

refuses to wash his hands of way-

ward Israel, resounds throughout the 

writings of the Hebrew Prophets. For 

example: “with eternal “chesed” I will 

have compassion on you says your 

Redeemer the Lord…. Though the 

mountains may depart and the hills be 

removed, yet My “chesed” for you will 

not depart and My covenant of peace 

shall not be removed, says your God 

who has compassion on you (Isaiah 

54:8,10.)
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“He will not maintain His anger for ever 

for He desires “chesed”. Give truth to 

Jacob, “chesed” to Abraham as you 

swore to our Fathers in days of old (Mi-

cah 7:18.20)

 “for though He has caused grief, He 

will have compassion according to the 

abundance of His “chesed” (Lamenta-

tions 3:33)

“And He will remember His covenant 

and be appeased according to His 

loving kindnesses (“chasadav)” (Psalm 

106:45 .see also Psalm 107:1)

“And I will betroth you to me forever; 

and I will betroth you to me in right-

eousness and justice and “chesed” and 

mercy … “(Hosea 2:21)

Thus the predominant use of the word 

reflects God’s unlimited mercy that 

guarantees His faithfulness to the cov-

enantal contract. For this reason the 

Greek translators of the Hebrew used 

the Greek  eleos  (mercy, pity) as their 

regular rendering, and Jerome fol-

lowed with the Latin misericordia. 

The loving-kindness of God towards 

Israel is overwhelmingly undeserved 

on Israel’s part.               

If Israel received the proper treatment 

for the occasions of her failure to walk 

in God’s Way, there would be no pros-

pect for her of anything but destruc-

tion, since God’s demand for right ac-

tion never wavers. 

Yet despite the strict demands for 

righteousness and observance of His 

commandments, the prophets and the 

rabbis after them, were sure that God’s 

love for his elect people is stronger 

still and His mercy, overwhelming. 

This of course raises the question of 

the relationship between Divine jus-

tice and Divine loving mercy. 

There are two principle names for God 

in the Hebrew Bible. One is “Elohim” 

and related forms of the word, which 

is understood in Jewish tradition to 

reflect the Divine Attribute of Justice. 

The other name, the Tetragrammaton 

“YHVH” (which religious Jews do not 

pronounce and rather use the term 

“Adonai” (Lord) for religious purpose, 

and “HaShem” - the Name, for collo-

quial use), is understood as reflecting 

the Divine Attribute of Mercy. These 

are seen as the two essential Divine 

characteristics and accordingly also 

reflect the Transcendent nature of God 

on the one hand, and His Imminent na-

ture on the other.                                  

The very concept of “teshuvah”, the 

guarantee of Divine forgiveness for the 

penitent; and the idea of God’s eternal 

covenant that always give Israel an-

other chance, as it were - which man-

ifest His “chesed”; demonstrate the Di-

vine preference for Mercy over Justice, 

notwithstanding the fundamental im-

portance of the latter.

 As reflected in the Bible, Judaism 

teaches that God’s love and mercy 

always have the upper hand over His 

judgement.

In fact, the rabbis picturesquely de-

scribe God as having His own person-

al prayer which is:       “Let my (attrib-

ute of) Mercy overcome my (attribute 

of) Judgment, so that I may deal with 

my children beyond the strict limits of 

judgment (TB, Brachot 7a.)

Divine Judgment is overwhelmed 

by Divine love and mercy, by God’s 

“chesed”.  

Indeed, as indicated in Psalm 89:3 it is 

this Divine “chesed” that guarantees the 

future of the whole world.  It is God’s 

love that sustains our entire cosmos.

“ki l’olam chasdo”, for His “chesed“ en-

dures forever, is a frequent refrain in 

the book of Psalms. 

So allow me to conclude with the 

words of Psalm 117 with which Emer-

itus Pope Benedict XVI concluded his 

presentation when he visited the great 

synagogue in Rome in January 2010. 

“O praise the Lord all you nations, 

acclaim him all you peoples. For His 

“chesed”, His love, overwhelms us, and 

He is faithful forever. 

Hallelu-yah”  
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THE MUSLIM PERSPECTIVE OF 
MERCY 

Prof. Saeed Ahmed Khan

Distinguished guests, permit me to 

greet you with the traditional Islam-

ic felicitation, As-Salaam-u-Alaikum: 

May the peace and blessings of Al-

mighty God be with you all. I wish to 

thank Cor Unum and the organizers of 

this august symposium for the kind in-

vitation that brings me before you. I am 

truly honored to have the opportunity 

to share with you some perspectives 

on Islam’s concept of mercy, at a time 

when our world desperately is in need 

of an understanding and application of 

mercy.

For Muslims, the word mercy touches 

their lips hundreds of times a day. Be-

fore embarking upon any task, Mus-

lims will invoke God’s mercy when 

they say, “Bismillah hir-Rahman nir-Ra-

him.” The literal translation of this is, “In 

the name of God, the most universally 

merciful, the most eternally merciful.” 

In addition, as Muslims face Mecca 

five times a day in prayer, they recite 

in each prayer, the first chapter (Su-

rah) of the Holy Qur’an, Al-Fatiha, the 

second verse of which is “Ar-Rahman, 

Nir-Raheem,” declaring God as the 

most universally merciful, the most 

eternally merciful. This verse is recit-

ed, at a minimum seventeen times, in 

the day, to fulfill the obligatory prayers; 

they may be recited at least another 

eleven times daily during the highly 

recommended prayers.  These are not 

merely reminders of God’s power; they 

are also reminders to the believer of 

his own responsibility to emulate God 

in his own life. The Holy Qur’an states,

“This day let no reproach be (cast) on 

you: Allah will forgive you, and He is 

the Most Merciful of those who show 

mercy!” (Surah Yusuf, 92)

The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

mercy as “Compassion or forgiveness 

shown toward someone whom it is 

within one’s power to punish or harm.” 

From an Islamic perspective, this defi-

nition is problematic for several rea-

sons. Firstly, it limits the omnipotence 
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of God and unwittingly essentializ-

es Him as a deity that is primarily fo-

cused on the assertion of power and 

exercise of punishment. It also frames 

mercy as an exclusively reactive im-

perative, obviating the possibility that 

mercy may be bestowed pro-actively 

or even pre-emptively, i.e. before the 

true “need” for it arises. Lastly, there 

are many people who will contend 

that they lack the ability or position to 

exercise power or exact punishment, 

suggesting that they are ineligible or 

exempt from showing mercy. It does 

not appear, from a religious perspec-

tive, that mercy was ever intended to 

have such a limited construction and 

scope.

From an Islamic perspective, the no-

tion of mercy certainly covers the 

conventional definition of forgiveness, 

which may rightly be seen as a bless-

ing and a gift from God. For example, 

the Qur’an cites Noah’s plea to God 

seeking His mercy: “O my Lord! I do 

seek refuge with Thee, lest I ask Thee 

for that of which I have no knowledge. 

And unless thou forgive me and have 

Mercy on me, I should indeed be lost!” 

(Surah Hud, 47)

But while the Qur’an addresses mercy 

as divine forgiveness, it expands far 

beyond a conceptualization that risks 

framing the relationship between God 

and man as one consumed by pun-

ishment avoidance. Mercy is an act 

of God that predates and preempts 

man’s requirement of forgiveness.

According to Islam, God’s first act of 

mercy is creation itself. The very ex-

istence of mankind, the earth and na-

ture within it are proof of God’s bless-

ings and must be seen as the ultimate 

divine gift. Of course, a key point of 

distinction between Islam and Chris-

tianity is the nature of mankind at its 

primordial state. According to Islam, 

man was created free of sin, albeit 

with the ability to sin. As this conceptu-

alization differs from the Christian no-

tion of original sin, so too does it affect 

the relationship between God and His 

creation, and consequently, the scope 

of mercy. In Islam, mankind clearly 

needs God’s mercy; it is the reason 

why mercy is such a frequent refrain 

in the Qur’an- a constant reminder of 

God being all-merciful, ever-merciful. 

At the same time, however, Islam’s 

emphasis on mercy being a gift and 

blessing from God calibrates the di-

vine-human contract as one where 

God’s blessings are manifested before 

mankind is even created, and revealed 

as proof of God and His beneficence. 

The blessings also serve to remind 

mankind of God, His omnipotence 

and his eternal agency in the lives of 

mankind as a reminder for mankind 

to express its appreciation, gratitude 

and obedience to God. The only truly 

unpardonable sin in Islam is shirk, the 

association of partners with God. The 

demonstration of God’s blessings as 

mercy, and the constant reminder to 

mankind of God’s bestowment of mer-

cy, are intended to prevent mankind 

either forgetting or neglecting God 

and His message or worse, attributing 

those blessings to be the work of an-

other source.

The Holy Qur’an devotes an entire 

chapter (the 55th of a total of 114 chap-

ters) to mercy. Surah Rahman, “The 

Most Merciful,” provides a list of re-

minders of God’s greatness by enu-

merating a series of blessings, qua 

mercy, that God has bestowed upon 

mankind. More importantly, the Surah 

challenges the individual to deny the 

existence of God after being confront-

ed with such indisputable evidence 

of divine agency with the constant re-

frain, “And which of these blessings of 

God do you deny?” Examples of these 

signs are: 

19. He has let loosed the two seas (the 

salt water and the sweet) meeting 

together.

20. Between them is a barrier which 

none of them can transgress.

21. Then which of the Blessings of your 

Lord will you deny?

17. (He is) the Lord of the two easts 

(places of sunrise during early 

summer and early winter) and the 
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Lord of the two wests (places of 

sunset during early summer and 

early winter).

18. Then which of the Blessings of your 

Lord will you deny?

10. And the earth He has put for the 

creatures.

11. Therein are fruits, date-palms pro-

ducing sheathed fruit-stalks (en-

closing dates).

12. And also corn, with (its) leaves and 

stalk for fodder, and sweet-scented 

plants.

13. Then which of the Blessings of your 

Lord will you deny?

These verses demonstrate that mer-

cy in Islam is viewed as something 

more than just God’s infinite ability to 

forgive and show compassion in the 

conventional sense of the word. They 

also affirm God’s existence through 

a reminder of the gifts (blessings) He 

has bestowed upon mankind. These 

gifts are presented in two ways. God 

demonstrates his mercy by specifying 

some of his blessings, but in addition, 

He also shows mankind His mercy by 

imparting upon it the knowledge of 

such natural phenomena, whose un-

derstanding would have been utter-

ly incomprehensible to people of the 

time and locale. After the word, Allah 

(God), the second most frequently 

stated word in the Qur’an is Ilm (knowl-

edge), emphasizing its critical impor-

tance for mankind, and asserting that 

knowledge is yet another mercy of 

God.

The blessed month of Ramadan is of-

ten described as a month of blessings 

and has been given by God as a mercy 

to the believer. During the thirty days, 

it is an opportunity for the believer 

to reorient his focus upon the divine 

through the abstention from material 

distractions like eating, drinking and 

the exercise of marital relations during 

the daylight hours. While some may 

regard the pangs of hunger and the 

aridness of thirst to be a burden, even 

a punishment, Islam frames these in-

conveniences as blessings, as they 

subject the individual to harness a dis-

cipline that he may have forgotten he 

has, and to remind him that for many 

around the world, abstention is not a 

matter of choice or free will, but a re-

ality borne of poverty and privation. 

This characterization of Ramadan as 

a mercy, not a punishment, is also a 

metaphor in framing the relationship 

that the believer has with God and the 

mercy that one ought to exercise with 

one’s fellow man. The empathy that is 

cultivated for understanding another 

person’s privation is formed through 

one’s own abstention; this mutuality 

of experience precipitates the mutual 

exchange and expanded bestowment 

of mercy during this holy month.

In Islam, the divine message has been 

transmitted throughout time by God’s 

messengers. It is the reason why Islam 

recognizes and venerates all of God’s 

prophets, from Adam, to Muhammad, 

and including Abraham, Isaac, Ismail, 

Lot, Jacob, Joseph, David, Solomon, 

Zachariah, Moses, Aaron, John the 

Baptist and Jesus, may God’s peace 

and blessings be upon them all. The 

Qur’an refers to Muhammad as sent 

to be a mercy upon all mankind; the 

same may be said about all of God’s 

messengers who were dispatched in 

various places and in various eras. This 

notion affirms the Islamic belief that 

the message itself, whether embraced 

in the Torah, the Gospels of Jesus, the 

Psalms of David or the Qur’an, are ex-

amples of God’s mercy, intended to be 

his gifts and blessings to mankind, not 

just to be seen as guidelines for a life 

of moral rectitude.

While mercy is usually defined as an 

exercise of God’s magnanimity in light 

of an individual’s transgression, in Is-

lam, mercy is also deployed by God 

as a protection for an individual from 

the harm of another. For the believer of 

God’s omnipotence and infinite mercy, 

he need not fear or despair the calam-

ity he may be facing at the hands of his 

fellow man, because God’s mercy will 

temper the injury: 

44. With clear signs and Books (We 

sent the Messengers). And We 

have also sent down unto you (O 

Muhammad) the reminder and the 

advice (the Qur’an), that you may 

explain clearly to men what is sent 

down to them, and that they may 

give thought.

45. Do then those who devise evil plots 

feel secure that Allah will not sink 

them into the earth, or that the tor-

ment will not seize them from di-

rections they perceive not?

46. Or that He may catch them in the 

midst of their going to and fro (in 

their jobs), so that there be no es-

cape for them (from Allah’s Punish-

ment)?

47. Or that He may catch them with 

gradual wasting (of their wealth and 

health). Truly! Your Lord is indeed 

full of Kindness, Most Merciful?

(Surah Al-Nahl)

The notion of mercy as a insulation 

from harm is a common metaphor 

in Islamic belief. In fact, the first such 

protection that mankind experiences 

is in the mother’s womb. The word, 

mercy, in Arabic is derived from the 

root R-H-M, which also forms the 

word Rahm, Arabic for womb. Mercy 

in Islam is therefore akin to the moth-

er’s attitude toward what resides in her 

womb- categorical protection and in-

sulation from harm, and at the same 

time, the blessing and gift of mother-



LOVE NEVER FAILS Perspectives 10 years after the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est

62 63

hood itself.

Simplistic dichotomies abound in at-

tempting to characterize distinctions 

between Christianity and Islam. Chris-

tians assert that God is a God of love, 

while Muslims counter by stating that 

God is a God of justice. These are not 

mutually exclusive attributes and un-

fortunately have the effect of reduc-

ing God to a single quality. The com-

mon, binding attribute that links all of 

humanity, Christian, Muslim, Jew or 

adherent of other faiths, is that God 

is a God of love and justice, and He 

demonstrates both through His infinite 

mercy. Love is a blessing from God; 

justice is a blessing from God. They are 

both manifestations of His mercy.

While mercy is a blessing from God, 

charity is one of the mechanisms by 

which mankind can deliver that mer-

cy itself. Like mercy, the word charity 

is often misunderstood. In its conven-

tional definition, charity is perceived 

as something that one person gives 

to another in need, usually through 

some material bequest, like money, 

food or other requirement for suste-

nance or survival. It also suggests an 

asymmetric relationship between the 

person giving the charity and the per-

son requiring it. This imbalance cre-

ates, even unintentionally, a differen-

tial defined by power: the beneficiary 

is somehow inferior to the benefactor. 

But the social contract is more com-

plicated than that. God never intend-

ed charity to create such imbalance. 

Charity needs to be understood from 

the perspective that it is not just the 

recipient who is need; the giver is as 

well. He is in need of demonstrating 

the divinely mandated duty of show-

ing mercy through charity and at the 

same time, is in need to be mindful 

that he may require someone else to 

show him mercy. 

While charity as a show of mercy is of-

tentimes framed through the lens of 

the material, it is also something that 

helps overcome spiritual or emotion-

al malnourishment. There is a tradition 

attributed to the Prophet Muhammad 

that states, “Even a smile is a form of 

charity.” This seemingly simple notion 

and gesture is so important in compre-

hending the role of mercy as a conduit 

for connectivity in an ever increasingly 

impersonal world.  

Students come to my office hours, 

seeking mercy…not for grades or ac-

ademic discussion. They are seeking 

understanding and empathy. It is a 

sad commentary on society that these 

students feel that they cannot go to 

more conventional sources of support: 

family members, friends, religious 

and community leaders. They are 

malnourished for human contact and 

that quintessentially critical quality of 

compassion. Technology has helped 

us make the world a lot smaller, by 

connecting the corners of the world. 

At the same time, however, there is 

ironically a growing alienation and iso-

lation among people, especially the 

young, who are the prime purveyors of 

social media, for whom normal human 

interaction is becoming increasingly 

elusive. The delivery of mercy through 

compassion and understanding can-

not be achieved optimally, if at all, over 

a series of emoji icons on Facebook or 

text messaging; it only comes from a 

real, human smile and a real, human 

voice in person. It affirms yet again is 

why charity is considered in Islam to 

be a form of worship. One need not be 

wealthy to give someone compassion 

or a smile.

Mercy is also not confined to interper-

sonal relations; there is a requirement 

to show mercy to other creations of 

God: nature and animals. According 

to one prophetic tradition, a prostitute 

saw a dog languishing near a well on 

a hot, summer day. She removed her 

own shoe, filled it with water and deliv-

ered it to the thirsty canine. The Proph-

et declared that God had forgiven her 

sins for her act of mercy and compas-

sion toward another of God’s creations.

The Holy Father’s encyclical on climate 

change last summer could not have 

come at a more critical time. Our plan-

et is literally screaming its anguish to 

us, especially since mankind has con-

tributed so much to its pain. The utter 

indifference, and in many cases, con-

tempt that so many demonstrate to-

ward the environment and those who 

advocates for its welfare and well-be-

ing, is testimony to the absence of 

compassion and the inability or unwill-

ingness to show mercy. As servants of 

God or, in the Islamic conception, vice-

gerents of God on earth, it is our duty 

to protect the planet we all inhabit and 

the first step in doing so is the demon-

stration of mercy to it. Possessing the 

requisite empathy and compassion to 

its needs, particularly as it results from 

harm we are causing it, will serve as a 

the point of departure to retard or re-

verse the process of destruction. For 

those who do not consider themselves 

invested in this effort, or for those who 

actively oppose it, it is important to as-

sess why they lack the mercy that is 

needed to face the challenge of cli-

mate change. It is highly likely that they 

share the common malady that no one 

has exercised mercy toward them, for 

those who experience mercy are much 

more capable of showing mercy to oth-

ers. It is equally essential to remember 

that the planet is God’s creation; for us 

to be the beneficiaries of His mercy 

requires us to show mercy toward His 

creation as well.
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It is fitting that the Holy Father’s book 

is titled, “The Name of God is mercy.” 

According to Islamic tradition, God has 

ninety-nine names or attributes, two 

of which Al-Rahman and Al-Rahim, in-

voke mercy. These attributes not only 

describe the divine omnipotence, but 

also serve as guides for mankind as 

characteristics to emulate. We live in an 

era when divine guidance and certainly 

divine mercy, is critically in need. At the 

same time, it is important to remember 

that the Bible teaches man has been 

created in the image of God, and the 

Qur’an states that man is the vicege-

rent of God upon earth. The implication 

and the imperative are therefore quite 

clear. Mercy is not the exclusive prov-

ince of God. As his servants, the divine 

message is manifested through us as 

well. As God’s mercy is a blessing upon 

mankind, it is for mankind to pass that 

blessing along to one another. 

Again, thank you for the humbling op-

portunity to address you today. May 

peace and the blessings of God be 

upon all of you. Was-Salaam-u-Alai-

kum. 
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THE CHRISTIAN MESSAGE OF 
CHARITY: NEW INSIGHTS 
FOR MODERN MAN  

Prof. Fabrice Hadjadj

1. The question I was asked to ad-

dress calls into play a wide range of 

themes. That’s why, before provid-

ing an answer, I would like to ques-

tion it myself. It is the task of every 

philosopher to question the theme 

he is confronted with. This is all the 

more true in the case of a Christian 

philosopher, as Christian philos-

ophers don’t have pre-arranged 

answers, contrary to atheists’ as-

sumptions. In fact, Christian philos-

ophers are tasked with delving into 

every issue in a radical way, to the 

point of ridding themselves of their 

authority on the issue, until the is-

sue at stake becomes a veritable 

question, namely, until it becomes 

a prayer. 

 After all, have we come here hop-

ing to find an answer? In my opin-

ion we are here following a calling, 

to be confirmed in a calling, and to 

answer that calling, not only with 

speeches but with our life expe-

riences. Is not love our guiding 

theme? This is what always hap-

pens when love raises the ques-

tions. When a woman asks her hus-

band: “Do you love me?” she is not 

expecting a major theory detailing 

the reasons of their marriage. When 

Jesus asks Peter: “Do you love me?”, 

he is calling him to feed the flock. 

In the same way, when we inter-

rogate ourselves, we must extend 

the research to the point when, as 

in Christ, the Logos is identified with 

Agape, thus to the point where the 

answer is transformed into a call-

ing, and the question into a prayer. 

2. The very formulation of our question 

raises three sets of problems. First 

of all, it speaks of a “Christian mes-

sage of charity”: is charity truly a 

message? Unquestionably there is 

a word of faith (Rm 10: 8). But char-

ity, as such, does it not belong to a 

different order? Is it not important 

to highlight this other order, espe-
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cially at a time when everything 

tends to be reduced to information 

and is transformed into “messages” 

that overload our email boxes? 

 Second, our question speaks of a 

“contribution” of charity: is charity 

really just a “contribution”, some-

thing extra, a kind of condiment 

for our lives? In his famous hymn 

Saint Paul says: and though I have 

all faith, and have not charity, I am 

nothing. (1 Co 1:,2). This shows that 

it is not a mere “contribution” but 

rather the cornerstone, the very  

essence of human life. If I reached 

the conclusion that charity is a 

wonderful “contribution” for mod-

ern man it would be a catastrophe, 

since I would be destroying charity 

as such, thereby reducing it to an 

option, or confined to the chores of 

a social worker.  

 This leads us to a third question: 

why use the expression “modern 

man”? It’s a risky definition, as it ex-

poses to a twofold mistake. The first 

is forgetting that charity is for man, 

whichever the epoch he lives in – 

whether modern, ancient or prehis-

toric. It’s the main title of our Con-

gress: love will never end… It belongs 

to all times thus it is always of top-

ical relevance, since it is the pure 

act of the Almighty. Thus not only is 

it a point of contact between time 

and eternity but also the fil rouge, 

the thread of Redeeming Blood, 

that connects an epoch to the next, 

that gives unity and meaning to all 

of history.  

 I shall return to address this theme 

further on. First I would like to re-

flect on the second mistake previ-

ously mentioned, that can be for-

mulated through another question: 

is modern man still topical? Have 

we not returned, from some time 

already, in the post-modern era? 

Isn’t this the mutation, the change 

in epoch, which we should all ac-

knowledge, ten years since the 

publication of the Encyclical Deus 

Caritas est ?

The end of the modern man 

3.  One of the major objections raised 

against the charitable activity en-

shrined in our encyclical is that 

of social justice, as presented in 

the 19th century, notably crystal-

lized within Marxism: “the poor, it 

is claimed, do not need charity but 

justice. Works of charity - almsgiv-

ing - are in effect a way for the rich 

to shirk their obligation to work for 

justice and a means of soothing 

their consciences, while preserving 

their own status and robbing the 

poor of their rights.” (n. 26).

 This major objection is typical of 

modernity and it encompasses 

three main features: humanism, 

rationalism and progressivism. 

Now, at the dawn of the third mil-

lennium, we must admit that the 

situation has changed. Indeed, the 

question of social justice remains 

an urgent matter, however, odd as 

it may seem, it is propounded more 

by the Church than by our Century.  

Marxism has collapsed, and with it 

fell also humanism, rationalism and 

political progressivism. 

4.  After the failure of the great uto-

pian ideals of the Enlightenment, 

we have entered a clearly post-hu-

manist era. There are many clues 

for this trend. The animal cause 

tends to replace the social cause 

while the belief in technological 

progress has replaced political pro-

gress. Man is no longer at the cen-

tre of everything. Nowadays, the 

prevailing topic is the return of a 

God that stifles the human element 

or Technology, or Nature. Moreover, 

the mirages of the former fuel the 

ghosts of the latter, as the accumu-

lation of artefacts make us ideate 

an immaculate natural world (this 

paradox is evident in many films 

that recreate an imaginary Garden 

of Eden made of snapshots). 

This passage to post-modernity is 

examined in particular in the En-

cyclical Caritas in Veritate, which 

calls attention to “the great danger 

of entrusting the entire process of 

development to technology alone”   

(n. 14). Modern thought continued 

believing in political and social de-

velopment; the vision of post-mo-

dernity focuses on technological 

and economic development: going 

from creation to innovation, subor-

dinating the generation of mankind 

to the generation of products and 

transforming the human body and 

the creational act as a whole into a 

warehouse of elements that can be 

assembled together according to 

market rules.  

 This acknowledgement leads to a 

different understanding of charity. 

Even though the essence of char-

ity is supernatural and it consists 

in participation with divine life, it is 

bound to be understood more and 

more in terms of the protection of 

the natural order and the guarantee 

of a simply human life.

5. The collapse of modern humanism 

brought to the collapse of ration-

alism that broke up in two: techno-

logical reasoning on the one side 

and sentimentalism on the other. 

 At the same time, the dominium of 

objective manipulation causes a 

spillage of subjective emotions, not 

only to compensate for it, but also, 
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and in particular, owing to its direct 

connection. Technological devices 

are disguised as tools that make life 

easier for us by sparing us learning 

efforts, reflection and patience. It is 

a question of obtaining wonderful 

results here and now just by push-

ing buttons. When that happens 

our relationship with the rest of the 

world becomes ever more subject 

to drives. The comfort of comput-

erization conceals increasingly 

savage impulsiveness, actually 

incomparable to animal instincts, 

as the latter are far from anarchic. 

The technological development 

of objects implies human regres-

sion, to the point of an explosion of 

emotions. The control exerted by 

machines is leading us to an ever 

more uncontrollable pathos, as 

technological control is replacing 

self-control. This is especially no-

ticeable in the optimization of the 

media. In fact, while means of com-

munication are ever more techno-

logically advanced, the content of 

the communication is depleting 

to the point of being reduced to 

140-letter tweets  or even emoti-

cons, a kind of signage that spare 

us the effort of having to articulate 

our impressions, thereby leaving 

our sensitivity at an undeveloped 

state. Thus modernity was still 

marked by the reaffirmation of the 

truth, although it was a totalitarian, 

ideological truth, while post-mo-

dernity is characterised in particu-

lar by the quest for technical solu-

tions and the cult of emotions. Even 

in this case, the thought of charity 

is absent, as today – rather than the 

heresies of truth - we are confront-

ed with the heresies of love. It is in 

the name of love – and not of truth 

– that are promoted abortion, eu-

thanasia, same-sex marriage, con-

sumerism, trans-humanism… the 

union of technological reason and 

sentimentalism gave birth to this 

monster. It is an armed compas-

sion that pretends to manufacture 

a pacified individual trampling over 

the natural element. For example, 

in the name of the love of the child 

the child will be stripped from his 

father or mother to be entrusted 

to experts – engineers tasked with 

genetic selection, pedagogues 

that will enable the child to acquire 

the most appropriate skills to en-

sure utmost performance. 

 This is the new challenge of Chris-

tian love: having to face a techno-

logical form of compassion, rep-

resenting its demoniacal travestry. 

Faced with the latter, Christian love 

appears as a form of cruelty, for 

while technological compassion 

intends to strip man of his human 

condition, Christian love intends to 

preserve it, claiming that it is part 

of human nature, and even human 

predisposition, to be born, to suffer 

and die, accepting his gendered 

body or even walking the way of 

the Cross. Isn’t it the cruellest thing 

one could imagine?

6.  The last remark leads us to grasp 

the difference between modern 

progressivism, full of optimism in 

a better world, and post-modern 

progressivism, burdened by pro-

found pessimism towards human-

ity. The modern form still presents 

progress as following human direc-

tion: individuals are mortal beings, 

born of mother and father, capa-

ble of developing their own sense 

of justice and goodness. However, 

since this humanism is not based 

on the idea of man and woman be-

stowed by the Creator, but on man 

conceived from an ideology, it is 

strongly constructivist and often 

it demands making tabula rasa of 

the past, of the burden of traditions, 

and start anew from a new social 

contract. Post-modernism thus at 

the same time is following a conti-

nuity and creating a rift as it extends 

modern constructivism but radical-

izes it, breaking away from its origi-

nal humanistic component.  

 After all, the logic of an end-

less technological and economic 

growth must not lead to the ex-

plosion of human limits. Curious-

ly enough, the notion of endless 
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growth is not a pagan concept. It 

came to the fore with the theology 

of charity. To the question: Utrum 

caritas augeatur in infinitum, “Does 

charity increase indefinitely?” Saint 

Thomas Aquinas gave a positive re-

ply, for charity places no limit to its 

increase, since it is a participation 

of the infinite charity which is the 

Holy Ghost. Furthermore, on the 

part of its recipient, no limit to this 

increase can be determined, be-

cause whenever charity increases, 

there is a corresponding increased 

ability to receive further increase… It 

is therefore evident that the tech-

nological-liberal world propounds 

a travesty of charity. When the su-

pernatural element is removed it 

returns in a pathological form. The-

ological charity is thus eliminated, 

with its endless increase, and its 

movement is recovered in the uto-

pian concept of an endless materi-

al growth, which in this pathological 

form, far from saving man it devas-

tates him, and leads him to cross 

the brink of explosion. 

 Once again we are facing an over-

turn. Preaching charity once meant 

to preach openness to the Infinite. 

But preaching charity today should 

also include preaching the accept-

ance of a certain degree of finite-

ness, or rather, the acceptance of 

our finiteness. I can summarize it 

with a sentence that has become 

the leitmotiv of my reflection. In our 

post-modern and post-human era, 

it’s no longer sufficient to say that 

God has become man so that man 

might become God. We need to 

add that God has become man so 

that man might remain human. The 

event of the Incarnation is the event 

of a divinization that is also a hu-

manization of a grace that does not 

destroy nature but takes care of it, 

elevated by the element of agape 

that enters and fulfils eros, as admi-

rably illustrated by Benedict  XVI in 

the opening words of Deus Caritas 

est.

 In order to understand this overturn, 

or rather, this change of direction 

that goes from divinization to hu-

manization, we should consider the 

mystery of resurrection. This mys-

tery could be presented first of all 

as a promise of immortality. How-

ever, if biotechnologies are capa-

ble of proposing an earthly form of 

immortality, then resurrection takes 

on a different shape. It thus ushers 

in eternal life. However it also ap-

pears as a promise of mortality, as 

resurrection presupposes death. 

This means that death in Christ is 

not a failure but the very place of 

supreme offering, and thus also the 

place of the most extreme form of 

vitality, whose opposite is a selfish 

form of immortality, which would 

be a total failure.

The “unprecedented realism” of charity

7.  I have now reached the second 

part of my speech. In the first part 

I intended to show that “the Chris-

tian message of charity” is not ad-

dressed to the modern man but to 

a post-modern man that seeks to 

extend beyond the plane of his hu-

manity, his rationality, and political 

progress. Now I shall return to char-

ity in itself with a more theological 

approach, if I may be allowed, as 

philosopher, to speak in theologi-

cal terms.

 I have tried to see how, in the con-

text of our singular era, charity 

presents itself differently. But if it 

presents itself differently it isn’t be-

cause it has become something 

else: as participation in the life of 

the Almighty, charity is in itself un-

changeable. The emphasis is on 

what has changed. It is making 

explicit what already existed and 

which the present circumstances 

have shed light upon. As always 

in Church history, and as St. Paul 

says, “For there must be also here-

sies among you” (1 Cor 11:19), as they 

prove our faithfulness and because 

they are an opportunity for a certain 

degree of dogmatic development.

 What is the nature of charity? Why, 

given its openness to the infinite, 

does it deeply welcome our finite 

nature? This is a crucial question, 

linked to a question which was 

object of debate between Pierre 

Lombard and Saint Thomas Aqui-

nas: Is charity something created in 

the soul? Thomas asks this ques-

tion after having defined charity as 

a friendship based on the commu-

nication of beatitude. The matter at 

stake implied in this specific ques-

tion, which appears to solely inter-

est some selected theologians, is 

indeed considerable. Pierre Lom-

bard, the master of the Sentences, 

said that charity is not something 

created inside us: it is the very Holy 

Spirit that passes through us just as 

light passes through a window. But 

making this claim means that man 

as man is not the object of charity, 

that he does not practice it per-

sonally and proportionately to his 

human nature, it means to oppose 

charity as a form of friendship, as 

friendship means that man stands 

before God face-to-face, and not 

as an instrument in his hands.

 Thus Saint Thomas objects Lom-

bard’s contention, arguing that par-

ticipation in the uncreated love of 
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God occurs by means of a created 

virtue, so that the human element 

is neither dispelled nor diminished, 

but rather confirmed by the Al-

mighty. Charity is not a juxtaposition 

of the human element but rather its 

justification. Its supernatural trait is 

not juxtaposed to human nature. It 

is a gift that brings the profound-

ness of this nature at its fountain-

head. 

8.  This means that in opposing Gnos-

ticism, along with the materialist 

neo-Gnosticism of technology, 

redemption cannot oppose Crea-

tion, goodness cannot be separat-

ed from being, and the construct 

cannot reduce facts to data. Rath-

er, it has the duty to firstly consider 

and celebrate the initial donum. 

In a passage from the treatise on 

charity in his Summa Teologica, St. 

Thomas lists five inspirations of 

friendship: «First, friendship makes 

a man wants his friend to exist and 

to live; second, he wants him to 

have what is good; third he does 

acts of goodness for his friend; 

fourth, he takes pleasure in sharing 

with him; fifth, he sympathizes with 

him, rejoicing or suffering with him» 

Thomas humbly says that he is only 

quoting from Aristotle. However, he 

reverses the order of the Nicoma-

chean Ethics (IX,4). Aristotle has put 

first the love for friend and wanting 

him to have what is good. Thomas 

gives priority to the fact of wanting 

the friend to exist and to live. 

 This reversal is fundamental. More 

than anything else love wants the 

other person to be, to be true to 

himself, long before wanting him to 

have what is good. If not, as in uto-

pias, or in the imaginative projec-

tions of parents for their children, 

goodness is separated from being, 

and in the name of what is good 

for the other person that person is 

destroyed precisely for being other 

than ourselves and is transformed 

into a mere recipient of our own 

projects of goodness.  

9. This brings to a reflection by Josef 

Pieper, in his brief essay Faith, Hope, 

Love, which Joseph Ratzinger ad-

mired and read assiduously, whose 

reverberations are found in Deus 

Caritas est. Pieper recognizes that 

love, before the will to act, before 

wanting, before the need for doing 

good, gives priority to “the prop-

erty of affirming what already ex-

ists”1.  Saying:  “I love you”, first of all 

means, “It is so good and so beauti-

ful that you exist!” and only at a sec-

ond stage does it mean “I love you.” 

Loving another person is first of all 

a repetition of the creative power 

of God’s Word: “May it be!”. That is 

why love affirms the reality of crea-

tion before wanting to improve it, or 

it would lead to self-betrayal, and 

the good intentions would be lost 

amidst detrimental activism. 

 But if loving someone is above all 

to repeat the Word of the Creator, 

then all of creation is justified in 

love, from the Big Bang to today. 

When Beatrice appears before 

Dante, he recites: «neun nemico mi 

rimanea2 ». Following the words of 

the poet, Joseph Pieper observes 

that the love of one person brings 

about the moral certainty of the 

universal goodness of all creatures 

as created beings ushering in au-

thentic fruitfulness of being4. The 

love for Beatrice is the same « Love 

which moves the sun and the oth-

er stars.” It is not reduced to a psy-

chological sentiment, it possesses 

a cosmic extension, which, starting 

from the celebration of a unique 

being, overflows into the unique-

ness of all beings on the basis of a 

concrete universality, for loving Be-

atrice requires for the Earth to exist, 

for the Sun to exist, along with the 

plants, animals, and all previous 

generations that let to the very in-

stant of that encounter. 

 This phenomenological perspec-

tive rejoins the theological per-

spective of St. Thomas Aquinas. It 

substantiates the claim that charity 

is all the more authentic the more 

it welcomes natural order, all the 

more Divine the more it rejoins hu-

man nature.  

10. In it precisely in these terms that 

Benedict XVI wrote in Deus Cari-

tas est (n. 28b) “Whoever wants to 

eliminate love is preparing to elim-

inate man as such.” And that is why 

it is so significant to acknowledge 

with him: “The element of agape 

thus enters into this love, for other-

wise eros is impoverished and even 

loses its own nature.” (n. 7). Now 

more than ever, in a world overrun 

by the virtual sphere, where the 

flesh is increasingly reduced to an 

object and a commodity, the wis-

dom of charity rejects all forms of 

spiritualism and manifests itself as 

the spirituality of the Incarnation. 

In the twelfth chapter of Deus Cari-

tas est, Pope Benedict writes these 

highly consequential words:  « The 

real novelty of the New Testament 

lies not so much in new ideas as 

2 Vita Nova, XI.
3 Josef Pieper, Ibid. 

1 Josef Pieper, Sull’amore (It. Edition, Morcelliana, Brescia 1974)
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in the figure of Christ himself, who 

gives flesh and blood to those con-

cepts—an unprecedented realism.” 

The novelty of charity lies in this 

unprecedented realism, that teach-

es us that the spiritual realm is not 

in competition with the realm of the 

flesh, that the uncreated does not 

shatter Creation, and that the act 

of becoming divine does not mean 

turning into a super-powerful cy-

borg but leading the most humane 

of all human lives, for example that 

of a Jewish carpenter who works 

with his bare hands, who speaks 

without a microphone, who doesn’t 

invent a technological innovation, 

but who rather shrouds ordinary 

things – the table, the bread, the 

wine – with exceptional presence 

and tenderness. 

 May all thoughts go to the Risen 

Christ. Whoever had been entrust-

ed with the task of inventing the 

story of a Risen one, would have 

described a superman who car-

ries out spectacular deeds, who 

mesmerizes crowds, who raises 

mountains with a finger. There is 

nothing of the kind in the Gospel. 

Here is the evidence that the Risen 

Christ of the Gospel is truly divine 

and not a projection of our vanity or 

of our pride. He performs the most 

simple of all acts: on the shore of a 

lake he cooks for his disciples, he 

invites them to eat, he comments 

the Scriptures for them… 

Proximity guaranteed by the infinite 

11. Knowing that all that is essential is 

found in charity enables us to avoid 

futuristic illusions. It enables us to 

recover our place in history. As pre-

viously mentioned, while modernity 

expected to fulfil the end of history, 

the purpose of post-modernity is to 

go beyond history, to break away 

from the ancient human tragedy 

to the benefit of a device providing 

total enjoyment. Indeed, as stated 

in the opening remarks, charity, 

meant as the point of contact be-

tween time and eternity, places us 

in continuity with those who went 

before us. Through charity we know 

that it is not a question of becoming 

a superman or a small Teresa; that 

the poor man of Assisi is richer that 

any man barded with transplants 

and prostheses; and that we are 

more the contemporaries of Saint 

Augustine than of an android.  

 Thus charity clearly is not a mere 

“contribution” to post-modern 

man. Rather it ensures his pres-

ence within historical humanity, 

preserving man’s long-term mem-

ories of tradition, preventing him 

from getting lost in a technological 

amnesia where imagination only 

pictures dinosaurs and robots. It is 

the specific trait of an epoch, which 

could be described as “apocalyp-

tic”: more and more the temporal 

dimension will only be ensured by 

the Almighty, the flesh by the spirit, 

reason by faith, the natural sphere 

by the supernatural.

12. Even proximity will be guaranteed 

only by the infinite. This brings to 

the first question addressed in this 

paper. What are the features that 

make charity a “message”? In the 

parable of the Good Samaritan, the 

Priest and Levite are probably filled 

with the message of charity, and 

hasten their pace towards Jerusa-

lem to give this message, as at the 

time Jerusalem was at the centre 

of a communication network. Thus 

they pass by, the poor man at-

tacked by robbers without helping 

him. For them, charity is a message. 

The Samaritan stops to help him. 

Such is the transformation operat-

ed by Jesus through this parable: 

a scribe asks him: “And who is my 

neighbour?”, He replies showing 

that charity enables us to become 

neighbour, charity accomplishes 

the dimension of proximity.    

 In the same way, in a letter to the 

nuns, Mother Teresa wrote in 1951: 

“Jesus has drawn us close to him by 

becoming one of us. Our mission is 

to do the same: after the discomfort 

of the poor, their material poverty as 

well as their spiritual misery, ought 

to be regained, and that shall be 

our reward.” Charity made the Word 

become flesh and dwelt among us. 

In other words, what distinguishes 

charity from philanthropy or any 

other humanitarian commitment 

is the fact that it is exemplarily ex-

pressed in physical closeness, in 

being face-to-face, side-by-side, in 

a convivium of which the Eucharis-

tic celebration is both fountainhead 

and culmination. 

 Thus it is not a question of sending 

messages. Christ did not say to his 

disciples: “Send messages to the 

whole world.” He said: Go into all 

the world. The message of char-

ity is found in the proximity of the 

messenger, which is priceless in 

a post-modern era that keeps us 

glued to a screen while the art of 

conviviality has been unlearned, to 

the extent that we meander amidst 

the artifices of consumption. 

13. This enables us to understand the 

bond between charity and charita-

ble. How is it possible that divine 

love, that love that sees the oth-

er person as someone called to 

participate in His interaction, has 

been associated with “dispensing 
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charity”? Diabolic decadence and 

deformation may be seen in this. It is 

precisely what Léon Bloy justly be-

lieved: “You have an income of three 

hundred thousand francs, you give 

a few pennies at the church door, 

then you dash off in an automobile 

to devote your attention to vile or 

silly doings. This is called ‘dispens-

ing charity’. Ah, some day God, who 

made man’s tongue, will have terri-

bly to avenge this outraged organ! 

This denunciation of “dispensing 

charity” cannot be forsaken. Howev-

er, on the one side, it should be rec-

ognized that charity also implies ac-

tion: those works of charity that are 

extremely humble. Indeed such act 

of charity is not part of the realm of 

technology. It is found in the simple 

things we mentioned earlier: offer-

ing food and quenching the thirst, 

clothing the naked, bringing the 

homeless into a house, looking after 

the sick and visiting those in prison. 

Thus the noblest of virtues is rec-

onciled with basic appetite. Charity 

responds to hunger. Its work is not 

made with a gadget but food. In the 

opening words of Caritas in Veritate, 

Pope Benedict XVI speaks about 

life as vocation, but immediately af-

ter having mentioned this term he 

quotes Paul VI, reiterating the cry of 

those who are hungry. He suggests 

that the divine vocation responds to 

a natural call: to feed the hungry. It 

is known that today a child dies of 

starvation every five seconds. But 

the question is not this scandal. It is 

a matter of reconsidering the whole 

economic process starting from 

the charity of the Risen Christ, who 

was near his disciples for forty days, 

sharing their meals.  

 Charity reminds us that the basis of 

the economy is not high finance but 

agriculture; that what is at play in the 

Silicon Valley is far less important, 

far less divine than what unfurls in 

food culture; that food should not 

be treated as commodities, object 

of speculation. Jesus said that his 

Father was a winegrower, (Pater 

agricola), not a computer expert, 

or a stock agent, not only because 

computers at the time didn’t exist 

or because he was not from a fam-

ily of bankers, but because feeding 

humankind is the primary form of 

justice and of charity.  

 Meister Eckhart said in his Spiritual 

Colloquiums (§10): « even if some-

one were in a rapture like St Paul, 

and knew a sick person who need-

ed some soup, I should think it far 

better you left the rapture for love 

and would serve the needy man in 

greater love.” All of charity is in here. 

It binds finiteness and infinity, flesh 

and soul, primary huger and the ul-

timate objective. It is not a matter 

of good sentiments but of realism. 

People’s richness is incomparably 

greater than objects, and sharing a 

soup with someone sent by the Di-

vine Providence outshines all solitary 

sprees. In our times of technological 

mirages, this is the simple humanity 

restored by divine charity. 
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THE ONGOING RELEVANCE OF 
DEUS CARITAS EST FOR THE 
CHURCH’S SERVICE OF CHARITY

H.E. Card. Luis Antonio G. Tagle

It is but proper to celebrate the tenth 

anniversary of the publication of Pope 

Benedict XVI´s first encyclical Deus 

caritas est (DCE) through an interna-

tional congress. The brochure indi-

cates the direction of the current con-

gress: Perspectives 10 years after the 

Encyclical. On the one hand we are in-

vited to rediscover the wealth of teach-

ing contained in the encyclical. On the 

other hand we are reminded that we 

are reading it within the context of the 

concrete realities of 2016. The encyc-

lical will definitely shed much light 

on our contemporary situation. At the 

same time world and ecclesial events 

these past ten years could affirm, chal-

lenge and expand the legacy of the 

encyclical. The Jubilee of Mercy pro-

vides a unique space for a more ample 

reflection on DCE. From this perspec-

tive and the experience of Caritas In-

ternationalis and other charity service 

organizations, I would like to reflect on 

the ongoing relevance of DCE for the 

Church´s service of charity. Obviously 

I could dwell only a few select points.

Last May 2015, the General Assembly 

of the member organizations of Cari-

tas Internationalis approved five stra-

tegic orientations that must guide our 

service of charity in the coming four 

years. They are the following:

1. Caritas at the heart of the Church. 

Uphold the Catholic identity of 

Caritas as an essential service of 

the Church to the poor.

2. Save lives. Rebuild communities, 

reduce the impact of humanitarian 

crises by enhancing disaster pre-

paredness and response.

3. Promote sustainable integral hu-

man development.

4. Build global solidarity. Address the 

causes of extreme poverty through 

reinforced communication, educa-

tion and mobilization and enhance 

the visibility of Caritas.

5. Make the Caritas Confederation 

more effective. Build a stronger 
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confederation based on profes-

sional and effective members, 

guided by the formation of the 

heart and mobilize more resources. 

These orientations and the way they 

were formulated carry the marks of 

DCE. We could say that the encyclical 

“breathed” its spirit on the aforemen-

tioned orientations of Caritas. At the 

same time we can safely say that the 

strategic orientations of Caritas also 

open paths that were not explicitly 

contained in the encyclical. But I would 

like to believe that the latest general 

assembly of Caritas Internationalis was 

an act of re-reception of DCE.  

I would now like to dwell on some 

points raised by DCE and their contin-

uing relevance to the Church´s service 

of charity.

Charity – a part of the Church´s na-

ture, an indispensable expression of 

her very being (DCE 25).

Pope Benedict XVI stressed that the 

service of charity is not just a welfare 

activity but a manifestation of the 

Church´s true identity as a community 

of love. In the Church´s charitable or-

ganizations, the Church acts as a sub-

ject with direct responsibility (not just 

cooperation) doing what corresponds 

to her nature (DCE 29). These claims by 

DCE have far reaching consequences 

that indicate the encyclical’s enduring 

relevance. I want to raise two consid-

erations regarding this point.

a. The service of charity (diakonia) 

presupposes and is inseparable 

from the two other responsibilities 

of the Church, namely the procla-

mation of the Word of God (keryg-

ma-martyria) and celebrating the 

sacraments (leiturgia). Together 

these three responsibilities or ser-

vices express the Church´s nature 

(DCE 25). Without the three pres-

ent, the Church’s true nature and 

mission are not fully achieved. The 

“interpenetration” of the three as-

pects of the Church´s nature needs 

to be further explored and lived.  

For example, preaching is an act 

of love and must be motivated by 

love of the Word and of the com-

munity. Sacraments must be cel-

ebrated in fidelity to the Word of 

God and as signs of Jesus´ loving 

presence. Conversely the service 

of charity must be rooted in and 

purified by the Word and grace of 

the sacraments. The non-connect-

edness of the three pillars weakens 

all of them and the Church´s very 

witness to the humanity.

b. Related to the point I just raised, 

let us listen to an observation 

made by Professor Dr. Norbert 

Mette, “Recent polls have shown 

that the two dominant German 

churches´ charitable institutions 

(i.e. the Roman Catholic Caritas 

and the Protestant Diakonie) en-

joy greater credit among Germans 

than those churches themselves…

The high regard, which ´outsid-

ers´ pay institutions like Caritas or 

Diakonie, is not matched by the 

way in which these institutions are 

viewed within the Churches. Those 

faithful who actively participate in 

the life of the church would prob-

ably prioritize the proclamation of 

the gospel and church services in 

the narrow sense.” Pursuing a sim-

ilar path, Dr. Joachim Reber com-

ments that there is a tendency in 

“many Christian communities with 

members often belonging to the 

settled middle class to repress any 

memory about the dark sides of 

life, delegating concern for those 

´outside´ to ´professional charity 

organization.´ The poor, the weak, 

the shabby, all these are sent away. 

Along with them also those who 

care for these outcasts are more 

and more separated from the ´ordi-

nary Christians´ and their parishes…

Many communities have engen-

dered an atmosphere that does not 

welcome people who are ashamed 

of their misfortune or their failure. 

Those who remain are the virtu-

ous, the successful, the righteous 

Christians – it is they who form the 

core community to which the pas-

toral efforts of priests, deacons and 

pastoral assistants are directed.” 

These two observations describe 

what could happen when the ser-

vice of charity is not well integrated 

into and is integrating of the minis-

tries of Word and sacrament in the 

parish. The church itself is divided. 

“Active parishioners” seldom get in-

volved in service of charity. Those 

in charitable organizations do not 

attend bible or worship services. 

Personnel of Charitable organiza-

tions – in need of professional train-

ing and formation of the heart (DCE 

31).

It goes without saying that profes-

sional competence is a fundamental 

requirement of persons who provide 

care to those in need. But since the 

service of charity is directed to human 

beings who need heartfelt concern, 

then pastoral workers need an en-

counter with God in Jesus that awak-

ens their love and opens their spirits 

so that they could deal with suffering 

persons compassionately.

a. We have to reiterate the neces-

sity of competence. Professional 

training should not be ignored in 

the name of giving “priority” to a 

humane approach rather than to a 
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technical one. Competence in the 

area of service is itself a sign that 

the poor and needy persons are 

being given the best that they de-

serve. Technical formation need not 

be contrary to human formation. In-

competence and the lack of drive 

or motivation to equip oneself for 

service demean the people being 

served aside from failing to deliver 

the desired outcome. But we also 

need to ask: how can we prevent 

technical expertise and training 

from making the service of charity 

merely functional or clinical?

b. I propose for serious reflection an 

aspect of the formation of the heart 

of servants of charity: namely, to 

resist coming to the poor and the 

needy from a posture of superiority. 

The proper stance is that of solidar-

ity. The servant must realize that he 

or she is as poor as the ones they 

are serving. We are all beggars. We 

are all wounded. Not every external 

act of giving or serving is altruistic. 

When coming from a self-righteous 

person, it becomes an insult to the 

“recipient”. In fact the notion that one 

person is only a giver and the other 

person is purely a recipient is false. 

Dr. Norbert Mette describes a limit-

ed concept of charity (what I would 

call a distorted concept) linked to a 

form of helping. “Prominent among 

these are paternalistic ways of car-

ing, as offered from the position of 

a superior societal position vis-à-

vis the ones in need or also merely 

assisting ways of supporting them 

through expert knowledge. Both 

kinds of helping construe the re-

ceiver as an object of others´ help-

ing efforts since he himself cannot 

help himself. A different approach is 

taken by a help that is directed to-

ward strengthening self-help. Here 

the helping efforts are designed in 

such a way that the receiver is not 

more or less placed under tutelage 

but on the contrary is enabled to ac-

tively engage his own resources to-

ward changing his plight and to do 

so not only individually but in coop-

eration with others who are similarly 

affected.” Dr. Joachim Reber makes 

an acute observation, “What should 

I do? This is a question for those who 

can freely decide, command the 

relevant resources and have access 

to the relevant options. Biblically 

speaking, these are the powerful 

and the rich. Many Christians, when 

they hear the biblical accounts of 

the poor and the sick automatically 

respond by, ´yes, I know I ought to 

help.´ Such Christians place them-

selves on the side of the rich and the 

powerful and regard the poor as im-

posing in them an obligation to act…

It is always good for a Christian to 

regard himself/herself as a person 

who is not only rich and powerful 

but also poor and in need of help. In 

this way we can receive the gospel 

in a different way – as a promise, not 

as an appeal.” Every genuine giver 

actually receives more. And every 

genuine receiver realizes the gifts 

that he or she could share.

 I would like to recount an experi-

ence that I had when I visited the 

refugee camp in Idomeni, Greece 

along the border with the Former 

Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-

nia. We saw suffering, we smelled 

suffering, we heard suffering and 

we touched suffering. There was 

a strong urge to help and to give 

whatever we could. But at the end 

of the visit, I realized we received 

more from the refugees and the 

self-less volunteers. I myself gained 

more strength, hope, faith and a 

deeper sense of human dignity and 

nobility from their witness. The lady 

overseeing the distribution of relief 

goods was also the vice-mayor of 

the town. During a pause in the ac-

tivity, I asked her if it were part of 

her task as vice-mayor to super-

vise the relief effort. She said it was 

volunteer work on her part. When 

I asked why she presented herself 

as a volunteer, she responded, “My 

ancestors were refugees too. I have 
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refugee DNA in my body. I will nev-

er abandon the refugees. They are 

my brothers and sisters.”  

Christian charitable activity – inde-

pendent of parties and ideologies 

(DCE 31).

Various political agenda and ideolo-

gies have differing views about char-

ity. DCE 31b describes how Marxism 

claimed that those engaging in char-

itable initiatives are actually serving 

the unjust system, the status quo. DCE 

wants to free the Church´s charitable 

activity from the clutches of partisan 

strategies and programs. It is in this 

same spirit that Pope Benedict XVI 

states that the Church cannot and 

must not take upon herself the political 

battle to bring about the most just so-

ciety possible for she must not replace 

the state. Yet she cannot and must not 

remain on the sidelines in the fight for 

justice. Her part is rational argument 

and reawakening of spiritual energy so 

that justice could prevail (DCE 28). We 

are before the inevitable but delicate 

question of the relationship between 

the service of charity and the work for 

justice. 

a. Instead of relying on partisan pol-

itics or ideology, charity operates 

from a heart that sees a neighbor 

in any one who is needy. Seeing 

with the heart universalizes the 

response of love. People of oth-

er races, religions, status, and po-

litical affiliation would be served 

simply because they are brothers 

and sisters. Even enemies are to be 

loved, according to Jesus. Divisive 

politics gives way to a new politics, 

that of communion and solidarity. 

Ecumenical and inter-religious di-

alogue happens not only through 

discussion and agreements but 

also through relationships of love. 

We lament how food, water, shelter 

and education have been denied 

by states or parties to their politi-

cal foes. We lament how political, 

ethnic and religious conflicts have 

brought about numerous deaths 

and painful displacement of peo-

ples.  “Where is your brother?” God 

asks Cain. Does Cain have to know? 

Do we have to know where our 

brothers and sisters are? “Yes, you 

have to know where they are be-

cause they depend on your respect 

and your care. Human responsibil-

ity for one another is valid forever 

and for all.” (Dr. Joachim Reber).

b. If charitable activity is seeing broth-

ers and sisters with the heart and 

serving them with love, we see their 

manifold wounds and their need for 

emotional and spiritual first-aid, ac-

companiment in trauma, and an as-

suring presence. As Samuel Gregg 

said, social activism is not suffi-

cient. But when we look at our poor 

brothers and sisters, we also can-

not help but see the roots of pover-

ty in injustice, corruption and greed. 

Gregory Baum rightly comments 

that the service of charity often 

implies a certain political engage-

ment. From the optic of preferential 

option for the poor, charity is trans-

formed into a great desire for jus-

tice and to act justly as a response 

to the Gospel. According to Enrique 

Colom, all sectors of society, even 

the Church and those involved in 

charity initiatives are called by love 

to change our lifestyles, our mod-

els of production and consump-

tion, and the structures of power 

that govern society in order to re-

orient them according to a fair un-

derstanding of the common good. 

We need to add the fundamental 

insights of Pope Francis in Laudato 

si on ecological justice that plays 

a key role in addressing poverty. It 

is providential that Caritas Interna-

tionalis has Blessed Mother Teresa 

of Calcutta and Blessed Archbish-

op Oscar Romero as patrons.

The Church´s Charitable Organiza-

tions – Credible witnesses to Christ 

(DCE 31).

Love is not practiced as a way of 

achieving other ends, especially pros-

elytism or imposing even in subtle 

ways the Church´s faith on the needy 

persons whom we serve. Using char-

itable acts to achieve one´s ends is 

manipulation. This does not mean that 

God should be left aside. But the puri-

ty of love of a Christian already speaks 

of God by way of witnessing.

a.  How does one become a witness 

to the God who is love? The first 

letter of St. John gives us a clue, 

“What was from the beginning, 

what we have heard, seen with our 

eyes, contemplated and touched 

with our hands, that is the Word 

of life…we proclaim to you so that 

you may have communion with us. 

Our communion is with the Father 

and with His Son Jesus Christ.” We 

could witness to God only from the 

interior conviction provided for and 

nurtured by our own our encounter 

with the God of love.

b. Witnessing to love requires con-

version to love. Gerard Mannion 

observes that as we rightly focus 

on the needs of the others in the 

world, we should also look at the 

inner life of the Church. Charity be-

gins at home. The Trinitarian love 

should also be experienced and 

manifested in the relations within 

the Church that claims to be the 

sacrament of God´s love. He says, “If 
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practical reason can become eth-

ically blind as Benedict suggests, 

by the dazzling effect of power and 

special interests, then the applica-

tion of practical reason within the 

Church and Church-linked institu-

tions, organizations and agencies 

can equally fall prey to such ethi-

cal blindness.” If we want to infuse 

society with love, then charity must 

also animate the lives and actions 

within the Church and its institu-

tions. Charity begins at home, not 

for its own consumption only but 

for witness to the world. A famous 

song said, “And they´ll know we are 

Christians by our love.” This is not 

proselytizing but witnessing. A per-

son who has had a gripping expe-

rience of God would radiate it with 

humility and gratitude; and so will 

a Christian community constantly 

renewed by love. 

Deus Caritas Est has an enduring rele-

vance for the Church´s service of char-

ity because the poor we will always 

have with us and because God is love, 

eternal love, incarnate love, merciful 
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GUIDELINES OF CHRISTIAN 
ANTHROPOLOGY FOR THE
CHURCH’S SERVICE OF CHARITY 
IN THE LIGHT OF THE ENCYCLICAL 
DEUS CARITAS EST

Rev. Prof. Paolo Asolan

1. Charity edifies the Church and is 

essential to her mission

An adequate and suitable analysis of 

our theme can be found well devel-

oped by the author of Deus Caritas Est 

in the Address to participants in the Ple-

nary Meeting of Cor Unum, 19 January 

2013 which I shall hereby refer to, and 

from which my presentation shall pick 

up some of the key points in terms of 

concrete pastoral activity, which are 

pertinent to these orientations.

On that occasion, Pope Benedict said:  

The theme “Charity, new ethics and 

Christian anthropology”, which you are 

examining, reflects the strong con-

nection between love and truth, or, if 

one prefers, between faith and charity. 

The entire Christian ethos receives its 

meaning from faith as an “encounter” 

with the love of Christ, who offers a 

new horizon and impresses on life its 

decisive direction (cf. Encyclical Deus 

Caritas Est, n. 1). Christian love finds its 

foundation and form in faith. By en-

countering God and experiencing his 

love we learn “to live no longer for our-

selves but for him, and, with him, for 

others” (ibid., n. 33).

This means, first of all, that the living, 

personal union of truth and love, that 

is Christ, assigns to ecclesial action not 

only the task of evangelizing but also 

of diakonia, that is, the service of char-

ity. This is our understanding of charity, 

well aware of other possible progres-

sions which the study of the term al-

lows.

The first guideline could be summa-

rised as follows: charity edifies the 

Church and remains essential to her 

mission.

As we know, Benedict XVI has ded-

icated the second part of the Encyc-
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lical to this specific theme, which we 

commemorate here1: 

« The entire activity of the Church is 

an expression of a love that seeks 

the integral good of man: it seeks his 

evangelization through Word and Sac-

rament, an undertaking that is often 

heroic in the way it is acted out in his-

tory; and it seeks to promote man in 

the various arenas of life and human 

activity. Love is therefore the service 

that the Church carries out in order 

to attend constantly to man›s suffer-

ings and his needs, including material 

needs. And this is the aspect, this ser-

vice of charity, on which I want to focus 

in the second part of the Encyclical»2. 

Such service is properly and immedi-

ately placed by the Pope in necessary 

correlation with the other constitutive 

tasks of the Church, thereby avoiding 

the risk that diakonia may be simply 

understood as a distinct area of activity: 

«The Church›s deepest nature is ex-

pressed in her three-fold responsi-

bility: of proclaiming the word of God 

(kerygma-martyria), celebrating the 

sacraments (leiturgia), and exercis-

ing the ministry of charity (diakonia). 

These duties presuppose each other 

and are inseparable. For the Church, 

charity is not a kind of welfare activi-

ty which could equally well be left to 

others, but is a part of her nature, an 

indispensable expression of her very 

being»3. 

We therefore take note of the first in-

ference, which consists in the respon-

sibility to monitor a negative inclination 

in the practice of charity that assumes 

the connotations of a skill that is the 

sole prerogative of experts – name-

ly, workers of charitable institutions. 

Such mandate favours, and may even 

cause, the hypertrophy of organisms 

that end up becoming self-referential 

or bureaucratic.

Organization and expertise4 remain 

necessary requisites. However, in the 

pastoral realm either they thrive with-

in ecclesial charity or they will perish 

by separation. The practice of charity 

is possible only within organic pastoral 

activity (namely, integrating the three 

constitutive duties), and on the basis of 

a thriving, living Christian community.

The typical Christian service of chari-

ty is not given by juxtaposing religious 

inspiration to social practice but rather 

– as stated by Pope Benedict in n.29 of 

Deus Caritas Est – by a specific motiva-

tion and sensitivity, by a humus and a 

habitat that make the action of charity 

part of an all-encompassing quality of 

life, of which the Christian community 

of believers is the place and manifes-

tation.

The risk that charity could be absorbed 

into practices established in the forms 

and structures of social solidarity 

shows aspects that deserve reflection, 

ranging from difficulties in perceiving 

the typical Christian practice of charity 

and its intrinsic ties with faith (thereby 

running the risk of homologation, or of 

being unable to counter anthropolo-

gies that are discordant with Biblical 

anthropology), to reducing religion to 

a secondary form of reference for the 

solution to the disequilibrium caused 

by other secondary forms (which im-

plies the risk of interpreting the faith in 

merely functional terms, and not as the 

focal point of the cornerstones of life 

and meaning).

While it is true that the service of char-

ity cannot become instrumental for the 

purpose of proselytism, and while it is 

true that adherence to the faith is not a 

pre-requisite to be ascertained in those 

whom are helped; it is equally true that 

this does not justify the non-identity or 

the opacity of an activity that should 

be ecclesial and Christian in nature, 

and which otherwise, denies itself. This 

would mean giving credit to an identi-

ty of the Church to whom society en-

trusted certain services, or that took 

the initiative when faced with problems 

or emergencies; and not to a Church 

constitutively born of and animated by 

charity. Such a problematic perspective 

stems – perhaps – also from theologi-

cal knowledge that struggles to prop-

erly engage with practice5. Thus, the 

themes linked to the service of charity 

inexorably appear to be either a direct 

deduction of the doctrinal content or 

bodies or sectors separable (in fact, 

separate) from the living substance of 

the Christian community, even if it is at-

tributed to it6.

The lesson of Deus Caritas Est con-

sists in the affirmation of a perspective 

whereby the commitment of the Chris-

tian community (as that of individual 

Christians) aimed at the establishment 

of a redeemed humanity – thus pri-

marily for the care of the needy, for 

those who are suffering, marginalized 

and oppressed – can in no way be 

considered optional or as a replace-1 Cf. Pontifical Council Cor Unum, Deus Caritas est. Proceedings of the World Congress on Charity, 23-24 
January 2006.
2 Benedict XVI, Deus caritas est, n. 19.
3 Idem, 25.
4  Cf. N. Mette, Gemeinde werden durch Diakonie, in L. Karrer (ed.), Handbuch der praktischen Ge-
meindearbeit, Herder, Freiburg-Basel-Wien 1992, 208: «Professional expertise is required to responsi-
bly supply a set of services, and to skilfully underline the flaws in the development of the social State.”

5 Cf. S. Lanza, Introduzione alla Teologia pastorale 1. Teologia dell’azione ecclesiale, Queriniana, Bre-
scia 1989, chapters. 3 and 4.
6 Cf. the critique of H. Steinkamp, Diaconia della Chiesa dei ricchi e dei poveri, in Concilium 24(1988) 
611-623.
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ment to ecclesial action, but rather 

equally essential and substantial.

In this case it can be observed that the 

difficulties in identifying the service of 

charity as authentic ecclesial practice 

derive from a ‘religious’ understanding 

of Christianity that tends to confine it to 

the ritual and private spheres. It is the 

task of those involved in the practice of 

charity, first of all, to restore to such 

practice the depth of historical respon-

sibility that is rooted in the Kingdom, of 

which it is a sign and concrete word.

It is not only a question of reiterating 

love and charity as original, perva-

sive dimensions of Christian action, 

but also to expose the entire Christian 

community to the concrete exercise of 

charity (encompassing its economic 

and political implications); as such ex-

ercise is neither a luxury nor an abuse. 

Rather, it’s «an act due to the fidelity to 

her nature and mission»7).

Ten years after its publication, the En-

cyclical maintains the fundamental 

theological and pastoral indications 

for the Church to act at all times with 

critical and foreseeable discernment, 

capable of providing a concrete and 

efficient form to this innate exercise. It 

is not only a question of reasoning on 

the need for such commitment. It also 

involves determining the congruent, 

operating forms with respect to con-

crete historical and cultural conditions.

The discernment on the anthropolo-

gy at the basis of such commitment 

belongs to this realm, along with the 

analysis and the evaluation of the his-

torical and cultural context in which it 

is called to carry out an integral evan-

gelization.

2. In the exercise of charity the rela-

tionship between God and man is al-

ways present

A second orientation could be ex-

pressed as follows: the exercise of 

charity always involves the relation-

ship between God and man. Thus, 

when we ask ourselves: “which man 

do we want to serve and promote? 

What do we consider to be his true 

good?”, we are raising not only an ac-

ademic or strategic question to inves-

tigate the effectiveness of our actions, 

rather, we are giving an explicit form to 

what would otherwise remain implicit.

Also, in the service of charity we act on 

the basis of our own concrete image of 

God and man, and of how they interact 

with each other. 8

Moreover, our pastoral of charity ex-

presses a specific form that we estab-

lish in that relationship. It’s a form that 

requires constant conversion to the 

fullness of Christ (cf. Eph 3:14-21).

Not all anthropologies envisage this 

form of relationship. Not all the visions 

of man that pluralistic cultures encom-

pass within themselves consider man 

in the light of Christ.    It follows that 

without roots and without constant 

conversion to the charity of Christ, the 

ecclesial service of charity might also 

likewise be characterised by occasions 

for departure from the providential plan 

of God and from our human life. That 

very plan that began with the Creation 

culminated with the Incarnation and 

Resurrection of the Son of God.

The challenge that Christian commu-

nities and Catholic charitable entities 

are currently called to face is to give a 

Christian form to the relationship that 

binds God to man.

In this way, the concrete charitable 

service also becomes a feasible path 

for encounter and communion be-

tween God and man, and between 

mankind, namely, a path of integral 

salvation that is not confined to “doing 

things.”

2.1 Inadequate anthropologies

On what grounds can we measure or 

know the good that promotes human 

life, or what is necessary for a dignified 

and fulfilled human existence? Which 

man and which good do we intend to 

7 B. Seveso, Il ministero della chiesa verso il povero, in AA. VV., La carità e la Chiesa. Virtù e ministero, 
Glossa, Milano 1993, 139.
8 J. Pieper, to whom the Encyclical owes much, wrote as follows: « It is clear, in this regard, that the idea 
we have of man cannot but be involved in the discussion of the theme of  ‘love’; it is always at stake. 
This is also confirmed by the famous dispute described by Plato on this topic»: J. Pieper, Sull’amore, 
Morcelliana, Brescia 20122, 107 (unofficial translation).
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promote? There are occasional oppor-

tunities for cooperation with govern-

mental, international, non-Catholic en-

tities – and it is indeed just and dutiful 

to cooperate – which sooner or later dis-

play an idea of the human person and of 

his good in stark contrast with what was 

revealed to us by God in Jesus Christ.  

For example, there are certain devel-

opment policies and institutions that 

conceive human development in pure-

ly economic terms, as the broadest 

access to consumption goods, always 

–and only – understood in material 

terms. It’s the anthropology of man as 

a consumer. Those who refer to such 

anthropology are concerned about sat-

isfying material needs, of creating ever 

more accessible markets and of pre-

senting increasingly higher standards 

of living. Accordingly, man is always a 

body without a soul, without culture, 

without social relations: solely worried 

about a comfortable life.

If human development were under-

stood in such a way, it would be seri-

ously questioned in terms of environ-

ment-protection issues. In fact, the 

increasing consumption of resources 

does not ensure human beings a pos-

itive future.

Moreover, some anthropologies under-

stand the human person regardless of 

the network of relations that allows him 

to exist and that supports his concrete 

life. These visions of man are to a cer-

tain extent a product of modernity and 

of man that puts himself at the centre 

of the universe as an individual that de-

cides on the truth and the consistency 

of reality starting from himself.

Anthropologies reflecting such an 

idea of the human person reach the 

point of justifying decisions taken in 

the name of what is useful from a sub-

jective level, and not for the purpose 

of doing good. Indeed, they go so far 

as to interpret reality not as it is, but 

according to individual perception. In a 

similar anthropology, ethics, laws, and 

social life in general should be at the 

service of individuals, according to a 

logic that ultimately allows the view-

point of the most powerful prevail.

There are also areas in which the 

question of who is man and what his 

authentic good consists in plays a fun-

damental role: namely, the areas of the 

family and affective life.  

The complex phenomenon of the 

“sexual revolution”, which is hard to 

review in all its roots and political and 

cultural claims, has recently raised a 

great amount of discussions on gen-

der identity along with the specific role 

of male and female.

In particular, maternity and procre-

ation have gone through a different 

understanding starting with the exclu-

sion of the transmission of life from the 

sexual act. From a broader perspec-

tive, human sexuality has turned more 

frequently into an area of debate - or 

confrontation – and less into an area of 

encounter between man and woman.  

  Perhaps even more evident is the 

case of anthropologies that explicitly 

set aside the idea that man was cre-

ated by God and depends on Him. 

Perhaps because of widespread evo-

lutionist theories, which - contradicto-

rily - “explain” human existence as the 

result of mere chance, and perhaps 

because religion in itself is considered 

an unsolvable and meaningless issue 

… despite different characteristics ac-

cording to the context, the question of 

the relationship between God and man 

has been put aside. It is clear that it is 

embarrassing, or that the experiential 

and conceptual tools to deal with this 

theme are missing, as if God and man 

conducted separate lives, and were 

not instead in relation to one another. 

Thus, we assist, for example, to the re-

moval of the problem of evil and of sin, 

which is often the cause of sufferings 

and injustices that we deal with in our 

service. Instead, as Saint John Paul II 

wrote in n. 25 of the Encyclical letter 

Centesimus Annus:

«Man, who was created for freedom, 

bears within himself the wound of 

original sin, which constantly draws 

him towards evil and puts him in need 

of redemption. Not only is this doctrine 

an integral part of Christian revelation; 

it also has great hermeneutical value 

insofar as it helps one to understand 

human reality. Man tends towards 

good, but he is also capable of evil. He 

can transcend his immediate interest 

and still remain bound to it. The social 

order will be all the more stable, the 

more it takes this fact into account and 

does not place in opposition person-

al interest and the interests of socie-

ty as a whole, but rather seeks ways 

to bring them into fruitful harmony. 

In fact, where self-interest is violently 

suppressed, it is replaced by a bur-

densome system of bureaucratic con-

trol which dries up the wellsprings of 

initiative and creativity. When people 

think they possess the secret of a per-

fect social organization which makes 

evil impossible, they also think that 

they can use any means, including vio-

lence and deceit, in order to bring that 

organization into being»

2.2 The anthropology of man as imago 

Dei

To the question “who is man” and “what 

is his true good?”, the Bible answers in 

the very first pages: in the image of God 

He created him (cf. Gen 1:27-28).

It is an expression which, in all likeli-

hood, refers to a shared practice in the 

ancient kingdoms.
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When a monarch extended his domin-

ion on foreign lands, he erected stat-

ues of himself to reaffirm his presence 

and power. Against the backdrop of 

outright rejection of idolatry, charac-

terising the Biblical pages, man is the 

true, living representation of the royal 

lordship of God on earth, just as the 

images erected across the provinces 

of the Empire were meant as visible 

signs of the dominion of the king9.

Set within a Sapiential background, 

the expression maintains the following 

connotation: man is the presence-vis-

ualization of Him to whom the image 

refers to10. Man, thus, assumes a cen-

tral role of meaning and mediation in 

the area of created reality: he cannot 

understand himself and nor can he be 

understood outside this fundamental 

relationship that enables his existence.

 The image of God is made of human 

reality in its complexity, viewed in its 

existential consistence and within its 

historical concreteness. Precisely be-

cause it is a gift, man’s creation be-

comes a task. To create is in fact more 

than doing, and the “ultimate secret of 

a gift is that it is enables the other per-

son to be capable of donating»11.

  Deus Caritas Est, in no. 11, promptly 

interprets the imago Dei regarding the 

creation of the woman and the rela-

tionship between man and woman.

It seems important to gather at least 

some of the implications related to this 

choice, in faithfulness to the message 

of Scriptures on man.

As the Pope said, in the man-woman 

relationship, we recognize, first of all, 

the specific feature of the human per-

son: one person needs the other per-

son, depends on the other for self-ful-

filment. Adam acknowledges a lacking 

that makes him open up to someone 

“outside himself.”

Man has always existed in relationship 

with the other self12. He is a person, not 

an individual.

The male-female relationship is at the 

same time marked by identity and dif-

ference. Both enjoy equal dignity, they 

are similar. But they remain irreduci-

bly different; and this diversity is not 

reduced to a mere question of roles. 

Rather, it requires ontological under-

standing.  

The truth of difference understood in 

the Biblical and Christian origin and 

originality is not limited to otherness 

but relationship. It’s simultaneously 

reflection (Gn 2: 23: «This is now bone 

of my bones, and flesh of my flesh») 

and difference (Gn 1:27:«male and fe-

male He created them »). This unity/

diversity takes place in reciprocity; 

namely, in an identity consisting in 

both (reflection and difference.)

The sexual difference, and thus, hu-

man sexuality in general, belongs to 

man as the image of God. Therefore, 

when we reply to the question “who is 

man?” we must avoid any intra-cosmic 

closure (sexuality is not purely an an-

imal, biological fact); just as we must 

also avoid every reduction to a pure-

ly spiritual element, almost detached 

from the body.

Communion is essential in man, and 

is part of his being created in the im-

age of God. Reciprocity in dialogue, 

companionship with each other, over-

coming solitude, are tasks inscribed in 

the mission of the Church, the bride of 

Christ. In this too, as Pope Benedict af-

firms, nuptial love remains the analog-

atum princeps  of every kind of love13, 

including the love between God and 

man (particularly in the mystery of the 

hypostatic union) and between man 

and reality.

Man always relates to the other and 

to reality in terms of love: of eros and 

agape. Our service could not be au-

thentically human if it did not consider 

– in theory and in practice – the totality 

of these factors.

In this sense, the necessary discern-

ment regarding the criteria of charita-

ble actions is not born of authoritative 

will, or of strategies that aim at some 

kind of cultural dominance. Rather, 

it stems from a vision of man within 

God’s vision, as God sees each one of 

us (Cf. Gen 1:26-28). It is within this pic-

ture that it is possible to recognize the 

absolute dignity of the human person, 

the nature of his ties with the Absolute 

and his transcendent and unalienable 

vocation14.

3. The need to safeguard Christian 

identity (or the specific contribution 

of Christians to the life of the world)

A third orientation follows from this - 

the necessity to articulate the relation-

ship between the absolute of God and 

the contingency of human cultures 

and realities: man’s search for the truth 

and the answers offered in faith by the 

Spirit of Truth (Cf. John 16: 13-15); the 

attempts at self-salvation typical of 

man and the participation in Christ’s 

Paschal Mystery.9 B. Anderson, Understanding the Old Testament, Englewood Cliffs, 1966, 153.
10 Cf. U. Vanni, Immagine di Dio invisibile, Primogenito di ogni creazione (Col 1,15), in La cristologia in San 
Paolo. Atti della XXIII Settimana Biblica, Brescia 1976, 101: «... possiamo dire che l’uomo è immagine di 
Dio in quanto, a chi lo considera adeguatamente nella sua attività, fa conoscere e capire Dio...».
11 A. Gesché, La création: cosmologie et anthropologie, in «Revue théologique de Louvain» 14 (1983) 
161.
12 Cf. also JOHN PAUL II, Letter to women, 7.

13 Cfr. V. S. Solov’ëv, Il significato dell’amore, Edilibri, Milano 2003.
14  «Quale fu la ragione che tu ponessi l’uomo in tanta dignità? Certo l’amore inestimabile col quale hai 
guardato in te medesimo la tua creatura e ti sei innamorato di lei» (Caterina da Siena, Dialogo della 
Divina Provvidenza, XIII, 45).
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We must safeguard Christian identi-

ty.  We know how this relationship has 

become a problem, especially in the 

West15.

The Encyclical treats some aspects of 

this task in No. 31.

A new creativity is needed which we 

could briefly define as “cultural” – that 

is, inherent to all that man is and car-

ries within in his life, regarding mean-

ings and destinies – which leads to at 

least three factors:

a) the need for a public culture as a 

horizon;

b) the urgency for a renewed and in-

cisive profile of Christian identity, 

caught in between the narrow par-

adox of expressing itself in a clear 

and incisive manner and the per-

sistence of its position of a practical 

monopoly in the market of religious 

services (at least in the ancient 

Churches of the Western world)  

c) the proposal for the recognition 

of the public role of religion (and 

therefore of the need for religious 

freedom), not only considered as a 

service agency on the territory, but 

as a qualified component that en-

courages social and cultural con-

vergence, to pursue with clarity 

and patience until it becomes pos-

sible to articulate – in a framework 

of freedom and truth - our common 

public values.

 Through dialogue and debate. A frank 

and open cultural debate, in fact, does 

not relativize the Christian faith; rather 

it prevents ideological stiffness.

  Amongst these common public val-

ues we must renew and safeguard 

the centrality of the human person, 

defence of his dignity, supporting his 

promotion, recognition of the mo-

nogamous family between man and 

woman, the centrality of education, 

the value of intermediate bodies and 

subsidiarity. 

These are some of the elements that 

illustrate the uniqueness and original-

ity of Christian novelty, which is exem-

plified by the well-known passage in 

the letter to Diognetus: a conscien-

tious originality in which identity does 

not go astray and does not provoke, 

but presents itself as a point of refer-

ence. Not a nation among nations, but 

a nation of the nations16. In the sense 

that Christians are not, as all peoples, 

defined and individual members of 

humanity, but are found everywhere 

as the soul within the body.

4. God must be allowed “to enter” 

the world through service to the poor

What unique and concrete contribu-

tions does the theme of the poor, that 

is, those who expect salvation from 

someone else, bring to our anthropo-

logical orientations? 

We must ask first and foremost wheth-

er those in need are really the Church, 

or rather  whether they are not the re-

cipients of a service that appears to be 

consequential, secondary and exter-

nal to the constitution of the Church 

herself -- therefore, not belonging to 

the identity of the Christian community 

but rather an occasion to manifest its 

good works. 

The three-fold partition of pastoral ac-

tion – largely established – in the three 

sections of evangelization, liturgy and 

charity, to a certain degree reveals 

a logic that is anything but inclusive, 

whether the Church towards society, 

or the poor towards the Church. 

Precisely because of a difference from 

civil society of etsi Deus non daretur, 

ecclesial action finds itself faced with 

16 However not as triton genos / tertium genus, a rare form of expression in ancient Christian literature, 
as previously explored by A.von Harnak (cf. conversely to   J. Jüthner, art. Barbar, in Reallexikon für 
Antike und Christentum, I, Hiersemann, Stuttgart 1950, 1173-1176).

15 For Stroumsa, «la conversione è l’altra faccia della definizione essenzialmente dogmatica della 
nuova religione: essa implica una scelta tra la verità e l’errore […] Una scelta di fede sta alla base 
dell’identità, sia individuale sia collettiva, e istituisce un elemento di intolleranza nella definizione 
stessa di identità cristiana» (G.G.Stroumsa, La formazione dell’identità cristiana, Morcelliana, Brescia 
1999, 135). The concept is highlighted by M. Foucault, for whom Christianity (and religion as a whole) 
should be understood as being closely related to the practice of power (Cf. A. Cameron, Redrawing the 
Map: Early Christian Territory after Foucault, in Journal of Religious Studies 76 (1986) 266-271: «Foucault 
was interested in Christianity as the provider of a totalizing and therefore repressive discourse, which 
spread a different kind of power relation»).
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the need of reorganizing its entire pas-

toral activity in a persuasive manner. 

This aim, praiseworthy in itself and also 

correct, was (and is) realized in a com-

pliant way, ceding to that social and 

cultural wave that delimits the field of 

religion to the private sphere and the 

public significance of the Church to 

roles of substituted social assistance. 

In effect, this results in a practical with-

drawal of the so–called ordinary pas-

toral activity from people’s daily lives, 

considered profane and secular and 

therefore not suitable to the propri-

um  for pastoral action.

According to a narrow interpretation 

of that trinomial, one could cover-up 

or even justify the withdrawal within 

stricter intra-ecclesial boundaries of 

the pastoral activity of the Church.

While the poor edify the Church, they 

manifest the mystery of Christ and 

his grace. Evangelii Gaudium teaches 

us, with reference to the fourth social 

principle proclaimed by the Pope and 

described as “the whole is superior to 

its parts”:

«Pastoral and political activity alike 

seek to gather in this polyhedron the 

best of each. There is a place for the 

poor and their culture, their aspirations 

and their potential. Even people who 

can be considered dubious on ac-

count of their errors have something 

to offer which must not be overlooked. 

It is the convergence of peoples who, 

within the universal order, maintain 

their own individuality; it is the sum 

total of persons within a society which 

pursues the common good, which tru-

ly has a place for everyone» (nos. 236-

237, passim).

Thus, to recognize the poor and live 

in communion with them, interacting 

in terms of a renewed understanding 

of ourselves in light of our commun-

ion with them, means above all to let 

ourselves be evangelized by them. It 

means  allowing this renewed un-

derstanding of us as a result of their 

request for recognition; work with-

in ourselves and in our “hermeneutic 

counter offer”, to use Rosenzweig’s vo-

cabulary17. 

It is precisely in the needy, weak, hu-

miliated persons that we can recog-

nize more clearly that this force of nov-

elty and charity comes from the Lord.  

He presented Himself as small and 

weak and still today continues to be 

present in the small and weak; in those 

who search for Him, who live in loneli-

ness and inner darkness, the hungry, 

the disabled, and those who for many 

reasons live at the margins of society. 

These “little ones” people are the 

custodians of the mysterious force of 

Christ who lives within the weak and 

transforms them into His image (Cf. Mt 

25:40: «Truly, I say to you, as you did it 

to one of the least of these my broth-

ers, you did it to me.”) 

To find the answer to the question 

“Who is man in the eyes of God?” we 

must place ourselves next to these 

little ones and allow ourselves to be 

challenged by the recognition they de-

mand of us, where we can discern the 

presence and calling of Christ Himself.

  Therefore, the poor are not only the 

object of the Church’s charity or the 

goal of our journey of faith, the place 

where we put into practice all that we 

have previously heard, understood 

and celebrated in the Gospels. One 

does not become Christian first in or-

der - for internal coherence and sense 

of duty - to place oneself at the ser-

vice of the poor. Rather it is thanks to 

them that we become Christians: we 

reformulate our identity thanks to the 

face of Christ which they manifest and 

which we could not know otherwise.

Speaking of Raphael and Philippe, 

the first two persons with a mental 

handicap with whom he had lived, 

the founder of l’Arche – Jean Vanier – 

writes:

«Certainly, they wanted me to do cer-

tain things for them, but more deeply, 

they wanted to be loved in truth, by a 

love that recognizes their beauty and 

the light that shines in them, a love 

that reveals their value to them and 

their importance within the universe.   

Their outcry for communion caused 

my heart to pour forth my own outcry 

for communion. They brought me to 

discover within myself a well, a foun-

tain of life, a source of living water »17.

 The poor, those torn by questions be-

fore which we at times remain silent 

and frightened, ask of us the essen-

tial: to find a love that gives meaning 

to what they are living through, which 

gives life back to them.   We under-

stand immediately that a love like that 

is not available to us, and that we too 

are searching for it.   It is precisely the 

person who is poor that forces us not 

to settle for less, not to avoid his pres-

ence and his requests (theoretical and 

practical alike) and to seek together 

the face of God, the only one capable 

of giving us an answer and shedding 

light on our life.

 We must not turn away, we must re-

main steadfast, share this poverty and 

this weakness which little by little in-

troduces us more deeply into the mys-

tery of God, who makes life flow out 

even through our wounds.

17 F. P. Ciglia, Fra Atene e Gerusalemme. Il “nuovo pensiero” di Franz Rosenzweig, Marietti, Genova-Mi-
lano 2009, 238.

18  J. Vanier, La Communauté, lieu du pardon et de la fête, Fleurus/Bellarmin, Paris-Montréal 1988, 99.
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THE ENCYCLICAL DEUS CARITAS EST: 
PERSPECTIVES FOR A THEOLOGY 
OF CHARITY 

Prof. Rainer Gehrig

Introduction 

A little over ten years ago I was here, 

among the participants in the Interna-

tional Conference on Charity (January 

2006), animated by great curiosity, 

waiting for the first encyclical of Pope 

Benedict XVI, which, in addition, was 

precisely on charity. For those who 

follow this theme, the document con-

stituted recognition and necessary 

guidance, for the theology of charity 

had long been unaddressed in terms 

of a reflection by papal Magisterium 

(Pompey, 2007, p. 20). Right before the 

publication of the Encyclical, during 

the audience the Pope gave us a clear 

message, proposing an introduction 

and guidance to the understanding of 

his document: “in this Encyclical, the 

themes ‘God’, ‘Christ’ and ‘Love’ are 

fused together as the central guide 

of the Christian faith” (Benedict XVI, 

2006b). The answers in the theolog-

ical context were many, whereby the 

encyclical was defined as a “catalyst 

for the subsequent development of 

the theology of charity” (Baumann, 

2014, p.111), “an inspired theological 

program for a renewed practice of the 

Church” (Pompey, 2007, p.9). Although 

the Holy Father’s aim was not to iden-

tify, in this document, the frame of 

reference of the theology of charity in 

terms of a theological science, it does 

contain some basic perspectives. 

Along with the subsequent encyclical, 

Caritas in Veritate, 2009, charity in truth 

became, from that moment on, a cen-

tral doctrine for the development of a 

theological foundation of the charita-

ble service of the Church. I will here-

by present several reflections, without 

attempting to provide an exhaustive 

dissertation, i.e. not to be considered 

as a regulatory framework for the de-

velopment of a theology of charity 

but rather as a proposal for a dialogue 

among the coordinators of social and 



LOVE NEVER FAILS Perspectives 10 years after the Encyclical  Deus Caritas Est

106 107

T
h

e
 E

n
cyclical D

eu
s C

a
rita

s Est: 
P

e
rsp

e
ctive

s fo
r a T

h
e

o
lo

g
y o

f C
h

arity

T
h

e
 E

n
cyclical D

eu
s C

a
rita

s Est: 
P

e
rsp

e
ctive

s fo
r a T

h
e

o
lo

g
y o

f C
h

arity

charitable service and its workers. My 

goal is to prompt a more systematic 

reflection, engrained and practiced in 

the realms of theological education 

and formation, with special emphasis 

on the charitable action of the Church 

and her structures.  

1. How should we conceive a theolo-

gy of charity today? 

In his first Encyclical Benedict XVI 

identified a key-element to answer this 

question, raised by Church magiste-

rium. The theological understanding 

of charity revolves around the theolo-

gical and anthropological dimensions 

of love, which the Pope addresses 

with thorough philosophical, biblical 

and theological discourse.   It is neces-

sary to reaffirm this centrality today, for 

the theology of charity is being que-

stioned in various environments, some 

of which I shall hereby refer to. 

1.1. Targets of a developing discipline 

The traditional compendiums on the 

theology of charity, such as that by 

Royo Marín (1963) present the cha-

racterising traits of theological virtues 

from the Thomistic perspective of 

morality as love of God, love of self 

and love of neighbour, each presen-

ted according to the known criteria of 

general and specific moral principles, 

characterised by a systematic classifi-

cation of the practice of charity in wor-

ks of mercy, of positive aspects, and of 

the elements that hinder this love. All 

explanations are addressed to a Chri-

stian, observant readership expecting 

systematic theological guidance. So-

ciety is presented as the recipient of 

charity, in terms of its social dimen-

sion. Systematic clarity is centered on 

the individual and on his effort to grow 

in the virtue of charity, expounding on 

the What, When and How Much in the 

practice of charity, but failing to delve 

into the accompaniment of a needy 

person, on how to make concrete use 

of faith in charitable activity, how to or-

ganize communities for action, how a 

charitable structure should be organi-

zed, and how to address the causes of 

structural impoverishment and injusti-

ce in our globalised world. Before this 

traditional moral explanation, still in 

use to spell out the theological featu-

res of Christian diakonia (Oriol Tataret, 

2000, pp. 208-243) at the end of the 

19th century there arose the need for a 

reflection on organized charitable acti-

vity against the backdrop of industria-

lised societies, of a dawning welfare 

state, of a more systematic organiza-

tion of social and economic sectors, 

of an analysis of the social realm with 

the adoption of empirical instruments, 

along with the need to professionalise 

social service. Given this situation of 

globalized modernity, there also aro-

se the need for training and reflection, 

which in Germany, in the early 20th 

century, led to the establishment of 

dedicated Centres for Studies on Cha-

rity and related academic education, 

along with a coordination of charitable 

activities, first at national level (1897) 

and then at diocesan level, that took 

the name of Caritas. In this context the 

theology of charity is articulated as: 

“a science of charity that deals with 

the respective Christian virtues, in so 

far as it is revealed in Christian com-

munity life, understood as freedom of 

expression based on the conscience 

and will of the community inspired by 

the supernatural realm, in the free, ur-

gent support to the community (emer-

gency), which arises from strength and 

motivation from the supernatural love 

of God.” (Keller, 1925, p.45, unofficial 

translation)

As a practical science, this theology 

avails itself of various auxiliary scienc-

es (human sciences), it carries out an 

historical survey of charitable activity 

analyzing organized practice in sup-

port of various groups of people in 

state of need, in the framework of co-

operation with the welfare state and 

other social agents. As regards the 

individual moral approach, it is note-

worthy highlighting the “communi-

tarian” aspect and “free intervention” 

in the given circumstances (welfare 

state and conciliation based on the 

principle of subsidiarity). On the basis 

of the experiences and conditions of 

the German academic realm, the the-

ology of charity evolved in the direc-

tion of a science of charity recognized 

as a separate discipline, as occurred 

with the social doctrine of the Church, 

in academic departments of Theolo-

gy, notably after the Second Vatican 

Council. Comparing various defini-

tions of the theology of charity (Pom-

pey, 1997, 1999, 2001; Haslinger, 2004, 

2009; Hilpert, 1997) makes it possible 

to summarize a set of common points 

shared by the same authors: 

	All authors agree that the theolo-

gy of charity/science of charity is a 

theological discipline with a specif-

ic role. 

	It falls in the area of practical 

sciences, the science of action. 

	The field of study and research 

is the practice of charity by the 

Church. 

	It dialogues with other social and 

human sciences. 

	Research includes the empirical 

and theoretical analysis of relevant 

contents of faith and tradition in in-

dividual, communitarian practice of 

charity and related organised forms. 

In Latin America and in the Caribbean, 

the growing awareness of a particular 

economic, political social and cultural 

reality, expressed and shared in the fi-

nal documents of the General Confer-

ences of the Latin-American Episco-

pate, starting from the one held in Me-

dellín (1968), in Puebla (1979) until the 

latest held in Aparecida (2007), creat-

ed a new dynamics in the enunciation 

of the theology of charity. Cognizant 

of the irruption of the poor as a fun-

damental factor, such theology was 

restored within the context of merci-
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ful love, and also re-understood on 

the basis of its peculiar methodology 

(Scannone, 2000, p.358ff.): intellectus 

amoris (Sobrino, 1992, p.47ff.).  I hereby 

propose that similar analyses and re-

flections be carried out for Africa and 

Asia, with the purpose of providing a 

detailed picture on the evolution of 

the theology of charity in the context 

of these two continents. 

1.2. Present difficulties in addressing the 

theme of charity 

In the contemporary world the the-

ology of charity is faced with various 

challenges. Pope Benedict XVI men-

tioned some of them, starting from the 

difficulties inscribed in the terms love/

charity in contemporary societies (DCE 

2): the impoverishment of the term 

makes it necessary to clarify the rich-

ness of the concept so as to include 

human life and the practice of charity. 

Further difficulties are linked to cur-

rent criteria pertaining to the various 

social fields, which influence the typ-

ical realm of diakonia, that can be de-

scribed via a systemic model (Starnitz-

ke, 1996), whereby other systems such 

as: law (just/unjust), the economy (to 

pay/not to pay), medicine (patient/

healthy), science (true/false), politics 

(to rule /not to rule) etc. through their 

specific logics and functions could 

question or marginalize the logics at 

the service of charity such as: bestow-

al, gratuitousness and sharing, under-

stood not as mutual exchanges but as 

expressions of God’s merciful love in 

a community of love.  In Deus Caritas 

Est, Pope Benedict focuses primar-

ily on the political realm (DCE 26-29), 

criticising the “activism and [...] secu-

larism of many Christians”” (DCE 37) 

engaged in charitable activity, under-

lining widespread contempt for prayer, 

which, instead, is the propelling force 

of charitable engagement. In the En-

cyclical Caritas in Veritate, the Holy 

Father provides a detailed account 

of the economic, social and cultural 

rationale highlighting the need to re-

cover that of charity as an antidote and 

as a project of transformation for the 

good of society. A specific form of pro-

fessional ethics and a methodology 

of work in the area of social sciences, 

have developed in the area of social 

service entailing at the same time the 

creation of an interpretative context, a 

specific form of hermeneutics distin-

guished from the moral and religious 

reference points of others (Luhmann, 

1973). This autonomy is not negative 

in itself, however it has a secularizing 

effect when presented as having over-

come moral and religious models. It is 

questioned whether the theology of 

charity is a necessary contribution for 

the understanding of charitable ac-

tivity, especially owing to the global 

dimensions of structural situations of 

injustice. It should also be noted that 

social services focus on programmed 

interventions, problem-resolution, ad-

ministration of specific cases and dis-

connection from vital, communitarian 

environments. Articulating theology in 

the framework of professional social 

service meets the challenge of justify-

ing the added value of theology in the 

field of social engagement (Doležel, 

2012; Krockauer; Bohlen & Lehner, 

2006; Scales & Kelly, 2012; Singe, 

2006), namely, to propose theology as 

the necessary science of reference that 

enriches professional social service. 

The main feature of this theology is its 

Christian nature, which presupposes 

its development as a science (integra-

tion of reason), its being a frame of ref-

erence for social service (practical, fo-

cus on theory to be applied in practical 

action, models of practices, methods, 

etc.) with a contextualized approach 

(existential, social situation and expe-

riences in the area of social services), 

fundamental and charitable in nature 

(mercy and justice) along with a theol-

ogy for practical pastoral care (Lech-

ner, 2000, pp.219ff.).

1.3. “Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty”- the 

limited number of areas for reflection, 

research and for the teaching of the 

theology of charity   

With regard to Germany, France, It-

aly, and Spain, authors such as 

Baumgartner (2002), Hermanns (1997), 

Haslinger (2009) and Gehrig (2015) 

have conveyed their concerns over 

the low number of centres for the 

teaching, research and reflection on 

the theology of charity in University 

Departments of Theology. Far from 

being a compulsory subject in theolo-
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gy academic curricula, it is reduced to 

mere professorships or even absent in 

study plans. The roles as the “Cinder-

ella” of theology, or even of the “Sleep-

ing Beauty” certainly do not befit a fun-

damental dimension of the Church. By 

means of the prospects I shall hereby 

present I hope to arouse interest in 

promoting the right to citizenship of 

the theology of charity, renewed by 

contributions of papal Magisterium.

1.4. The plurality of the theological 

foundations of charity or diakonia 

The practice of charity, or diakonia, 

currently features a plurality of theo-

logical foundations, depending on the 

confessional traditions and approach-

es of the authors (cf. Rüegger, H. & Si-

grist, C., 2014). In the Catholic world, it 

is important to enter into dialogue with 

these foundations to understand their 

points of contact, the differences, and 

work towards a practical theological 

proposal of faith working through love 

(Gal 5:6). Reflection on the theological 

foundation of charitable activity can 

constitute a challenge to be shared by 

the theology of charity and the social 

doctrine of the Church, as evidenced 

in various meetings held here in Rome 

over the last years (Dal Toso & Schal-

lenberg, 2014 y 2015; Schallenberg & 

Dal Toso, 2016), but also in other plac-

es (Glatzel, and Pompey, 1991; Marx, 

1999). Although it is not relevant here, 

it should be said that also the social 

encyclicals of Pope Benedict XVI rep-

resent a challenge to the Church’s so-

cial doctrine in terms of the concept 

“caritas in veritate in re sociali”(CiV 5), 

proclamation of the truth of the love 

of Christ in society (Roos, 2015, p.13), 

epistemological expression that com-

pletes the duplex ordo cognitionis (nat-

ural law and revelation, Nothelle-Wild-

feuer, 1991) with a triplex ordo, that 

recognizes in love a principle for the-

ological knowledge (Rubio de Urquía 

& Pérez-Soba, 2014; Pérez-Soba, 2014). 

The encyclical Deus Caritas Est thus 

answers the questions regarding the 

theological foundations of charity with 

a set of strategic guidelines: 

a)  to preserve the unity of divine and 

human love (eros/agape) as a pillar 

of the service of charity (DCE 3-11)

b) to carry out charitable activity root-

ed in Christology (DCE 12-18)

c) to propose the distinctiveness of ec-

clesial charity e (DCE 25; 31ff.)

Ritorneremo in seguito su queste linee 

per un ulteriore approfondimento.

2. Theological foundations of love: 

re-evaluating “Love” for a theological 

and practical reflection on diakonia 

The first perspective for a theology of 

charity starting from Deus Caritas Est 

entails analyzing, describing and un-

derstanding the features of Christian 

love within its theological, anthropo-

logical and practical dimensions. In 

practice, this perspective has special 

importance within diaconal charity, in 

terms of organized Christian love.  

2.1 Love: conceptual hermeneutic per-

spective for the theology of charity 

(DCE 3-11)

The hermeneutic perspective of the 

encyclical compels us to reflect, to re-

cover and reassess especially the se-

mantic field of ‘”love” from a theolog-

ical perspective, in constant dialogue 

with its meaning according to different 

cultures, religions and languages to-

day (DCE 2). This hermeneutic based 

on faith, in search for, according to 

Benedict XVI, the unity of ‘”love”, would 

enable both a better understanding 

of the centre of human life as well as 

the essence of the Trinitarian God. 

The theology of charity is not possi-

ble without this intellectual effort to 

deeply understand the interrelation-

ship between the different dimensions 

of human love from a theological per-

spective, based on the faith inscribed 

in the patrimony of the Scriptures and 

its translation in present experiences. 

The experiences of faith of the first 

Christians, rooted in Biblical tradition, 

constitute the starting point, thereby 

creating a new semantic field of agape 

to express shared love, received from 

God in the figure of Christ through the 

Holy Spirit, a love that creates com-

munity and which transforms individ-

ual and social existence. In this her-

meneutic perspective, the theology 

of charity must enter into dialogue 

with the reflections and contribu-

tions of philosophy (Hildebrand, 1971; 

Kuhn, 1975; Lotz, 1979; Pieper, 1972), 

but also of Protestant theology (eg 

Jeanrond, 2010; Knauber, 2006; Stock, 

2000; Wischmeyer, 2015), psychology 

(Fromm, 1967; Sternberg, 1989) and 

sociology (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 

2001; Kuchler & Beher, 2014; Luhmann, 

1982), although it focuses on the the-

ological approach and the connection 

with the practice of charity. The En-

cyclical contributes to this task em-

phasizing the ability to love ingrained 

in human nature itself, a task that has 

its own importance particularly in light 

of tendencies to replace the word 

“love” with “solidarity” or “justice” in the 

framework of social engagement and 

ethics. 

2.2 Charitable activity rooted in Chri-

stology 

In the Encyclical there are many Chri-

stological connections between natu-

ral and supernatural love and the ec-

clesial practice of charity. Indeed, the 

commandment of love of neighbour 

is inscribed in the very nature of man, 

created in the image and likeness of 

God (DCE 31). Such creationist anthro-

pological perspective supports open-

ness towards collaboration with other 

actors: the presence of Jesus in the 

poor, His identification with them (Mt 

25:40) merges in Jesus the love of God 

and neighbour (DCE 15).

In Christ we understand our humili-

ty in the service, which culminates 

in  self-giving: “I must be personally 
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present in my gift” (DCE 34). From the 

intimate encounter with God I learn to 

see neighbour from the perspective 

of Jesus Christ (DCE 18). The Pope is 

aware that such a radical form of love 

for neighbour requires a spiritual nou-

rishment, a vital relationship with the 

other two ecclesial dimensions such 

as leiturgia and martyria, and entails 

the inclusion of spirituality understo-

od as the perspective of the theology 

of charity. According to experts on the 

theology of Joseph Ratzinger as Men-

ke, for the Pope it was important to fol-

low the work and the logic of Dominus 

Jesus, to combine love, eros and cha-

rity with Christology: 

“Ecclesial charity, along with the char-

itable activity of every Christian, must 

be understood primarily as participa-

tion in the love of the crucified Saviour, 

or better, as inclusion in its representa-

tion (representatio Christi). If we un-

derstood assistance as the exercise, 

consequence or imitation of the love 

of Christ, then we would be left with a 

political or ideological agenda to im-

prove the living conditions of a culture 

or humanity at large” (Menke, 2008, 

p.57 – unofficial translation).

The creation of a specific Communi-

ty ethos, internal fraternity, entails the 

extension of the Church’s constituent 

mission ad extra as included in rep-

resentatio Christi. This Christological 

approach enables to better under-

stand, in the second part of the encyc-

lical, the importance of the Church as a 

community of love where there should 

be no poverty (DCE 20), along with the 

criticism of proselytism. Koch’s pub-

lications in 2010 and 2012 complete 

the Christological analysis present in 

the Encyclical: “In charitable organiza-

tions, God and Christ must not be for-

eign words; in reality, they indicate the 

original source of ecclesial charity. The 

strength of Caritas depends on the 

strength of the faith of all the mem-

bers and collaborators.” (Benedict XVI, 

2006b). 

Such Christological rootedness can-

not be fully understood without con-

sidering its foundation in the Holy 

Trinity. The Encyclical mentions this 

foundation only at the beginning as a 

theological foundation, and in DCE 19 

it is used as reference for the Church’s 

charitable activity. The reasons fo-

cus on the pneumatological reality 

whence arises ecclesial love as a di-

mension ad intra (community unity) 

and ad extra (service to the needy). 

There remains a broader explanation 

of the importance of this foundation 

for the practice of charity and theolog-

ical reflection on charity. 

2.3 The distinctiveness of the Church’s 

charitable activity (DCE 31ff.)

In this section the theological objec-

tive focuses on specific features of 

charitable intervention in charity or-

ganizations of the Church as opus 

proprium (DCE 29ff.). In the previous 

section I mentioned the independent 

profile of charitable intervention in re-

lation to the State. In this respect the 

Pope emphasizes the danger of con-

tending to solve all the problems of 

the world. While it is understandable 

that, especially in Countries with very 

weak or very corrupt governments, 

the Church seems to be the only area 

for the promotion of social develop-

ment, with the risk that our structures 

may turn into development ministries, 

we should carefully weigh the pros 

and cons, reflect on the position of the 

Church in this situation, considering 

existing alternatives and how to pre-

serve ecclesial identity. 

To Agape who is God, described in the 

first part of the encyclical, must corre-

spond the agape of the Church, that is 

part of her nature (DCE 25) expressed 

in her three-fold responsibility (keryg-

ma-martyria, leiturgia and diakonia). 

The Pope goes a step further, pointing 

out that the whole Church – thus not 

only charitable activity - must be con-

ceived as a place and a relationship 

based on agape (sacraments, words, 

evangelization, organization, etc.). The 

Church herself is its object, from the 

particular Churches to the universal 

Church (DCE 32). Indications on the ec-

clesial structure of the service, under 

the responsibility of the Bishop in the 

particular Churches, correspond pre-

cisely to the ecclesiality of love, most 

deeply fulfilled in the Motu Proprio In-

tima Ecclesiae natura (2012). This initial 

approach can be summarized as the 

institutional responsibility to live as an 

authentic community of love, a Church 
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as the Body of Christ, sacrament of 

love and mercy. The following charac-

teristics will bring us closer to the un-

derstanding of charitable practice. 

3. How should love be lived? 

The theology of charity is not limited 

to the theoretical description of the 

fundamental aspects of charity as di-

vine love. In fact, it is challenged by 

the practical question on how to live 

this love in today’s world, in our Chris-

tian life, in our service of charity and in 

the communities of love. 

3.1 The historical perspective of the the-

ology of charity 

Paragraphs 20 to 26 of the Encyclical  

Deus Caritas Est present a brief over-

view on the historical roots of ecclesial 

charitable activity, which shows that 

the theology of charity can and must 

draw on the historical tradition of the 

Church, thereby keeping alive the rich 

tradition of charitable practice. This 

multifarious tradition signals the crea-

tive capacity to reinvent ecclesial love, 

the permanent force that the Holy 

Spirit bestows upon us in times of per-

secution, abandonment, human and 

world crises. Interestingly, in the early 

20th century, with the re-establishment 

of the theology of charity in Germany, 

marked by dawning industrialization 

and welfare state, one of the program-

matic pillars of the new discipline was 

research on the historical heritage of 

Christian charitable tradition, notably 

of the Catholic Church. Given this 19th 

and 20th heritage, enriched by its pub-

lications, today we have the responsi-

bility to continue to expand that wealth 

of knowledge with updated achieve-

ments and with recent progress in the 

realm of historical sciences, in order to 

keep alive this historical conscience, 

along with its importance for current 

practice. 

3.2 Compassionate perspective of cha-

ritable activity starting from the unity of 

love (Eros+Agape)

The unity of eros/agape (DCE 5 and 6), 

strongly promoted by Pope Benedict 

XVI, must be a feature of the specific 

profile of ecclesial creative diakonia 

(Pompey, 2006; 2007, pp.56ff.). Indeed, 

charitable intervention should include 

Eros, in addition to reason and to pro-

fessional competence. This eros was 

present already in the biblical pas-

sages describing a God who loves his 

people (DCE 11), profoundly moved. 

“The eros of God is not only a primordi-

al cosmic power; it is love that created 

man and that bows down over him, as 

the Good Samaritan bent down to the 

wounded and robbed man, lying on 

the side of the road that went down 

from Jerusalem to Jericho.” (Benedict 

XVI, 2006b). In Jesus Christ, this divine 

love becomes oblative love. This offer-

ing is celebrated and is present in the 

Eucharist, Sacramentum Caritatis. The 

Eucharistic transformation leads to the 

mission of charitable intervention un-

derstood as interpersonal transforma-

tion that gives continuity to the obla-

tion of Christ. Eros/agape unity makes 

the relationships in the Spirit dynam-

ic. In fact, the poor don’t only ask for 

guidelines (content), material support, 

or technically appropriate attention. 

They want a personal, emotional and 

physical (miseri cor dare) relationship 

(DCE 34): do you believe in my pos-

sibilities? Ours is a relational charita-

ble faith in Jesus Christ and the con-

tents of faith can be understood only 

through this relationship of charitable 

love (Pompey, 2006, p.119).

3.3 The formation of the heart – charity’s 

dimension of witness (DCE 31; 36ff.)

The Pope mentions as the second 

feature the response to immediate 

needs, the urgency and need to prac-

tice charity with professional compe-

tence and training (DCE 31a). At the 

same time, the document underlines 

the need for a formation of the heart 

– I believe it is precisely this second 

part that the Pope intends to high-

light, whereby the theology of chari-

ty plays an important role in training 

programs for workers in terms of per-

sonal growth and to grow in the faith, 

that they may live the encounter with 

God in Christ, which enables them to 

witness the love of God in those re-

lationships of service in an authentic 

way, thus neither imposed nor artifi-

cial. The formation of the heart should 

not be understood as a communica-

tion technique but as a personal pres-

ence motivated by faith. Spiritual for-

mation and spiritual life in charitable 

relations, the practice of faith in the 

community of love nourished from its 

source, create a culture of witness of 

the merciful love of God, its gratuitous 

and personal nature. 

We need research, formation of train-

ers, accompanying processes, shared 

spaces, resources and time destined 

to this task in order to better experi-

ence the love of Christ that compels 

us (2 Cor 5:14). In a society that is dis-

tant from the Church but where, at the 

same time, we maintain a vast network 

of charitable services, we are lacking 

a sufficient number of people eager to 

collaborate in these experiences and 

to this culture of love. It is thus equally 

important to create areas for gradual 

evangelization within our structures, 

in full respect of individual freedom, 

yet always proposing who we are and 

what we share. 

In this prolusion could not be missing, 

as an integral part of this living herit-

age, examples of the saints of chari-

ty, and especially Mary, Mother of the 

Lord (DCE 40-42). However, more than 

a simple historical memory, the Saints 

accompany us spiritually, we can share 

their life, whence flow sources of inspi-

ration, whence lasting organisms are 

created, renewed charismas, such as 

the Society of Saint Vincenzo de Paoli, 

whose charitable family dates back to 

the seventeenth century.
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3.4 Ecumenical openness in the theolo-

gical dialogue on charitable intervention 

The Encyclical had a great resonance 

in the various confessions and it reaf-

firmed ongoing openness and cooper-

ation in this field, in which we share, in 

the Christian religion, a common Chris-

tological and biblical heritage, even 

on ecclesiological matters (Pompey, 

2006, p.113; Pompey, 2007 pp.143ff.). 

The Pope invites to this ecumenical 

openness towards the Protestant di-

akonia and the Orthodox philanthropy, 

not only at inter-confessional level, but 

also by creating interfaith bridges on 

the theme of compassion and love. In 

this regard, shared research projects, 

conferences, concrete collaboration at 

local level, and international coopera-

tion projects, are of great importance. 

4. The theology of charity as a distin-

ctive theological science 

With different gestures, the papacy of 

Benedict XVI, and the present one of 

Pope Francis embody the centrality of 

love in Christian life and in the evan-

gelizing mission of the Church today. 

This shift towards the heart of the Chri-

stian faith involves a practical effort of 

witness and an integral synthesis of 

ecclesial identity in the interrelation 

between leiturgia, martyria and diako-

nia for our time. The deep reflection 

of the Encyclical on the relationship 

between justice and charity (DCE 26-

29) serves not only to understand the 

interrelationship between justice and 

charity or to safeguard religious free-

dom in independent charitable acti-

vity. It also helps to carry out discern-

ment between the Church’s mission to 

establish a just order through the gui-

dance of consciences by means of the 

principles expressed in Church Social 

Doctrine, and the obligations of State 

and the political realm.

The lay faithful engaged in society de-

serve a central role in this field, guided 

by the principles of CSD (practice of 

justice), but for the Church there re-

mains above all the service of charity 

in the community of love as opus pro-

prium, with its specific characteristics 

as seen in the previous chapters. In my 

view, this expression of the Church’s 

deepest nature, also requires a dedi-

cated environment for reflection, rese-

arch, training and orientation, so that 

the Church, in her Caritas and other 

ecclesial organisms for charitable en-

gagement may: 

a) offer an effective response to the 

need for a formation of the heart of 

its members (DC 31a), in the context 

of an organized service in a com-

plex society with various actors.

b) constantly improve organized ser-

vice and the witness that it implies. 

c) establish a dialogue on scientific 

grounds with other human scienc-

es, focused on charitable interven-

tion and its coordination.

d) foster the development of a specif-

ic scientific approach (love under-

stood as epistemological principle).

e) ensure methodical feedback on the 

theology and on the Church on the 

basis of practical experience. 

f) achieve greater interdisciplinary co-

operation within theological disci-

plines on charity and love. 

I shall hereby detail the distinctive el-

ements of this discipline with the fol-

lowing diagram, based on reflections 

contained in the Encyclical Deus Cari-

tasEst and on the contributions of col-

leagues from Freiburg and Olomouc.

In this conceptual chart the theology 

of charity is meant to facilitate the the-

ological foundation of the practice of 

charity in truth, starting from the reve-

lation of the Trinitarian God as a com-

munity of love. The central theological 

contributions to this ministry (system-

atic theology) and philosophy further 

support conceptual understanding in 

its connection with anthropology. This 

part will provide the theological foun-

dations for the service of charity in the 

communities of love. 

The diagram continues with a dou-

ble-linked development: existential 

and ethical dimensions with respective 

sciences and functions, which include 

various scientific foundations. The dif-

ferent tasks are to maintain: an interdis-

ciplinary, thriving theological dialogue 

with other human and social sciences 

on the essence of love / charity;  its 

role as a theological ambit; its scope as 

a transforming energy, at individual lev-

el and in the community alike; its epis-

temological capacity ad intra (for the 

faith and the ecclesial reality), but also 

ad extra, in social analysis. 

The diagram then tackles the plane of 

the objectives in its two complementa-

ry dimensions, that are embodied also 

in biblical expression and experience, 

as well as in Christian charitable activ-

ity, which, at the same time, respond to 

an integral anthropological vision. 

The diagram mainly reflects the inter-

disciplinary nature of the theology of 

charity, which is not limited only to as-

pects of theological rootedness: start-

ing from this theoretical corpus, the 

point of arrival is the analysis of con-

crete practice in organisms coupled 

by critical reflection and a joint elabo-

ration of best practices so that the ser-

vice of charity may increasingly be au-

thentic witness of the love of God. 
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Diagram 1: Conceptual table of the Theology of Charity 
REVELATION OF GOD AS A TRINITARIAN COMMUNITY OF LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST

THEOLOGY & PHILOSOPHY (REFLECTION AND TEACHINGS ON GOD)
INCARNATED ANTHROPOLOGY (TEACHINGS ON MANKIND)

FUNDAMENTALS OF THE SERVICE OF LOVE IN THE COMMUNITY OF LOVE

Existential/Ontological Dimensions of 
Charitable Service

Ethical Dimensions of 
Charitable Service

Practical Caritas- 
Theology

Human Sciences Individual-Ethics Social-Ethics

Constitutive function Support function Guidance function Accompanying function

Spiritual-existential 
support and healing

Physical-medical, 
psychological, 

social-material helping 
and healing

Personal Moral Guidance
Structural Improvement of 

Living Conditions

Love in Truth - via maestra of the theology for the Service and Community of Love
Power of Love

Fondamenti scientifici
Dogmatics, Spirituality, 

Pastoral, Missiology

Scientific Fundamentals 
Natural and Social 

Sciences (Medicine, 
Psychology, Pedagogy, 

Social Services, etc.).

Scientific Fundamentals 
Moral Theology, 

especially Virtue Ethics

Scientific Fundamentals 
CST and Social Morals 

(Social Encyclicals)

Objective
Mediation and Renewal of 
Strength to live, life 

energy, courage and 
motivation

Sense of Life, concepts 
of life, perspectives 
on life 

Support through
 Experienced faith 
Practice of Hope and 
Love
in face-to-face 
relationships or
“Communities of love” in 
parishes through 
Sharing Life, 
Sharing Suffering and 
Sharing Faith.

Objective
Restoration and 
preservation of life 
essentials in its various 
dimensions
bodied, 
cognitive, 
psychical, 
social, 
material, 
political.

Objective
Micro-systemic 
preservation of the 
ethical limits in the field 
of charitable services 
and in the beneficiary’s 
way of life: 
Do not lie, 
Do not cheat, 
Do not exploit, 
Do not abuse, 
Do not destroy

Objective
Macro-systemic social 
principles for the way 
of life 
Common Good
Solidarity 
Subsidiarity 
Sustainability 
Order of life and 

preservation of the
physical, 
biologic, 
social, 
economic and 
political 
Living Conditions. 

Biblical orientations
Spiritual Works of Mercy 
and the Gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, and the “Hymn to 

Love” (1Cor 13)

Biblical orientations
Corporal Works of 

Mercy, the Speech on 
the Final Judgement 

(Mt 25,31-46), 
the Good Samaritan 

(Lc 10,25-37)

Biblical orientations
Decalogue 

Biblical orientations
The Beatitudes in the 

Sermon of the Mount (Mt 
5,3-12)
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TESTIMONIES

Marina Almeida Costa 
Caritas Cabo Verde

1. Context

Cape Verde is a country made up of 

an archipelago of 10 islands, of which 

nine are inhabited. It has a resident 

population of 578,342 inhabitants; due 

to successive waves of drought, many 

residents were forced to emigrate in 

search of better living conditions. To-

day, the reality of the country is char-

acterized by a diaspora in all over the 

world that is double the number of 

the resident population, with a history 

marked by a mixture of races, cultures 

and peoples that generated the so-

called “people of the islands”, deeply 

characterized by the active presence 

of Christianity (Catholicism), so that, in 

the 90s, Catholics represented more 

than 95% of the population (today they 

are approximately 87%).  

1.1. Caritas in Cape Verde:

Caritas Cape Verde was established in 

1976, in the years following the inde-

pendence of the country. It is present 

over all the national territory through 

the parish Caritas and their branch-

es in the communities, animated and 

coordinated by two diocesan Caritas 

(that of Santiago and that of Mindelo). 

In recent years, Caritas has accompa-

nied families, encouraging self-pro-

motion and increasing dignity of living 

conditions through concrete respons-

es to situations of vulnerability caused 

by drought in the areas of economy, 

housing, and the environment, pro-

viding training, education and citizen-

ship to all sectors of the population 

(children, youth, women and families). 

The commitment of  Caritas is not only 

focused on the “poor”, but also reach-

es out to students (with the summer 

courses organized in the 80s and 90s) 

and more recently,  by animating and 

promoting the creation of the Asso-

ciation of Catholic managers, entre-

preneurs and professionals of Cape 

Verde. Its mission remains up to date 

and punctual, attentive to the signs of 
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the times (the context of the country 

and people’s living conditions). It has a 

network of about 1,000 volunteers on 

the islands and in the communities. 

1.2. Projects promoted by Caritas have 

a human dimension. 

Caritas promotes initiatives that can be 

implemented according to personal 

abilities and that are not imposed, but 

are the result of individual and family 

choices, based on an analysis con-

ducted at family and community lev-

els. In choosing the projects, both the 

Caritas antennas (Caritas members 

who live in the communities, whose 

mission is to accompany the most 

vulnerable families in their process of 

development), and the families play a 

crucial role. The antennas in fact are 

responsible for following, advising 

and accompanying the families in a 

perspective of empowerment and 

sharing (knowledge, skills and mutual 

support). In this way, the family that is 

facing the situation of vulnerability is 

supported by the antenna, who takes 

care of its condition and mobilizes 

the necessary efforts (the network of 

parish diocesan, national and interna-

tional Caritas) to help the family get 

up on its feet again.  The case is well 

described in a song by a group of a re-

mote community of St. John the Bap-

tist, on the island of Santiago, which 

says: “Caritas Cape Verde, I have no 

words to thank you, I now have before 

me an example to offer my children, I 

know that happiness is in front of me, 

my dreams are beginning to come 

true, oh, Caritas, you deserve better 

and better…” 

1.3: Projects promoted by Caritas 

bring the live (incarnated) Gospel to 

people:  

Being with and together with those 

who are in a situation of vulnerability is 

an attitude that is rooted in the ‘’prefer-

ential option for the poor” (the essence 

and guiding principle of Caritas). Cari-

tas Cape Verde seeks to nurture these 

principles in its own workers through 

an ongoing formation: on the social 

doctrine of the Church, through re-

treats and meetings organized every 

year in different places of the country 

where Caritas is more present (Santia-

go, Santo Antão and São Vicente). 

Moreover, every year, Caritas pro-

motes the Lenten Message of the Holy 

Father, trying to develop those insights 

that facilitate conversion and commit-

ment. The reflection on the Lenten 

Message exceeds the internal dimen-

sion of the national Caritas network, as 

other ecclesial movements usually re-

quest it in order to spread it.

Being with and together with consists 

in home visits (decreasing in recent 

years), which are still being carried out 

when someone in the community has 

problems and is without the support of 

his family. In this case, the local Cari-

tas antennas offer this support-service 

and actively involve the community. 

(Djunta mon = to join hands = mutual 

support).  

2. Challenges to live Charity

(Being available, putting yourself in 

someone else’s shoes, being a mes-

senger).

Sometimes, when we visit the commu-

nities, we are surprised when they tell 

us that Caritas members are always 

present, even if they cannot offer fi-

nancial or material support- one knows 

that at all times one can count on Cari-

tas. Often, when talking to people, I 

jokingly ask how this is possible, and 

the answer is: “We know that if there is 

a great difficulty, we can always count 

on Caritas, because it is present.” This 

makes us reflect and confirms us in our 

conviction of how important the pres-

ence is, not so much of someone who 

has a lot to offer, but as someone who 

is there to listen, understand (although 

you cannot do so completely) and is 

willing to help, or how important it is to 

put yourself in someone else’s shoes. 

(Being a messenger):

To become messengers, someone 

has to send us first... Today, being a 

messenger is a difficult task, even in 

our own societies (small, but in con-

nection with the world through tech-

nological means of information and 

communication). Our society is in-

creasingly aware, informed, active; but 

it is also an environment in which the 

”EGO” tends to dominate, often forget-

ting that we are part of a whole. There is 
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room for everyone. Hence, there is the 

need for better organization, forming 

and offering the opportunity for every 

member to feel part of a whole; ... Here 

I am ... but not in my name but in the 

name of He who sent me (in this case 

the Church).  The identity of the mes-

senger is very important for the service 

of charity! I am not doing this myself, I 

am doing it in the name of He who sent 

me. But it is necessary that everyone 

assume his own responsibilities and 

treat each “member” with respect and 

“affection”! If one person is ill, then he 

will be an absence for all.  

Caritas Cape Verde has an identity: it is a 

(living) organism of the Catholic Church, 

that radiates Charity, with the goal of 

fostering the integral promotion of the 

human person through solidarity and 

social justice, anytime and anywhere. 

This is our commitment, with an em-

phasis on the promotion of social jus-

tice in the light of the Gospel that gives 

meaning and quality to human life.  

To conclude, I would like to quote: 

A “wise woman” from a community 

once told me: “…You know, we do ap-

preciate your good will and your ded-

ication…but we cannot change the 

world by ourselves, others must be 

willing to change it, too…” (Mima from 

São João Baptista – Santiago).  

As Christians, we suffer for the suffering 

of others, but we rejoice in others’ hap-

piness and, above all, we know that the 

strength of the Holy Spirit is in us. 

We are Caritas 

And Caritas… is the Love of God. (Deus 

Caritas Est) 
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Roy Moussalli 
Syrian Society for Social Development

I am honoured to be amongst you to-

day participating in the theological and 

pastoral reflection and celebration of 

God’s Love expressed in a special way 

in this encyclical. 

My name is Roy Moussalli, and I come 

from Damascus. It could seem that it 

is a priority for me to stay in Damascus 

those few days with all the needs in the 

field, however the sharing of the word, 

our shared prayer and liturgy and our 

fellowship and reflection together on 

God and his manifestations are vital for 

me and for our diakonia. 

I was born in Damascus, have made 

my studies in between Damascus and 

Beirut, graduating from the American 

university of Beirut in the field of En-

gineering. Two years after graduation 

during the civil war in Lebanon, I had to 

make an important decision in my life 

then, and after a long discernment, I 

had peace to go back to Syria, to finish 

the military service and “submit myself 

to every human authority for the Lord’s 

sake” as St Peter asks in his first epis-

tle. This was my option if I wanted to 

be available to serve my people.  My 

other option would have been to emi-

grate like all the other good Christians 

to Canada or the USA or Australia…This 

erosion is continuing and increasing 

amongst Christians and others

Today I am still in Syria, my family is 

split between Beirut Lebanon and Da-

mascus Syria, and I lead a local organ-

isation I have helped found, the Syrian 

Society for Social Development know 

as SSSD. 

SSSD comprises of a team of almost 

1500 staff and volunteers, 300 of them 

are full time paid staff, working in 8 

governorates in Syria, serving more 

than 200,000 persons per year, in var-

ious sectors of Psychosocial support, 

education, shelter rehabilitation, vo-

cational training, small business pro-

jects and health. Protection is our main 

Dear brothers and sisters, Your Eminence, Your Excellency, 
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focus, with child protection, gender 

based violence and legal documen-

tation support being our core activ-

ities. Our target group are the most 

marginalized populations; juvenile of-

fenders, unaccompanied or separat-

ed children, persons with disabilities, 

working children and those that have 

dropped out from school, abused and 

at risk children and women, and other 

persons and communities that have 

been displaced or affected by the cri-

sis that has been going on for the last 

five years in Syria. 

We work in collective shelters (usually 

schools transformed in shelters), com-

munity centres, and protection centres 

(for juveniles or Person With Disability) 

in almost 100 locations in Syria. 

Many of our team have themselves 

been affected or displaced from their 

homes, and some have been dis-

placed several times. (One out of 2 

Syrian has been displaced and lost his 

home). Many have lost dear ones be-

cause of the fighting. Some have tak-

en refuge in neighbouring countries, 

some made it to Europe (almost 40 of 

our volunteers) , and some could not 

make to Europe and drowned in the 

sea trying to make their way out of Syr-

ia. (Our friend Samir a volunteer from 

hassakeh, had to flee his town when 

Daesh invaded it. When they came 

back, his daughter had been trauma-

tized by the experience and could not 

bear any sound of fire arms. They de-

cided to take her away to safer land 

and drowned with his daughter away 

from the places that have traumatized 

her). Some team members have lost 

their lives during this war inside Syria. 

I cannot remember all of them!

In our region, what is happening seems 

to be part of the usual history. On my fa-

ther’s side, his family was displaced from 

North Syria, now in south Turkey during 

the genocide against Armenians and 

Syriacs. This is a state of mind whereby 

the other and different is rejected and 

expelled. This is ongoing today. 

With no abundance of Love or even 

an experience of it, fear seems to be a 

predominant feeling. 

My mother was born on the street 

called straight in Damascus, in a house 

few hundred meters from Ananias’ 

house. That tradition is very different 

from my father’s. It is a tradition where 

communities of different faiths, Muslim 

Christians and Jews have lived togeth-

er in harmony for many centuries. It is 

a tradition based on a transforming ex-

perience of persons and relationships, 

it is based on the Damascene experi-

ence, an experience of embracing the 

other and the different, an embrace of 

the different, a celebration of the dif-

ferences, of love that never fails.

It is very indicative that the encycli-

cal was published on the feast of the 

conversion of St. Paul. Saul the perse-

cutor was feared, and the fear of him 

was significant, and those beyond the 

borders of Palestine trembled at the 

mention of the name of this “wolf” who 

stalked “the fold of the Lamb”. 

Saul said “I would hunt them down 

even in distant cities.  (Acts 26:11)

Saul was not very different from the 

terrorists of today. Now not only you 

hear about them, but you see them, 

and this is very sad!

We, in Damascus have been very im-

pacted and influenced by the encoun-

ter of Paul and Ananias. When Anani-

as shares the events, he says “Lord, I 

have heard by many of this man, how 

much evil he hath done to thy saints at 

Jerusalem: And here he hath authority 

from the chief priests to bind all that 

call on thy name.” Act 9:13-14  

“Putting his hands on him (on Saul), 

immediately there fell from his eyes 

as it had been scales: and he received 

sight forthwith, and arose, and was 

baptized.”  

We in Damascus are very touched by the 

symbolism carried by Paul’s experience

Paul in his words gives a slight touch 

and says that “A certain Ananias, who 

was a devout man with respect to the 

Law and who was highly regarded by 

all the Jews living there, came to me. 

He stood beside me and said, ‘Brother 

Saul, receive your sight!’ At that mo-

ment I could see him”. (Act 22:12 -13)  I 

could see Him.

It was not a question of regaining his 

sight. The transformation was that the 

prosecutor who was not able to see 

and accept the other was transformed 

by the Love of God shown thru the 

unconditional love and acceptance of 

the persecuted who was Ananias. An 

edifying model, but a challenging call. 

Paul and his mission were crucial in 

the edification of the church. The mod-

el of Ananias in his faithfulness, his 

trust and his Agape was instrumental 

in defining the course and the soul of 

the church. Ananias is a model for us 

in those troubled times where afflic-

tion and persecution are becoming a 

norm. He is an inspiration challenging 

us to abide by the love of God, extend-

ing our hand to the persecutor, to the 

different, extending our hand over him 

and embracing him. It is our call; in the 

Middle East it is our destiny!

Our fears as Christians have led us to 

erecting walls of protection under var-

ious excuses. Some are very relevant. 

We might have two tendencies that 

are pitfalls; either of retracting in our 

shell or to live charity as an act of giv-

ing. Showing how wonderful we are. 

In SSSD, our local NGO in Syria, we 

have chosen to create the space that 

each one can consider his, appropriate 

for himself, a space where each one 

comes from different religious, cultural 

and ethnical backgrounds, fulfilling his 

call and growing with the others. 
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It is always a challenge of living charity 

and at the same time be nourished by 

it, give love and receive love. 

In the relief and humanitarian efforts in 

the Syrian and other crisis in the world, 

there is a focus on self-care, the need 

for relief workers to take a cut time 

from the field and rest. In our Chris-

tian and other religious approach-

es prayer is concretely and urgently 

needed. In a deeper step, the encyc-

lical stresses beautifully the fact that 

to become a source of Love, one must 

constantly drink a new from the orig-

inal source, which is Jesus Christ, from 

whose pierced heart flows the love of 

God.  The encyclical later continues to 

clarify that only in the light of contem-

plation, will he be able to take upon 

himself the needs of others and make 

them his own. 

In Syria, in our work with the vulner-

able, the juveniles, the prisoners, the 

persons with disability, and now in 

the crisis with all those afflicted by it, 

broken and lost, we are coming to the 

realisation that we have to be able to 

get renewed, inspired by ongoing con-

templations and thru contemplation 

understand the experiences we go 

thru with the broken, discovering the 

hidden Godly presence. 

Jean Vanier and Ron Nikkel, two men 

and prophets of the modern times 

have been inspirations and mentors 

to me and helped in the development 

and growth of our ministry. 

Jean Vanier, the founder of L’Arche and 

Faith & Light and with whom I have 

worked for the last 30 years around 

persons with disabilities, their friends 

and family members, has helped me 

deepen our experiences and under-

stand how God has chosen the fool-

ish things of the world and the weak 

to confound the wise and the strong. 

A pierced heart shows the love of God, 

a crucified hanging body on the cross, 

completely disabled and dying, gives 

life. A disfigured face shows beauty 

and reveals beauty. 

In a process similar to our reflection 

in this congress we try to go at SSSD, 

through a process we call spiritual for-

mation where we try to contemplate 

and dwell on those experiences, de-

scribe them and verbalise them so we 

can discover God revealed to us in the 

poor, the weak, and the crucified. 

Ron Nikkel has been president of 

Prison Fellowship international for 35 

years; I have worked with him for 13 

years, and he has helped understand 

thru his experience in more than 2000 

prisons in 120 countries, and thru our 

work, the meaning and implications of 

Mathew 25, “I was hungry, and you gave 

me something to eat. I was thirsty, and 

you gave me something to drink. I was 

a stranger, and you welcomed me. I 

was naked, and you clothed me. I was 

sick, and you took care of me. I was in 

prison, and you visited me.’”

Our contemplation is helping in dis-

covering that He is revealed in the 

hearts and the lives and the distress of 

the people. 

The Prison Fellowship ministry of the 

Coptic Catholic Church in Egypt has 

even taken the name “Jesus the pris-

oner” underlying the fact that too of-

ten, we go, serve and perform an act 

of charity in the name of Jesus at the 

time when he “(made himself of no 

reputation, and) took upon him the 

form of a servant, (and was made in 

the likeness of men: And being found 

in fashion as a man), he humbled him-

self, and became obedient unto death, 

even the death of the cross”. (Php 2:7-8)  

Sharing and walking in this discovery 

journey and process all of us, from the 

various religious and cultural back-

grounds, is a gift we have been given 

in the midst of the most complicated 

and challenging times. For us it is a 

miracle. 

In our world of division, we have been 

called to help in the restoration of lives 

and the rebuilding of communities. 

Especially with juveniles, we have de-

veloped programs that are based on 

the restorative justice approach. We 

have used programs developed joint-

ly with the centre for justice and rec-

onciliation. A victim empathy program 

developed and used within SSSD is 

based on the Sycamore tree project, 

based on the story of Jesus and Zac-

chaeus, the corrupt tax collector who 

promised to repay the people he had 

extorted. This program brings groups 

of victims into prisons to meet with 

groups of “unrelated” offenders. Juve-

nile offenders discuss issues related 

to crime and discover the impact of 

crime on themselves, on their victims, 

on their respective families and on the 

community and society in general, 

clearly decreasing recidivism. 

It was important and important for us 

SSSD, to develop and promote restor-

ative justice in criminal justice sys-

tems, as it is an important contempo-

rary expression of biblical standards 

of justice. While operating within the 

Christian tradition, there is common 

ground and collaboration with people 

from all backgrounds and traditions. 

This restorative justice approach in-

cluded mediation programs and other 

various programs like circles of sup-

port and accountability to help re-

leased juveniles in aftercare programs.

This has been achieved with a lot of 

success at the individual level. Now 

with the crisis, we have a mission of 

creating spaces where persons of var-

ious communities that have been sep-

arated by reasons due to the conflict 

can come together rediscovering their 

common humanity, realising that we 

have all been impacted, we all have 

been hurt and broken. 
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One program we are developing and 

implementing at a pilot stage target-

ing those affected by the crisis is to 

address the prevention of the propa-

gation of violence so each one is not 

taken into that cycle of violence but 

can accept the risk of dying to aggres-

siveness and rivalry in order to discov-

er a new freedom and a new fecundi-

ty through dialogue. Those little and 

nascent experiences we have seen 

are very encouraging and prepare us 

for much needed and greater work in 

dialogue and reconciliation. 

Jean Vanier in his book From Broken-

ness to Community says that “We give 

dignity to each other by the way we lis-

ten to each other, in a spirit of trust and 

dying to oneself so that the other may 

live, grow and give”.

By the way we are listening to the bro-

ken and to the wounded and creating 

this space we are able to introduce a 

spirit and a culture of acknowledging 

the other and different, of listening to 

each other leading to an acceptance. 

This is a long journey to Agape, but we 

believe in what we have seen and ex-

perienced, and are confident that He 

is leading us in preparing the ways of 

the Lord. 

To conclude, I again thank you for in-

cluding me and what I represent in this 

important journey in the Church and its 

reflection and deepening on God and 

his loving nature; and I thank you and 

thank our Holy Father, Pope Francis for 

his message to the workers of the Syr-

ian and Iraqi crisis humanitarian worker 

of his profound proximity and solidarity 

with all those in this hardship and suf-

fering from the tragical consequences 

of this crisis. 

We are concerned for our beloved 

land, and the safety and resiliency of 

our people, but there is no fear from 

whomever (even from people like 

Saul), there is no fear in Love, there is 

no fear in Him. 

In Him, there is only a healing love, and 

love for all, as love never fails.

Thank you
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Alejandro Marius 
Asociación Civil Trabajo y Persona

First of all, I would like to thank the 

Pontifical Council Cor Unum for the 

invitation, in the persons of the Sec-

retary, Msgr. Giampietro Dal Toso, and 

the Under-Secretary, Msgr. Segundo 

Tejado Muñoz. I also wish to greet the 

His Eminences and Excellencies pres-

ent and all the participants in this im-

portant gathering.

Charity is not a set of initiatives aimed 

at solving social problems in the best 

possible way. For this, I wish to share 

with you how I came to realize that I 

was the object of God’s love, how he 

reached out to me and how this then 

moved me to reach out to others.

The phrase I heard more often as a 

boy was one my father, Luis Enrique 

Marius, used to say: “He who does not 

work should not eat.” And not in theo-

ry, because with him I discovered how 

hard and important is manual labor, 

while together with my brother and 

the rest of the family we built our own 

home. My mother was a testimony of 

marital love for her husband during her 

whole life, and an example of abnega-

tion and passion for me and my four 

younger siblings’ education.

For this, I am grateful to God for giving 

me faith, for the gifts freely received, 

for my Baptism and for my parents, 

whom I thank because they were an 

important starting point for me, and 

that in them I witnessed an experience 

of love and hard work. 

God has always placed on my path 

important people and moments that 

have helped me to acknowledge him 

and therefore, to come to understand 

what I am called to. For this, I fully 

agree when the Deus Caritas Est (n. 1) 

states: “Being Christian is not the result 

of an ethical choice or a lofty idea, but 

the encounter with an event, a person, 

which gives life a new horizon and a de-

cisive direction”.

I earned my Bachelor of Science de-

gree in Electronic Engineering in 1993; 

I got married in 1997 and we had four 
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beautiful daughters. I worked suc-

cessfully in a multinational company, 

but at one point in my life I started ask-

ing myself some questions: what does 

it mean to live family life while trave-

ling 20 times a year and not being able 

to be next to your wife? How can I be a 

good husband, father, friend and citi-

zen while being so absent? What good 

are success and money if I did not take 

into account God’s plan for my life? In 

the end, everything brought me back 

to- and continues to bring me back to- 

the big question of my vocation, that 

is, what God calls me to do today.

Another important sign was when my 

wife said to me one day: “When you 

help others, your eyes shine more 

brightly than when you conclude a big 

deal in your work”! Having a wife and 

four daughters, I have learned to listen 

to women and I know that many times 

they are right. 

On this journey, an significant friend-

ship has been with Mother Cristiana 

Piccardo, who was then Abbess of the 

Trappist Benedictine Monastery of Hu-

mocaro, in Venezuela. Talking to her on 

many occasions, I came to understand 

and focus on the experience of St. Ben-

edict and his rule Ora et Labora, and it 

became clearer to me the task to which 

God was calling me. Over a thousand 

years ago, in a world in ruins, the Ben-

edictine experience restored the value 

of the person and of work, thus laying 

the foundations for the development of 

the whole Western world. 

The world today is experiencing a ma-

jor crisis, perhaps not comparable to 

that of the Roman Empire at the time 

of its fall, and Venezuela is no excep-

tion. We live in a very complex reality, 

which many of you know well.

During his trip to my continent, Pope 

Francis said that “You do not love con-

cepts or ideas, ... you love people” and 

“ideologies always end up in violence 

against people.” In my own country, I 

see just how much ideas are loved 

more than persons: our reality is polar-

ized and it is a great challenge to live 

following what the today’s reading has 

proposed to us: to love our enemies.

After the entire journey that I men-

tioned and seeing the situation in my 

country, I decided to undertake a work 

that would serve to job train people 

who had had fewer opportunities. It 

took me a whole year to be able to 

implement the idea, without depriving 

my family of what was necessary: food, 

shelter, education and health care.

I then did the opposite of what more 

than one million Venezuelans who left 

their country did: I gave up my job in an 

Italian company where I had an Exec-

utive post and a good salary, to stay in 

Venezuela and create a social project. 

So, in 2010, Trabajo y Persona was born, 

along with my idea of being a monk as 

well, because - as Mother Cristiana 

once told me - “they were people just 

like us, but they knew that God created 

the world so that man could complete 

it, bring it to perfection and fulfill it as 

the incarnation of his divine will and his 

eternal desire to love”.

It was not easy in the beginning: I had in 

mind a project to achieve, a job training 

center as I had seen in Italy, but it was 

only an idea, a way to achieve the mis-

sion, not its essence. As Pope Francis 

says, “Reality imposes itself upon ide-

as”: in one year they changed the law 

in Venezuela, and my idea shattered to 

pieces, requiring me to search among 

the realities in the field of training and 

formation that already existed and to 

begin serving them: the Salesians, 

Jesuits, small religious congregations, 

community centers, churches, parish-

es, etc., any stable reality with the vo-

cation to serve the poorest segments 

of society and offer job training for 

youths and women. 

In that moment, a phrase of Pope Ben-

edict has been crucial for me: “The 

contribution of Christians is decisive 

only if the knowledge of faith becomes 

knowledge of reality, the key to judg-

ment and transformation.” Following 

this line, I started to meet people in 

companies, universities, education 

centers for the poor, and began mak-

ing innovative proposals in the field of 

job training. New assignments were 

created, entrepreneurship as a pos-

sibility of self-employment and syn-

ergies that did not exist before in my 

country. 

I realized that even greater than our 

projects is His will and His love for us, 

which is manifested in the concrete-

ness of life, and that we must fol-

low. It is from such a love that always 

precedes us, and the consciousness 

of our need for love - that can give rise 

to initiatives and the capacity to love 

each other  - and not vice versa.

Various training programs were es-

tablished in association with other 

institutions: chocolatier courses for 

vulnerable women, furniture-maker 

courses for youths, training courses 

for hairdressers, new university cours-

es on self-propelled mechanics for 

young people and so on, all of which 

are tailored and created in collabora-

tion with business companies, train-

ing centers and universities in various 

cities around Venezuela: a true con-

cert of organizations in search of the 

common good in a country where this 

does not often happen.

Therefore, new criteria arose in the 

projects. For example, in 2015, we de-

cided not to increase the number of 

courses and participants without first 

focusing on two aspects:
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The accompaniment of those who 

had already completed the courses 

and supporting access to raw ma-

terials, equipment, professional up-

dating, participation in events and 

micro-finance.

Sustainability. Together with KAKAO, 

a high-profile company of home-

made chocolate, we started pro-

ducing the first chocolate collec-

tion with a social impact and we are 

transforming some training centers 

into workshop schools, not only for 

the economic viability but also for 

the start-up of a productive and high 

quality job.

Two internationally renowned insti-

tutions have recognized what we are 

achieving in Venezuela and our work 

method. It is the Schwab Foundation 

of the World Economic Forum, who 

awarded us the Social Entrepreneur-

ship Award in 2015, and also the Asho-

ka, for having entered into the world’s 

largest network of entrepreneurs.

People were very surprised to see 

me happy but not as euphoric as 

others, because I would explain to 

them that, in the end, it was all thanks 

to my hands but with His strength. 

On receiving the award, in the final ad-

dress, I quoted one who has been a 

key person in my maturity in the faith, 

Don Luigi Giussani, the founder of the 

movement Communion and Liberation 

to which I belong, when he said that 

“the forces that change history are the 

same that change the human heart”.

What can truly change the human 

heart and draw it to Himself is His 

Presence; it is the God who became 

man with all his love and his mercy. 

Change begins with an encounter with 

one person, then with twelve and then 

it can reach everyone. So the value 

of the person is important, as well as 

knowing that we know how to place 

the person at the center of a social 

program, a company, a government or 

any other institution.

“What are human beings that you 

spare a thought for them, or the son 

of man that you care for him? Yet you 

have made him little less than a god, 

you have crowned him with glory and 

beauty” Psalm 8: 4-5

Man is a sinner, but at the same time, 

“a little less than a god” (can we im-

agine that?). We have strived to carry 

out our initiatives in keeping this well 

in mind and with the knowledge that 

every person is related with the in-

finite, with God.

This is what has happened to a young 

27 year-old single mother who lives 

alone with her autistic seven year old 

son in one of the many poor neighbor-

hoods in the outskirts of Caracas. In 

2014, she took our chocolatier course 

and it took her two hours to get there 

and two to get back home, all this for a 

month and a half. Then, she went on to 

attend support activities and took the 

course we designed with a University. 

Knowing the country’s difficult situa-

tion, I asked her how she managed to 

support herself and her son by making 

chocolate, and if she hadn’t received 

other offers. In fact, she told me that 

she had been offered to enter into the 

smuggling business, where she would 

have been able to earn much more 

money. I then asked her what she had 

decided, and this was her answer: 

“True, I could earn a lot more money, 

but money passes, whereas I want to 

build a solid future for myself and my 

son in the chocolate industry: that is 

why I am attending the university; how 

could I ever look into my son’s eyes if I 

were to take up smuggling?”. 

Another 19-year-old boy lost his moth-

er at 14 and was living in extreme pov-

erty and marginalization. He attended 

our intensive course in mechanics and 

found a job; but he was asked to be a 

spy for the Union. He refused and got 

fired. His girlfriend’s family despised 

him because he did not study or have 

a job, so he decided to put an end to 

their relationship so as not to make 

her suffer. When he learned that I had 

come to his city to attend a new course 

with Ford Motors, he literally walked 

for 15 km (because he could not pay for 

the bus fare), and sought me out to ask 

for an opportunity. We ended up talk-

ing about the importance of his love 

for his girlfriend and the importance of 

study and work. In the end, he was ad-

mitted to the course and his girlfriend 

looked him up to rekindle their rela-

tionship. He accepted and after a few 

months she asked that their engage-

ment become official. He graduated as 

one of the top of his class and before 

the year was over, he was living with 

his girlfriend in Caracas and asked me 

and my collaborator Mariloly to be his 

wedding witnesses and told us of his 

projects for the future. At that point, I 

understood that both he and his girl-

friend were members of an Evangeli-

cal Church, so I asked him: “You know 

that I am a Catholic: what does your 

Pastor think about this?” And he told 

me that he has already talked to him 

about the situation and that for his 

Pastor, the important thing is that he 

has someone to accompany him in his 

journey of faith in marriage. 

The world needs these types of ex-

periences of change where money, 

ideology or power are inaccessible, 

because the heart of man is made for 

truth and when he recognizes it, he 

wants to inevitably adhere to it.

For me, this is Deus Caritas Est: the 

same method that Christ used to meet 

others. Thank you.
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“Yet the promotion of justice  through efforts 

to bring about openness of mind and will to 

the demands of the common good is some-

thing which concerns the Church deeply.”  

DCE 28a

This presentation aims to motivate us 

all to enhance the culture of innovation 

for development, based on Deus Chari-

tas est. Let me start by stating where I 

come from and my motivation for this 

presentation. I was born in a middle 

class family in Brazil. My initial forma-

tion was very much influenced by the 

Benedictines and the Vincentians: 

St. Benedict´s search for excellence 

and his Ora et Labora way of living have 

always impressed me. On the other 

hand, in my spare time, at the age of 

9, I started to accompany my father to 

a Conference of Saint Vincent de Paul, 

where I shared the Vincentian vocation 

of visiting the poor. The weekly visits to 

very poor families who lived with their 

4-5 members in small shacks at the 

favelas of Rio de Janeiro, taught me 

that there should be something clev-

er and creative to do, to promote the 

poor we visited. Later, by studying the 

life of St. Vincent de Paul, the inspira-

tion of the Conferences with his name, 

I realized that Vincent had the same 

feeling at the 16th-17th centuries, when 

he said that “charity should be inven-

tive to infinite”.

When Pope Benedict XVI said that 

“openness of mind (…) is something 

which concerns the Church deeply” at 

Deus Caritas Est, I think he really meant 

it.  Openness of mind for me means to 

listen to others, particularly the poor.  It 

also means for us to search for excel-

lence, so we can be best prepared to 

help the poor to transform their lives 

for the better.  

I think this is why we are here. Im-

agine all these clever minds together 

in a meeting room, covered by a glass 

roof, like a bubble.  Outside our clients 

watching and listening to us: 

the poor, the slaves of urban and ru-

ral underemployment, the emigrants, 

Eduardo M. Almeida
Inter-American Development Bank
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the refugees, the housewives who 

cannot feed their children. All these 

clients are looking at us, reunited in 

one of the most historical and beauti-

ful cities in the world, and waiting for 

a creative solution, something nobody 

ever thought, something they cannot 

see at once, to help them get out of 

the situation they are and share God´s 

creation in its plenitude.

The subject of this reflection is “inno-

vation in development”.  

I would like to start by reflecting about 

examples of the most challenging 

global development issues we face 

today, and about the definition of de-

velopment. 

Then, I wanted to reflect on the mean-

ing of innovation and how to accom-

plish it in development. Finally, would 

take the liberty of making a concrete 

proposal for us, as members of the 

Church, to work together to promote 

innovation in development.  

Let´s start by the development chal-

lenges.

The world faces very complex de-

velopment issues, which cannot be 

solved by the traditional approaches.  

	Poverty and inequality in a broad 

sense; 

	 slow growth of global economy; 

	 national and regional conflicts1; 

	 segmented globalization (meaning, 

from one side, we allow free flow of 

capital, goods, drugs and weapons, 

but from the other, we don’t allow 

people to flow from one country to 

the other);

	 forced emigration; 

	modern slavery of underemploy-

ment; 

	disasters and hunger due to cli-

mate change; 

	urban insecurity and higher urbani-

zation in emerging countries; 

	 and aging of the population.

Solving these problems requires new 

ways of thinking, real openness of 

mind, as Deus Caritas Est indicates.    

Let´s take migration as an example2. 

There are about 244 million migrants 

in the world, being about 20 million 

of them refugees. The number of mi-

grants has increased by 41% in the last 

15 years. To make it more specific, the 

number of children or teenagers who 

crossed the Southeast border of the 

USA has grown by 117% between Octo-

ber and December of 2015, in compar-

ison with the same period of 2014. In 

2014, the US offered 1 billion US dollars 

to solve the problem, a regional com-

mission was put in place, and a num-

ber of most specialized professionals 

was hired. So… why is this growing? It 

is clear that the evident and traditional 

approaches are not solving the prob-

lem.  We need innovative solutions!

Given the global development chal-

lenges and their complexity, I believe 

that the fundamental question for 

today is: what does it mean for the 

Church?  What does it mean for us? 

I also believe that we, leaders of the 

Catholic Church, are best positioned 

to do something. 

From one side, we are creative by na-

ture. Deus Caritas Est tells us that “The 

whole world comes into existence by 

the power of God’s creative Word.”  If 

we are made in the image of God, cre-

ativity is part of our DNA and should be 

at the center of our mission. From an-

other side,  we are (or should be) ena-

blers of the “culture of the encounter”, 

proposed  by the Holly Father.  As he 

says, we can understand and help to 

solve the development challenges 

together with the people in need: the 

individuals, the communities, the par-

ishes.  

Let me put this in more practical terms. 

Let´s take, again, the case of migration: 

how does a decision to emigrate start?  

It does not start by macroeconom-

ic issues (the inflation, the exchange 

rate, the price of bonds or derivatives) 

of the countries in Central America: 

these are just enablers. It starts by a 

family, with a kid involved with a mara 

– a gang - in a city like San Pedro Sula 

in Honduras, for example. This family 

is persuaded by a coyote, who asks 

$3,000, to search for the paradise on 

the other side of the world, more pre-

cisely, on the other side of the border. 

Who can change the life of this family: 

the municipality of San Pedro Sula by 

itself?  The government of Honduras, 

El Salvador, Guatemala and Mexico on 

the way? 

The government of the United States 

of Canada at the end of the line? The 

development agencies? Of course 

everybody can collaborate, but it is 

necessary to understand the family´s 

real motives, their decision criteria: no 

family sends a kid to such a danger-

ous journey, if there is no desperation.  

So, the parish from a barrio from San 

Pedro Sula can help, supported by the 

national and the international Church, 

by the governments, by the develop-

ment agencies. 

The parish, at San Pedro Sula can try 

to solve what Pope Francis called last 

week a “humanitarian crisis”, by, fol-

lowing his commandment: instead of 

treating the poor immigrants as statis-

tics, “we want to measure with names, 

stories, families.” 

Now, what would be a feasible solu-

tion for this problem? The answer is: 

we don’t know! What we know is that 

the answer is not obvious: the tradi-

tional answers do not work. We must 

think “out-of-the-box”!  
1 In some of them, it is difficult to know who and where is the enemy to fight, like the “Islamic State”
2 Sources: UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and U.S. Customs and Border Pro-
tection
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We also know that the parish alone 

cannot design and implement this 

out-of-the-box solution: it needs peo-

ple like us to support them.

Think about a number of other critical 

development cases.  

Take the case of Haiti, which I know 

relatively well, because I lived there 

before, during and after the 2010 

earthquake.  How much intelligence 

has been put together and how much 

money has been spent before and af-

ter the earthquake! The situation there 

has improved very little in the last two 

centuries: if you read a Haitian news-

paper in 2004, then you read in 2011 

and you read today, you will see elec-

tions crisis, manifestations, poverty: 

the challenges have been the same 

over the years, maybe with different 

names or surnames. The most obvi-

ous and evident answers do not work! 

A new, creative and “out-of-the-box” 

approach should be used.

Now, after raising the need to imple-

ment out-of-the-box solutions to glob-

al development issues, I would like to 

reflect with you about the meaning of 

sustainable and human development.  

Development is defined as a joint effort, 

in which the beneficiary is the protago-

nist. Human development is the expan-

sion of people’s freedoms to live long, 

healthy and creative lives (…) People are 

both the beneficiaries and drivers of hu-

man development, as individuals and 

in groups. (definition by the United Na-

tions).

For many years, people have strug-

gled to measure development.  

The United Nations used to measure 

it by the “GDP per capita” before the 

70´s.  From then on, a number of indi-

cators have been added and added… 

and added.  After last December, the 

world will use 17 objectives, measured 

by 169 indicators. This is too much 

complicated!

However, if we analyze in depth the 17 

objectives, we come up with four le-

vers, or four interventions of high im-

pact: revenue generation (jobs), edu-

cation, institutional development and, 

more recently, climate change mitiga-

tion. 

This can be proved both academical-

ly and in practical cases. Indeed, aca-

demic analysis prove numerical cor-

relations between development and 

these interventions.

The practice leads to the same con-

clusion.   

Let´s take South Korea, Singapore and 

Rwanda as examples: very different 

cultures, but very similar approaches 

to development.  In the 50´s, South 

Korea had left from a civil war and 

presented high poverty levels. The in-

vestment in job creation (initially, labor 

intensive industries), education and in-

stitutional development, led to the in-

crease of GDP per capita by 25 times. 

The exact same thing did Singapore. 

Now, let´s take Rwanda.  As most of 

us know, they went through a civil 

war, which massacred 500,000 peo-

ple in 1995; the country was totally 

destroyed. Under the leadership of an 

inspired president (Paul Kagame), they 

have invested in job creation and insti-

tutional development, making them 

become a “star” in the African devel-

opment.

So, focusing on job creation, education 

and institutional capacity, enhanced 

by local leadership is key to generate 

sustainable development.  

As always, we question ourselves 

“what does this mean for us, for the 

Church?”. Following the rational from 

before, the Church is best positioned 

to help leaders of the developing 

countries to implement these turna-

round strategies.  

From one side, as Deus Caritas Est in-

dicates, we are not moved by the eros 

love, but the agape love, so, we can be 

independent enough to motivate local 

leaders to implement innovative strat-

egies, with no political or economic 

self-interest. From another side, as an 

institution, the Church excels in edu-

cation development. We have been 

good at education for centuries. I am 

not saying the Church does not invest 

today in education, but I am confident 

that it is imperative for the Church to 

lead a global initiative to enhance ed-

ucation and institutional capacity, but 

in a creative way, putting innovation as 

the streamline!   

Let me now move to the next subject of 

this reflection: the meaning of innova-

tion per se. Innovation can be defined 

as “the transformation of new ideas into 

economic and social solutions”. So, in-

novation is more than creativity!

Over the history, a number of innova-

tions have changed the way people 

live for the better.  Imagine the impact 

innovations such as3: the fire (400,000 

years ago); the language (100,000 

years ago); the money (5,000 years 

ago);  water power (2,200 years ago); or 

the airplane (100 years ago)!   

But it has been after the advent of 

the Internet (1969) that innovation has 

been faster: microprocessors; smart 

phones; artificial intelligence; remote 

medicine; robotics; 3D impression; au-

3  Other inventions: fire (400,000 years ago - BCE); language (100,000 years ago - BCE); farming (17,000 
years ago - 15,000 BCE);  the ship (6,000 years ago – 4,000 BCE); the wheel (5,400 years ago – 3,400 
BCE); the money (5,000 years ago – 3,000 BCE);  iron (5,000 years ago - 3000 BCE);  written language 
(4,900 years ago – 2,900 BCE); the alphabet (3,050 years ago – 1,050 BCE); water power (2,200 years 
ago - 200 BCE); paper (1,900 years ago - 105); printing press (600 years ago - 1436-Gutenberg); mi-
croscope (400 years ago - 1592); electricity (400 years ago - 1600); telescope (400 years ago - 1608); 
engine (300 years ago - 1712); light bulb (200 years ago - 1800);  telegraph (200 years ago - 1809); 
petroleum (150 years ago -  1859);  telephone (150 years ago - 1860); penicillin (120 years ago - 1896);  
radio (120 years ago - 1897); airplane (100 years ago - 1903); television (90 years ago – 1926);  DNA (70 
years ago - 1953); the integrated circuit (70 years ago - 1959).  
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tonomous vehicles (including drones); 

Big Data4.  

Technology innovation leads to imag-

ination, intelligence, knowledge, and, 

consequently, development. Gurus in 

economy, like Edmund Phelps5, have 

proven that innovation leads to eco-

nomic growth.  Phelps formally calls a 

“modern and dynamic economy”, the 

one which is able to generate ideas. 

This is what is imperative: to be able 

to generate and implement new ideas! 

The other side of the coin, however, is 

shocking: technology innovation has 

not resulted in less inequality. The 

fourth industrial revolution, which was 

the focus of this year’s World Econom-

ic Forum in Davos, is a new wave of 

connectivity and interaction among 

parts, machines, and humans. It will 

make production systems as much 

as 25% more efficient. These are good 

news! 

Recent studies, however, show that 5 

million jobs will be lost until 2020 due 

to automation.  

In addition, a recent OXFAM study6 

shows that, despite the gains with 

technology innovation, inequality has 

grown significantly in the last two dec-

ades, at the global level. To a point that 

“the 85 richest individuals in the world 

have as much wealth as the poorest 

half of the global population”.  Another 

negative aspect of innovation, which is 

very important for us at this meeting 

is that social development innovation 

has not grown as fast as technology 

innovation!7      

From your memory, what have been 

the most well-known social devel-

opment innovations from the last 50 

years?  Please, take a moment to think 

about this!

One of the few global innovations, 

microfinance, was developed when a 

very well reputed professor of econo-

my from the MIT – Muhammad Yunus 

- literally decided to go down the hill of 

his office in Bangladesh to understand 

why street vendors are eternally poor. 

This is a very good example of the 

“culture of the encounter” preached by 

the Holy Father! Do you remember any 

other emblematic social development 

innovation in the last decades?

Again, what is the meaning of this fan-

tastic technology evolution – with its 

upsides and downsides - for us, in-

stitutions of the Church? Indeed, our 

Catholic institutions are best posi-

tioned to enhance social development 

innovation. The question is how?

How to enhance social development 

innovation?  

Innovation theory and practice define 

at least 4 factors of success, which I 

wanted to highlight in two minutes.  I 

think it is worthwhile to understand 

them and evaluate how our institu-

tions are prepared to maximize them.   

First, innovative communities are 

open-minded, decentralized and 

risk-takers.  When Pope Benedict XVI 

decided to put the Vatican into the 

social media, he invited a 25-year old 

Catholic writer and speaker – Brandon 

Vogt - to advise him8.  

Second, innovative communities build 

knowledge networks (partnerships).  

No institution, nobody knows all as-

pects of a subject. The complexity of 

the problems today demands com-

plex and systemic knowledge man-

agement mechanisms. On the other 

hand, innovative solutions are abun-

dant: we can say that almost all ideas 

or solutions have been tried by some-

one, somewhere in the world.  

A third factor is that innovative institu-

tions implement mechanisms of en-

hancement of an innovation climate. 

An innovation climate is the one, which 

forces people to dissent, to challenge 

what we do and how we do, in a con-

structive way. To improve how we do 

things, we should motivate the ques-

tion: “what if”.  What if we use a differ-

ent technology?  What if we invite the 

youth to make their point?  What if we 

are wrong?  

Fourth, last but not least… innova-

tive institutions are led by innovators.  

The most effective way of enhanc-

ing a culture is the example, coming 

from above, from leaders who look 

for something different and better to 

reach the mission and award people 

to do the same.  

I think it is worthwhile for us, leaders of 

Cor Unum organizations, to think about 

these four characteristics of innovative 

4 Presentation of Gustavo Beliz, INTAL Director, at the Inter-American Development Bank.
5 Edmund Phelps, Mass Flourishing – How Grassroots Innovation Created Jobs, Challenge and Change, 
Princeton University Press, 2013
6 OXFAM, Even it up – Time to end extreme inequality, 2015. 
7 A fair and very important question is why some innovations are faster than others? We could indicate 
one key reason for this fantastic development: market forces. In fact, business and technological 
innovation have always been the focus of interest, for their importance either to sell more or produce 
more efficiently. Tablets and smart phones have increased drastically because there is a need for 
people to connect with others in a fast and effective way; and people have shown an enormous will 
to pay for them. Social media has been a tremendous way of helping companies to sell better and to 
politicians to win elections. Big Data (or Data Mining) allows companies to better know their clients 
buying factors and governments to better know their citizens. Drones and cyber technologies help 
increase the land productivity and provide better information for political and economic domination 
(beyond being wonderful to watch football games). Creative industries have popularized the leisure 
market, particularly through music, movies and games. 3-D printing has provided cheap means to 
access medical, industrial, commercial solutions. Nobody really knows the limits of the growth and 
the use of technology innovation.  

8 Brandon Vogt is a 25-year old Catholic writer and speaker who blogs at  www.ThinVeil.net. He’s an 
expert on religion and new media, and in May 2010 was invited by the Vatican to dialogue with Church 
officials on the topic. His first book, The Church and New Media: Blogging Converts, Online Activists, and 
Bishops Who Tweet.
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institutions: 1. open-minded, decen-

tralized and risk-taker; 2. Partnerships; 

3. Build an innovation climate; and 4. 

Lead by innovators.  

Now…I take the liberty of finishing with 

a concrete proposal.

What if we develop a common project 

for Cor Unum, so it becomes a hub to 

promote innovation in development, 

following the Catholic values and the 

factors of success of innovative insti-

tutions?  

The best way to celebrate the 10th an-

niversary of Deus Caritas Est is to take 

its commandment to open our minds 

and put it in practice. Why not, for ex-

ample, focusing on education and cre-

ating a Cor Unum Education Lab? 

We know this is not an easy task. In-

novating to promote the poor is not a 

one-shot job. As Thomas Edison used 

to say, “genius is one percent inspira-

tion and ninety-nine percent perspira-

tion” As I said, I worked in Haiti for years 

and I finish by sharing one of the most 

marking experiences I had in my life. 

One day, I was sitting very comfortably 

in my car, with air conditioning and a 

body guard, as foreigners do unfortu-

nately! We were passing through one 

of the crowded streets, full of street 

vendors.  A truck driver was trying to 

park in front of us. While maneuvering, 

he passed onto a fruit basked from a 

lady, a street vendor, squeezing her 

fruits.  In other words, he squeezed all 

her working capital, which she would 

take days to recover. I left the car and 

went to talk with the lady, the street 

vendor, and asked her how she was 

and if I could be of any help. Her an-

swer was a lesson, which I will never 

forget: “don’t worry, tomorrow, I will 

start again”. Innovation is difficult and 

requires a lot of perspiration. But if it is 

hard for the poor, why would it be eas-

ier for us? 

Thank you for your patience!  
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FINAL REMARKS

Msgr. Giampietro Dal Toso 

Dear friends,

After listening and reflecting togeth-

er, the time has come to conclude 

our meeting in this hall. After this, we 

will end by thanking the Lord with a 

Eucharistic celebration presided by 

Cardinal Sarah, our former President. 

First, though, I would like to draw 

some conclusions, in order to provide 

a summary that will be useful for our 

work within the individual institutions 

that we represent here.

1. This congress has reaffirmed the 

relevance of the Encyclical Deus 

Caritas Est. It is not a document of 

the past, but of the present, and it 

has maintained its entire validity. 

The Pope said this morning that the 

message of the Encyclical “remains 

timely, indicating the ever relevant 

prospect for the Church’s jour-

ney.” Moreover, the idea that the 

mission of the Church is founded 

on the reciprocity between Word, 

sacraments and service of charity 

was also reaffirmed in the Apostol-

ic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium.  

The relevance of Deus Caritas Est 

shows that its basic outlines have 

not lost their value; rather, these 

lines continue to guide, with even 

more strength today, our charitable 

service. Thus it seems that a very 

practical first consequence is to 

personally re-read the text and to 

re-read it within our organizations. 

In this way, the spirit of our confer-

ence will be transmitted to the indi-

vidual organisms that we represent, 

so as to rekindle the motivations of 

our commitment. 

2. More specifically, our reflection of 

these days has moved us to share 

some of the points of the content. 

The first is the concept of charity. 

When the Holy Father visited us at 

Cor Unum, and also when he re-
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ceived us this morning, he restated 

the importance of charity, which, he 

said, “Is at the center of the life of 

the Church and … is truly the heart 

of the Church”. Cardinal Müller stat-

ed that “Charity is the life of God, 

which animates the community 

of believers” and pointed out that 

“diakonia as the love of Christ is an 

expression of the Church’s nature”. 

Cardinal Tagle reiterated that per-

haps we have forgotten this central 

role in the life of the Church, as a 

consequence weakening the very 

proclamation of the Gospel and 

the sacramental life. In addition, 

we have too often identified char-

ity with alms-giving, and this has 

negatively affected all of our char-

itable service, for two reasons. On 

the one hand, we have reduced an 

attitude of life, a Christian virtue, or 

rather “the name of God”, to a mere 

financial act – depriving it in some 

way. On the other, we were forced 

to adopt non-Christian concepts 

to express the heart of Christianity. 

Here we remembered that charity 

is God himself, and the Christian 

God is manifested as such: there-

fore, “Love never ends”. We have 

taken on the words of St. Paul for 

this Congress: “Love never fails”. 

Love is also the goal, because man 

is called to share in the life of the 

Trinity that is love. Therefore, we are 

all invited to rediscover and re-use 

the concept of charity in its fullest 

meaning. There have been some 

semantic variations in the individu-

al languages, but from our part, we 

can commit ourselves to using the 

concept in its full significance, pre-

cisely because it tells us of the di-

vine origin of love, and hence of our 

charitable service. Precisely, be-

cause the term expresses the full 

meaning of what we do, it would 

also be appropriate to adopt it in 

the denomination of the respective 

offices that govern this area of the 

Church.  It is not enough to use the 

term social to define our services, 

we should more precisely define 

them as charitable.

3.  Deus Caritas Est states that it is God 

who seeks us to achieve our own 

good. Just as God seeks us for our 

own good – and he seeks us first- 

; in the same way, we must seek 

others, to achieve their own good. 

From this analogy with the behav-

ior of God springs forth how essen-

tial faith is for our service; because 

it places us in the same dynam-

ic of God and helps us to see our 

neighbor with God’s very eyes. It is 

about making God’s love our own 

in order to give it. The insistence on 

this aspect of faith in our service is 

not a mere question of identity, as 

if we needed to separate or distin-

guish ourselves from others, rather 

so that each one of us may take 

on God’s attitude towards the per-

son that we serve. It means under-

standing, freedom and patience. 

It means seeking the good of the 

person and of the whole person. In 

our faith, to take on God’s gaze to-

wards men and women also means 

having a vision of men and women 

as God has revealed it to us.  

4. Hence, we touch upon an abso-

lutely crucial aspect: that is, the an-

thropology that guides our (chari-

table) action. We can ask ourselves 

this simple question: what does 

it mean for our work that the per-

son that we serve is the image of 

God, wanted and created by God, 

wounded by original sin, called to 

eternity with God and constitutive-

ly bonded to the “other” with which 

he lives?  Can we reduce him to a 

simple consumer, or a simple re-

cipient of rights, without involving 

him in the full maturity of his being 

as a person, body and soul? Man is 

free, and God treats him with free-

dom. Therefore, we cannot impose 

our vision, but only promote his 

freedom. Prof. Asolan, commenting 

Jean Vanier, asked us to view the 

poor with the eyes of the poor and 

allow ourselves to be challenged 

by who the poor person is and what 

he asks of us. Even more, and with 

a Christological perspective: if it is 

true that Christ chose the cross, 

then we can meet him in the cru-

cified of today. I was struck by the 

observation of Prof. Hadjadj, who 

even indicated that charity is what 

saves man, body and soul, even in 

a culture such as ours, where here-

sy - to remember the words of Prof. 

Hadjadj - is not about the truth, but 

about love, reduced to sentimen-

tality at the mercy of technology. 

Instead, charity guarantees the 

flesh itself. Tertullian said: caro sa-

lutis cardo – salvation is rooted in 

the flesh. The words of the Pope 

come to mind, when he says that 

charity must touch the flesh. Thus, 

we should avoid reducing man to 

an object to be changed accord-

ing to our plans, and take on with 

courage the challenges that come 

from his corporality and spirituality. 

I suggest we all continue the re-

flection on the anthropology that 

inspires us, and draw the appro-

priate conclusions for our charita-

ble activity, without forgetting that 

all this is precisely the fruit of faith, 

that is, a gaze that corresponds to 

what God has revealed. The reflec-

tions and testimonies also indicat-
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ed to us a method: the Encyclical 

Deus Caritas Est says that faith is 

an encounter. So, God meets me 

as a person, just as I meet the oth-

er as a person. The method is this 

personal encounter. Being with the 

poor is more than just giving them 

something. It was emphasized that 

the personal relationship is the 

first place where charity and jus-

tice may be realized. The service 

towards others is not true service 

if we don’t meet one another as 

person to person: the personal ele-

ment precedes all other elements, 

even organizational ones. 

5. The challenges we face today are 

such that we cannot work alone, 

we must seek companions for the 

journey. The presence at our con-

ference of speakers from other reli-

gions wishes to convey that we are 

extending our boundaries – using 

the words of Pope Benedict – so 

that together we can help others. 

The best form of collaboration be-

tween religions is contributing to 

make modern man attentive to that 

life of the spirit that allows him to 

change his attitude towards oth-

ers. Religion is thus not a reason for 

conflict, but on the contrary, it is a 

reason for meeting in order to insert 

into the world a force for good. This 

is based on the fact that for all of 

us, God is the Creator and before 

Him we have a responsibility to-

wards our brothers and sisters. The 

mercy we receive from Him is a gift 

of mercy for our brothers and sis-

ters. This mutual collaboration also 

holds true for our organizations. The 

complexity of the problems urg-

es us today to work with others, to 

seek partnerships. It also emerged 

the desire for a better cooperation 

between Catholic organisms. It is 

difficult to find official forms, much 

depends on good will. Cor Unum 

has, as its institutional task, pro-

moting collaboration among the 

Church’s various charitable organi-

zations. 

6.  Another aspect is testimony. If our 

action originates from God, be-

cause He is love, it means that 

love also speaks to us about Him. 

Sometimes words accompany this 

testimony, sometimes this is not 

possible. But if the Gospel of Christ 

moves us, then the witness to God 

passes on its own. This is precisely 

what distinguishes us from pros-

elytism that wants to impose faith 

on others. The witness, however, 

knows that he is not acting on his 

own behalf; he refers to someone 

else, he is there for someone else 

– God. We are God’s collaborators. 

Not out of a sense of duty, but for 

charity’s intrinsic demand. In this 

sense, the Gospel and charity go 

together and are not at all in oppo-

sition, because the action is an ex-

pression of God’s love for man. This 

task cannot be a law, an obligation 

imposed from above; but rather an 

inner inspiration that can animate 

all of our activity and can propose 

solutions - never identical or pre-

conceived - to the various prob-

lems that we encounter. Thus, the 

service of charity also becomes a 

form of evangelization, even today 

when perhaps more people are 

benefitting from our services than 

attending our churches. The Pope 

said so this morning with a phrase 

that includes each one of us: “All 

of us together can contribute con-

cretely to the great mission of the 

Church: to communicate the love of 

God which is meant to be spread”. 

The formation of those working in 

our organizations remains thus an 

imperative, as several speakers 

have suggested, starting from Dr. 

Thio. 

7.  Testimony also has an impact on 

the social and political situations in 

which we live. These dimensions 

must also be considered, though 

they do not properly pertain to the 

Church. But the political relevance 

of charity is a fact that we have 

been able to observe on many oc-

casions. One consequence is the 

creation of a public space where 

we can bring the Christian novelty 

into the heart of the world; hence 

a space where we can defend the 

dignity of the person. Moreover, 

Cardinal Tagle emphasized that 

politics in itself has a divisive out-

come, whereas charity is universal. 

This requires some attention on our 

part: the search for justice must 

not compromise our call to com-

munion. Thanks to our concrete 

presence, situations can change, 

because the person can change! 

Allow me to refer to the great work 

of reconciliation that we may ac-

complish, even in the most delicate 

situations, as Dr. Moussalli has tes-

tified referring to his experience in 

Syria.

8. One final consideration: let us 

strengthen the theology of char-

ity! The theme was presented to 

us in detail, and I truly hope that 

it will be brought to our individual 

workplaces, because it deserves 

in-depth consideration. We talked 

about the experience of the first 

Caritas in the world, the German 

Caritas, founded in 1897. In the very 

same town of Freiburg in 1925, a 

Chair in the Faculty of Theology 

was established to reflect on the 
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practice of charity. This means that 

charitable action needs a specific 

theological accompaniment, which 

is not only regarding the social doc-

trine, as Professor Gehrig told us. In 

fact, the latter takes into consider-

ation activities that have society as 

a subject, while the subject of char-

itable activity is the Church. This is 

the real point: the Church is also a 

visible society, but it is not only a 

visible society. Therefore, ecclesi-

al life responds to different criteria 

than mere social life: this is why a 

reflection is needed - even in the 

field of charity - that respects this 

uniqueness. In this ambit we may 

answer the questions on the rela-

tionship between human love and 

divine love, on the ecclesial dimen-

sion, on the Christological founda-

tion of charitable service inasmuch 

as an ecclesial service. Allow us to 

propose a concrete proposal that 

in each Country there be a place in 

which to reflect on the Theology of 

Charity – yet even before that - that 

we may in our own organizations 

reflect upon the criteria that inspire 

our actions. It is urgent that theolog-

ical formation – especially of priests 

– includes a specific formation in 

charity. If charitable service is es-

sential to the Church, then we can-

not disregard it in the formation of 

future priests, so that they may feel 

invested and may learn the neces-

sary methods and operating proce-

dures.

Cardinal Müller stated that at this point 

in history it is not just “intellectual res-

ervations”, but a “lack of trust in the di-

vine love that changes the world and 

gives hope” – that generates so much 

distance from the Church. That is why 

our activity is so essential, as it brings 

to light God’s love.

In all these instances, our Pontifical 

Council Cor Unum intends to offer help 

and support. I wish to sincerely thank 

those who have contributed in differ-

ent ways to the realization of this Con-

gress, in particular our Cor Unum staff, 

the translators, the journalists, but es-

pecially those who took part in it and 

will be the bearers of the message of 

our Congress in their respective local 

Churches.  
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EUCHARISTIC CONCELEBRATIONS  

H.E. Card. Paul Josef Cordes
February 25, 2016

1. Some time ago: at the Frankfurt 

Airport - a brief conversation with 

one of the stewardesses. I always 

wear a clergyman, even when 

traveling. So, the lady recognized 

me as a priest of the Catholic 

Church. She asked me about my 

job. I explained my responsibilities 

in the field of the Church’s 

charitable activities. This was her 

reaction: “Love, charity – what a 

wonderful thing! The Church does 

so much good!” She had at one 

time experienced being helped by 

the Church, and she immediately 

told me about it. 

2.  A simple, albeit significant episode. 

Society perceives charitable works. 

Good deeds are almost a window 

through which the Church is 

viewed and evaluated. They also 

often serve as a means to enter 

into a deeper dialogue on faith. 

That is why this meeting on the 

Encyclical Deus Caritas Est, that 

brings us together these days, is so 

important. It gives many Christians 

and all of us new motivation for 

our commitment to charitable 

activities. Because we must admit 

that the greatest commandment 

of the Lord is not always easy to 

put into practice. There are many 

obstacles.  

3. For professional workers, it can be 

routine and fatigue. Sometimes 

we are discouraged by the lack of 

political power or economic means 

needed to give effective help. We 

feel unqualified, helpless facing 

the misery that goes well beyond 

us. We are tempted by resignation. 

But the Deus Caritas Est can help 

take away our discouragement. It 

reminds us that in these moments 

our eyes of faith can perceive that 

Christian Charity has a specific 

dimension that goes beyond the 

possibilities of the world’s human 

means.  
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4. I am personally convinced about 

this supernatural dimension, that  

I have always experienced in my 

work. For example, one time in 

Rwanda, Africa: I had been sent by 

Pope John Paul II as his messenger 

in 1996 – nearly two years after 

the Tutsi and Hutu genocide. One 

million people had massacred one 

another with beastly hatred. I still 

saw many corpses amassed in the 

desecrated churches. One day I 

reached a common burial pit that 

was full of corpses. All of a sudden, 

I was approached by a group of 

widows – more than 20-, all veiled 

in black. What was I to tell them? I 

could not promise a check, or talk 

to them about the humanitarian 

aid for the reconstruction of their 

country. Instead, I spoke about 

Eternal Life, of the hope that no 

one can take away from us, about 

the faith the God gives us.

5. We can be truly grateful for the 

great fight of all against misery and 

poverty in the world. This sensitivity 

has almost become part of our 

culture. This can be currently seen 

in the public debate on the problem 

of refugees in Europe. But our faith 

and ecclesial history go beyond 

this earthly horizon: the perspective 

widens. The Church indicates a 

unique value and an inexhaustible 

treasure for charitable activity. God 

Himself enters into the drama and 

in our vision. So, our commitment 

receives an exceptional quality. 

This conviction does not despise 

the efforts of the Red Cross or 

UNICEF. But it gives us Christians a 

truly unique mission and strength. 

And the Encyclical Deus Caritas Est 

is the milestone, the Magna Charta, 

of this conviction. 

6. Right now, I do not want to tell the 

long story of how this document 

was drafted. Pope Benedict kindly 

asked Cor Unum’s collaboration 

and so we were involved in the 

process. I would however like to 

tell you one fact, because it seems 

very enlightening. It manifests most 

clearly the reason why the retired 

Pope chose Charity as a theme for 

his first encyclical; it indicates his 

own inner motivations.

7. The draft of our preparatory text 

addressed the topic by inductive 

reasoning: We wanted to develop 

the following ideas: “Today there 

is a widespread readiness to help 

- Governments and States have 

devised departments for economic 

development - Christians work 

together in ecumenical projects– 

In the Church many agencies have 

been founded”. As a consequence 

of all this, we were to indicate 

God as the source of love among 

men and women. - Pope Benedict 

overturned our logic. The Encyclical 

begins with a trumpet blow: “God is 

love.” The first half of the Encyclical 

is entirely dedicated  to treating 

nothing but this love of God. By 

doing so, Pope Benedict wanted to 

put the accent on the One who loved 

us first; on the One who enables us 

to love selflessly; on the One who is 

often forgotten today in charitable 

activity. He wanted to remind us of 

the teaching of Jesus Christ on the 

twofold commandment: The first is 

to love God - and love of neighbor 

is the second. 

8. Even today’s Gospel strongly 

advises us not to disregard God 

in our charitable work. We did not 

choose this parable of Lazarus. It 

is today’s reading according to the 

Liturgical Calendar of the Church. 

I was very happy when I saw this 

coincidence. The text is very famous 

and often quoted. I cannot now 

take advantage of all its richness. It 

warns us of a concrete threat: that 

how we treat our fellow men and 

women will have consequences; 

that selfishness will be greatly 

punished: “I am in agony in this fire,” 

says the rich villain. 

 But beyond this indication, the 

Gospel makes yet another state-

ment, which is often forgotten to-

day, or cast aside: Jesus and his 

Gospel explicitly confirm what I told 

those weeping widows in Rwanda: 

There is a life after death; there is 

Eternal life and happiness with 

God and with the Saints! Today’s 

Gospel not only wants to indicate 

the punishment for those who sin 

against charity. It also tells us of an 

ultimate consolation for all those 

who suffer in this “valley of tears” of 

poverty and injustice here on Earth. 

It assures us - and this is the most 

important message – of Christ’s 

victory over death, his resurrection, 

and the resurrection of all of us. 

Moses and the prophets predict-

ed this. Jesus himself announces 

in this parable that he will be vic-

torious. And he demonstrated this 

to his disciples at Easter. So let us 

rejoice in our ultimate hope, which 

surpasses all human means in our 

fight against poverty.     
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H.E. Card. Robert Sarah
February 26, 2016 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, 

The two readings of the Word of God 

that we have just heard illustrate the 

state of our world marked by secu-

larization and secularism, a world in 

which God seems absent and exclud-

ed from our concerns and daily lives. 

We should not be surprised that such 

a world, orphaned of God, is dominat-

ed by jealousy and is struggling with 

the temptation to commit a crime, a 

murder: the killing Hope. Abel, mur-

dered by his jealous brother, is the first 

image of Jesus Christ in the Old Testa-

ment. Joseph, eliminated by his broth-

ers, the son of the parable murdered 

by the evil vine-growers, or the babies 

killed before birth in the wombs of 

their mothers, are all in a certain sense 

symbols of modern man’s denial of 

the theological virtue of Hope. Man is 

living without faith, who has replaced 

the true God with a great number of 

idols, in particular, materialism, exces-

sive consumerism and false tolerance, 

which leave the soul empty and thirsty 

for the true God, the living God, that is 

to say, the Holy Trinity. And we know 

that in reality the virtue of hope has a 

name and that it has a face: Jesus, our 

Savior.

In the first reading, Joseph’s broth-

ers say: «  Let us throw him into one 

of the cisterns! ». Then, they sold him 

to a caravan of merchants passing by. 

This shameful selling of their brother 

is generally considered as a symbol-

ic substitution for murder. Indeed, this 

is how Joseph was eliminated: for his 

brothers, he was as good as dead. 

In fact, this is the sad story that they 

planned on telling their father: « Here 

comes that master dreamer! Come 

on, let us kill him and throw him into 

one of the cisterns here; we could 

say that a wild beast devoured him». 

(Gen 37: 19-20). So, Brothers and Sis-

ters, let us think of our own families 

today: how many children are thrown 
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into the empty cisterns of selfishness? 

How many millions of babies are mur-

dered in the wombs of their mothers 

in the name of a criminal «  human-

ism »? How many families destroyed, 

old people abandoned and children 

left adrift slaves to drugs and, in our 

days, to terrorism?…The story of Jo-

seph can become a paradigm for all of 

us: Jacob’s family has no cohesion, be-

cause the false unity among Joseph’s 

brothers is based on the complicity in 

a crime, and thus on evil, on sin. They 

are, therefore, no longer brothers; they 

have become accomplices. And com-

plicity is not fraternity! 

Cor Unum, being entrusted with the 

coordination of the Church’s charitable 

activity, must ensure that the Caritas 

Confederation of the Catholic world 

does not involuntarily become an ac-

complice to this criminal humanism.  

Cor Unum must deepen and promote 

not only the theology of charity, but 

first and foremost a Christian anthro-

pology. In the Gospel, the vine-grow-

ers say among themselves: «  This is 

the heir. Come, let us kill him and ac-

quire his inheritance!  » Post-modern 

man wants to hold onto the heritage 

of Christianity: the new vision of man 

and his personal dignity, the sense of 

justice, of sharing, of fraternity – but 

he wants to be rid of the Heir. This is 

the response of modern man to the 

immeasurable gift of Salvation. His re-

sponse is a refusal culminating in the 

death inflicted on the Son of God on 

Good Friday. In our days, it is the re-

bellion of mankind against God, the 

rebellion of modern man, who has the 

pretense of taking the place of God in 

his scientific and technological delu-

sions of grandeur – up to the point of 

manipulating the human genome to 

create a new human being! 

We previously mentioned the virtue 

of hope. In today’s two readings of the 

Word of God, at the very heart of the 

injustice of sin and its gravity – that is 

murder – springs new hope, an unex-

pected light: indeed, Joseph, brought 

to Egypt, will be saved and Pharaoh, 

touched by the wisdom of his sugges-

tions, will make him his chief Counsel-

lor. Above all, the Lamb of God, Jesus 

Christ, sold and crucified, will rise from 

death on the dawn of Easter.  

Dear Brothers and Sisters, this Hope 

today, radiated from the Light of God, 

the Risen Christ, is incarnated by all 

those who, with faith and love, remain 

firmly united to the Lord, grafted onto 

the Lord like the vineyard vine in or-

der to yield with Him the fruits and 

graces of redemption - fruits of mer-

cy. The Love of God, that is to say, the 

theological virtue of charity – which is 

the theme of your Congress – is the 

cornerstone of the Church, her im-

perishable foundation. In the second 

part of the Encyclical Deus Caritas Est, 

of which you are celebrating the 10th 

Anniversary of its promulgation, the 

Church is defined as a «community of 

love». The Holy Father Benedict XVI 

wanted thus to express the intimate 

nature of the Church in its threefold 

mission of evangelization – through 

the proclamation of the Word of God – 

of liturgy – with the celebration of the 

sacraments; and of charity – with the 

service to our brothers and sisters. The 

absence of God in the heart of modern 

men is the root of all their troubles, and 

indeed, of their deepest sufferings. Let 

us listen to the cry of humanity at the 

start of this 21st Century; yes, the time 

has come to speak of God, to an-

nounce the beauty of the Salvation ful-

filled in Jesus Christ, who is mankind’s 

only hope. The actions that aim at al-

leviating or even eliminating the vari-

ous forms of suffering are inadequate 

if they do not make visible God’s love 

for man, love that springs from the en-

counter with God – that is to say, from 

the Risen Christ. Indeed, we can read 

in the Encyclical Deus Caritas Est that 

«  With regard to the personnel who 

carry out the Church’s charitable ac-

tivity on the practical level, they must 

not be inspired by ideologies aimed at 

improving the world, but should rath-

er be guided by the faith which works 

through love » (n. 33).

To conclude, dear Brothers and Sisters, 

let us learn what charity is by studying 

at the school of Jesus: humility. Jesus 

chose the lowest place and it is in this 

manner that he wanted to save us. We 

are all instruments of God’s love. Char-

ity urges us to act, and this is good on 

our part; but let us also remember that 

the fate of our world lies in the hands 

of God: this is the truth that we are in-

vited to bear in our hearts for medita-

tion. Amen.   
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MEDITATIONS

Rev. Francesco Giosuè 
Voltaggio

FIRST MEDITATION 

Reading: 

2 Cor 5:14-17

For the love of Christ compels us, be-

cause we judge thus: that if One died 

for all, then all died; and He died for all, 

that those who live should live no longer 

for themselves, but for Him who died for 

them and rose again. Therefore, from 

now on, we regard no one according to 

the flesh. Even though we have known 

Christ according to the flesh, yet now we 

know Him thus no longer. Therefore, if 

anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; 

old things have passed away; behold, 

all things have become new 

1. Invitation to listen

Eminences, Excellencies, fathers, 

brothers and sisters, upon the opening 

of this Congress I was asked, as an ini-

tial meditation, to briefly announce the 

kerygma -  proclamation of our sal-

vation, the always new source we are 

called to return to. As Pope Francis has 

said, the kerygma “has an immediate 

moral implication centred on charity.”1 

This is true today for us individually. 

We are called to listen and to renew 

our reception of the Good News. 

So that our Congress may not have a 

purely academic tone, we shall begin 

with a prayer, that through the Word 

of God and the proclamation of the 

kerygma, may we be gifted with the 

presence of the Spirit in this Congress. 

Moreover, the entire encyclical Deus 

Caritas Est is pervaded by the primacy 

1 Francis, Evangelii Gaudium, n. 177: “The kerygma has a clear social content: at the very heart of the 
Gospel is life in community and engagement with others. The content of the first proclamation has an 
immediate moral implication centred on charity.” Cf. also nos 160-175; on the community and social 
repercussions of kerygma, see nos. 178-185. The same practise of caritas on behalf of Church mem-
bers can be fully understood and explained only within the spiritual landscape: Cf. P.J. CORDES, Ci ha 
amati per primo. Le radici dimenticate della carita, Cinisello Balsamo 1999, 30; such practice, far from 
being “an academically planned structure” is “naturally present alongside with the propagation of the 
kerygma”, as declared during the Press Conference for the presentation of the encyclical Deus Caritas 
Est of Benedict XVI (25/1/2006).
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of prayer in Christian love2: we need to 

receive in order to donate. 

To become a source from which riv-

ers of living water flow (Cf. Jn 7:37-38) 

we need to drink from the original 

source of living water that is the heart 

of Christ, the zenith of the love of God3, 

and quench our thirst by drinking at 

the source of the Holy Spirit. Thus, ten 

years since the publication of Deus 

Caritas Est, we hereby identify with the 

statement it contains: “it is time to re-

affirm the importance of prayer in the 

face of the activism and the growing 

secularism of many Christians en-

gaged in charitable work.”4 See now 

is the acceptable time for our conver-

sion! (Cf. 2 Cor 6:2).  

As St. Thomas said, reiterating the 

known words of St. Ambrose, ex fide 

est caritas5. The works of caritas flow 

from the faith, and the latter stems 

from listening to the sermon: fides ex 

auditu, said St. Paul (Rm 10:17). There 

ensues that the works of Christian car-

itas flow from the faith, which in turn 

stems from listening to the sermon 

and from the sacraments, which seal 

and nurture the faith. For this, in the 

words of Jesus Christ, the supreme 

commandment of love is preceded 

by the commandment to hear: «She-

mà Israel! Hear, O Israel! The Lord our 

God is one Lord (ehad). You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul and with all your 

might.(...). You shall love your neigh-

bour as yourself!” (Dt 6:4; Lv 19:18; Mk 

12:29-31 and par.).6

In this time of Lent we are all called 

to hear today the voice of the Lord 

speaking to us, to hear the one Lord, 

the ehad («one»): unum necessarium 

est, henos de estin chreia (Lk 10:42). 

This Greek expression is usually trans-

lated as “there is need for only one 

thing”, and also as “need for only One.” 

We must listen again to the kerygma 

and receive the divine life in the Sac-

raments, to believe and to love, as all 

those who receive the Spirit of God, 

that is  Caritas, are one (ehad) with 

God and thus can donate that caritas, 

o rather, become caritas. Without this 

indispensable foundation, our Chris-

tian faith is reduced to social work and 

the Church to an NGO, as Pope Francis 

has said.7 

In the practice of caritas, we are moved 

not only by personal, human motiva-

tions, (“So we have stopped evaluating 

others from a human point of view”, St. 

Paul said in the above-mentioned text) 

nor by mere philanthropic intent, Christ 

is the true philanthropos, the «friend of 

man », as recites the Byzantine liturgy. 

The love of Christ flows into our lives 

through the Word and the Sacraments, 

it enjoins us and surrounds us. 

2. The situation of man

Indeed the love of Christ enjoins us: 

caritas Christi urget nos! Jesus Christ 

is the “The Son is the exact imprint of 

God’s very being” (Cf. Hebrews 1:3), that 

is love (Cf. 1 Jn 4:8). He has manifested 

the essence of Love, he revealed the 

Caritas of the Holy Trinity, is he Caritas 

made flesh. In the OT, God appears in 

the fire of the burning bush, to symbol-

ize that He himself is the fire of Love 

that is not consumed, at the same time 

descending among the thorns, shar-

ing the sufferings of the people, as has 

well been emphasized by the rabbin-

ical tradition. As we know, this reality 

has been fulfilled for us in the Messiah, 

in his whole life and eminently in the 

Cross, the burning bush of thorns that is 

never consumed. This fire of love urget 

nos: l’amour du Christ nous presse, as 

well defined in the French expression. I 

would like to note briefly the semantic 

richness of the verb synechein used by 

St. Paul (which means “to hold togeth-

er, to embrace, to enfold, to close,” and 

thus “to press, to urge, to hold togeth-

er, to possess”), hereby evoking only 

three occurrences of the verb. 

In Lk 4:38 it is said: “Simon’s moth-

er-in-law was suffering from a high 

fever”; in Lk 8:45 Peter informs Jesus, 

2 On this primacy, see BENEDICT XVI, Deus Caritas Est, nos. 17.20-21.36. 
3 See Benedict XVI, Deus Caritas Est, no.7 
4 BENEDICT XVI, Deus Caritas Est, n. 37
5 THOMAS AQUINAS, Quaest. Disp., V, art. 3 ad 2, quoting the comment of Ambrose to Lk 17:6
6 Cf. BENEDICT XVI, Deus Caritas Est, n. 9.
7 Cf. e.g., FRANCIS, Homily at the Mass with the Cardinals (March 14, 2013); General Audience October 
23, 2013. 
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“the crowds surround you and press in 

on you.” Jesus says he will be “under 

stress” until his baptism is completed. 

(Cf. Lk 12:49-50). 

The love of Christ embraces us, drives 

us, urges us, owns us, at the thought 

that Christ has died for all. And he died 

for all, continues the Apostle, so that 

those living shall stop living for them-

selves alone. St. Paul, in doing so, goes 

to the roots of all our problems: for fear 

of death, for fear of losing our life, we 

are all condemned to live for ourselves. 

Since man cut off the roots with the 

Being because of sin, he experienced 

the deep death of his being, and so he 

tries to offer everything to himself, try-

ing desperately to be loved: thus, he 

is incapable of loving in the dimension 

of the cross to the point of dying for 

others, he cannot cross to reach the 

opposite shore. As written in the Letter 

to the Hebrews, “all those who through 

fear of death were subject to lifelong 

bondage” by “him who has the pow-

er of death”, that is, the devil (cf. Heb. 

2:14-15). This is the revealed anthropol-

ogy. Do we really believe that each of 

us, without Christ, is a slave of fear of 

death? As St. Paul says, man experi-

ences an internal dichotomy and con-

stant dissatisfaction: on the one hand 

he wants to love, since it is inscribed in 

the depths of his being, on the other he 

cannot love, because to donate him-

self completely to the other person he 

should die, which he cannot do for fear 

of death: he does not have eternal life 

in himself: “Who will deliver me from 

this body of death?” (Rom 7:24), cries 

the Apostle, after having exposed the 

tragic struggle within the human heart. 

And us with him! 

3. The good news

God has not lived for himself. He gave 

us his only Son and donated us his 

Spirit of Agape. This is the source from 

which everything flows: the zeal of 

the Father, revealed in the Son, given 

through the Holy Spirit. In fact, both 

the Hebrew term qinna’ and the Greek 

term zēlos mean not only «zeal» but 

also «jealousy». This zeal of the love of 

God, the burning bush, has sent us a 

redeemer. As stated by the author of 

the Letter to the Hebrews, the mission 

of Christ is  “to deliver all those who 

through fear of death were subject to 

lifelong bondage”, (Heb 2:15). This is 

the true liberation: “He died for all, that 

those who live should no longer live 

for themselves, but for him who died 

for them and was raised again.” 

The love of Christ wants to embrace 

us, so we may live steeped in love, im-

mersed in Baptism, so that today we 

may reinvigorate ourselves in its vivify-

ing waters, convert during this baptis-

mal and Pascal period of Lent, a path 

of authentic deliverance. True exodus 

is precisely exodus from ourselves, 

from living for ourselves. This deliv-

erance is possible only through the 

grace of Jesus Christ. He is the man 

of the Paschal mystery who is saying: 

“Let us pass over to the other side!” 

From this perspective Jesus is fulfilling 

the reality of his people. In the Hebrew 

language, the term “Hebrew” (‘ivrì) 

comes from the root ‘br, meaning to 

“pass over”. Jesus Christ has taken on 

himself our death, our inability to love, 

our sins, and was risen from the dead. 

Ascended to heaven, today he wants 

to donate us his Spirit from above, 

bestowing upon us the possibility of 

eternal life, of sharing Easter with him, 

passing with him from death to life, 

from darkness to light, from bondage 

to freedom. In fact, the kerygma is al-

ways new, bearing constant topical 

relevance. It is accomplished for us 

when it is proclaimed, for Christ is liv-

ing and intercedes for us, showing his 

holy wounds to the Father. 

According to the Jewish tradition, the 

first commandment of the Decalogue 

is: «I am the Lord your God, who brought 

you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 

house of slavery» (Ex 20:2). The rabbis 

ask: why is this Commandment the 

first, as it is not a commandment but 

rather God’s self-introduction? Before 

the law there is the grace, the work of 

Salvation; before the Decalogue, be-

fore the work of charity by man, there 

is the work of God, the Charity of I-Am. 

In Christ, God has freed us from liv-

ing for ourselves alone, He has freed 

us from the fear of death, He brought 

us out of slavery and now He wants to 

renew and fulfil His work in our lives. 

He wishes to pave a way, an Easter ex-

odus, from ‘”I” to “you.” Only by being 

immersed in the I-am, can we move to 

the other side of the “Thou.” The way 

that God has opened to us is the side 

of Jesus Christ, whence the Church 

was born. The veil of the Temple, as its 

side, was torn open upon the death of 

Christ, to show that we can have ac-

cess to the Saint being one with God. 

Following that way, we shall return to 

the I-am and receive his Spirit, accom-

plishing the Easter exodus to the other 

person through works of caritas. 

The crowd pushes, urges and enjoins 

us too as it was with Christ. How can 

we answer their cries? We must let 

ourselves be drawn by this love that 

wants to possess us. Believe in this 

proclamation today! Christ died and 

rose again not only for mankind as a 

whole, but also for you! God loves you! 

Perhaps, you might reply, “I know.” Be-

ware, this statement can appear very 

cynical, like when a wife replies to her 

husband, who after years of marriage 

tells her, “I love you” (if he still does!): 

”Yes, I know! Why are you repeating 

it?“ Don’t be cynical! God loves you. He 

sent Christ as our Saviour and made 

him Kyrios, Lord, overcoming the pow-

er of the devil and every sin or problem 

that now afflicts you. Those who be-

lieve in this proclamation that is alive 

and relevant today, receive the Spirit 

of the risen from heaven and become 

new creatures in Christ: old things are 

passed away, behold, the new has 

come. Let us give up the old things, 
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the old man, and welcome the good 

news! 

Prayer

Lord, Holy Father, you have sent us 

Jesus Christ, Caritas made flesh, that 

we may be won over and possessed 

by his gratuitous love. Give us the Holy 

Spirit, the Spirit of Love, so that it may 

inflame us with your zeal for this gen-

eration, that we may come out of our-

selves, and be delivered from living for 

ourselves, and go out looking for the 

poor and the lost sheep. 

 

SECOND MEDITATION

Reading

Mt 5:43-45

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You 

shall love your neighbour and hate your 

enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your ene-

mies and pray for those who persecute 

you, so that you may be children of your 

Father in heaven; for he makes his sun 

rise on the evil and on the good, and 

sends rain on the righteous and on the 

unrighteous. 

1. Invitation to listen

Eminences, Excellencies, fathers, 

brothers and sisters, as we noted yes-

terday, the entire life and work of Christ 

have a Paschal dimension. Jesus is 

“the one that passes,” that “goes be-

yond” death, and leads us to the oth-

er side. We are invited to go out with 

him, to accomplish with him the exo-

dus from living for ourselves to living 

for him and for others, which is none 

other than Caritas, the commandment 

of love. This is impossible without the 

grace of the Holy Spirit that draws us. 

Let us reply as the bride to the bride-

groom in the Song of Songs: “Draw me 

after you, let us make haste!” (Song of 

Songs 1:4). One of the most dangerous 

temptations is living a sort of status 

quo, a static life, entering into a routine. 

We have been called to recover the 

paschal dimension of Christian life. 

In the Hebrew language the terms 

“new” and “saint” are closely connect-

ed. Thus, for example, Rabbi Nahman 

from Breslav proposed a constant hid-

dush (“renewal”) in the light of sanctifi-

cation: in Hebrew, “new” (hadash) and 

“saint” (qadosh) are very close! For that 

reason, he used to say: “it is forbidden 

to be old!” Obviously, he wasn’t re-

ferring to age but to a certain routine 

and “olden” way of praying and relat-

ing to God. This is all the more true 

for us Christians, as we are always 

called to the newness of the Gospel. 

Jesus Christ is the novus par excel-

lence. He is the true hadash (Him who 

is “New”), God’s Qadosh (the “Holy One 

of God”). He is the new man of the Ser-

mon on the Mount, who gave us the 

commandment of the new man. This 

is why Christianity is always new, it is 

an ever-young tree: we have no need 

to adapt faith to fashion of the times 

to make it more present. Instead, we 

must bring the today of our time to the 

“today” of God, the everlasting novel-

ty of kerygma8. Hear today the good 

news as something new! 

2. The situation of man

The Sermon of the Mount, the depic-

tion of the New Man, Jesus Christ, is 

inscribed in the whole universe. The 

entire universe has a heart, which is 

ultimately the pierced heart of the 

Son of God, the fountainhead of joy, to 

which, through grace, we have been 

introduced. Jesus Christ is the Torah 

made flesh, the Logos, the Beauty, 

that not only saves the world. It is also 

the place in which the world was creat-

ed, in which we were created. Thus this 

Logos in inscribed in the depths of our 

heart and of the universe: Christ and 

His truth to love until death. 

However, before the love of the ene-

mies and the humility of Christ we are 

all “low in stature”, “learn from Me, for I 

am gentle and lowly in heart” (Mt 11:29). 

Before Christ’s endless Caritas, his sci-

entia crucis, we are all “amateurs”. We 

experience often, in our daily lives, 

that we cannot resist evil, nor accept 

the other when he is our enemy. Jesus 

Christ says, “a man’s foes will be those 

of his own household.” (Mt 10:36): our 

enemy is not distant from us; it’s who-

ever kills us with his behaviour, and we 

cannot accept those whom we find it 

impossible to love with our sole forces. 

Man stands before his inability to love 

the other person when that person is 

his enemy. In order to love the neigh-

bour beyond death, namely, when he 

is killed by his behaviour, man should 

cross the threshold of death, which 

is something he cannot do unless he 

won over death and had eternal life 

within him. Seeing our inability to ful-

fil the Sermon on the Mount and love 

the enemies, Jesus Christ not only 

proclaimed them, but fulfilled them 

for me and for you. Christ has loved 

you for free when you were his ene-

my. He loved us when we were wicked 

and sinners, and now He wants to give 

us eternal life. Faith in the good news 

leads to eternal life, thus: do believe, 

anew, in the good news! 

Today we need to return to the free 

Caritas of Christ that attracts us, since, 

as said, Christ is the Beauty, the Truth. 

Why does the Church sometimes 

8 BENEDICT XVI, Address to the Bishops who participated in the Second Vatican Council and the Pres-
idents of the Episcopal Conferences (12 October 2012): “Christianity is always new. We must never look 
at it as though it were a tree, fully developed from the mustard seed of the Gospel, that grew, gave its 
fruit, and one fine day grows old as the sun sets on its life force. Christianity is a tree that is, so to speak, 
ever “timely”, ever young. And this trend, this aggiornamento does not mean a break with tradition, but 
expresses its ongoing vitality; it does not mean reducing the faith, debasing it to the fashion of the 
times, measured by what pleases us, by what pleases public opinion, but it is the contrary: exactly as 
the Council Fathers did, we must bring the “today” that we live to the standard of the Christian event, 
we must bring the “today” of our time to the “today” of God.”
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appear unattractive to the present 

generation? How can we recover the 

beauty of the first Christian commu-

nities that drew the world towards 

Christ? We need to return to “the most 

handsome of men” (Sal 45:3). Yester-

day we reflected on the importance to 

rediscover the urgency of the love for 

Christ, to receive the zeal of the love 

for God and for the present generation. 

Today we should ask a question that 

is ever more urgent before the huge 

challenges that lie ahead. What does 

it mean to be Christian today? What 

is the specificum of Christian faithful? 

This question is closely linked to the 

mission of the Church, which includes 

the practice of caritas. What should a 

Christian do to make people see Jesus 

Christ? Pray a lot? Also the members 

of other religions pray a lot. Should we 

be honest? Many atheists are honest. 

Doing social works and helping the 

poor? This is done by members of 

other religions and by atheists alike. 

Christianity is much more than this: 

“Love your enemies!” and: “I give you 

a new commandment, that you love 

one another. Just as I have loved you, 

you also should love one another. By 

this everyone will know that you are 

my disciples, if you have love for one 

another.” (Jn 13:34-35). 

Now we can answer a crucial question. 

Being Christian means having the same 

spirit of Jesus Christ, being the living 

body of Christ in this world. Thus what 

is the mission of Christ, of the Church? 

And thus, what is our mission? It’s the 

mission of the Servant of the Lord, to 

carry out works of eternal life, showing 

the world the Spirit of the Risen Christ 

that we have loved beyond death. 

 

3. The good news

Today we are invited to gaze with our 

eyes on this Servant, and not on those 

to whom he is talking. The glorifica-

tion of the Servant entails humiliation. 

The most handsome of men accept-

ed to be disfigured for us. “He had no 

form or majesty that we should look at 

him, nothing in his appearance that we 

should desire him.” (Is 53:2b-3). It is the 

paradox of the suffering Messiah, the 

paradox of the Cross: the smallest is 

the greatest, the One whose appear-

ance was disfigured is the most beau-

tiful son of man, as he accepted to be 

disfigured for me, to carry my and your 

sins. Look at Christ today, for he loved 

you completely and gratuitously! 

God made himself small, and “did not 

count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped” as literally stated by St. Paul 

in his hymn to kenosis (Phil 2:6). Al-

though the people were considered 

by the prophet worse that the ox and 

the donkey that know their master’s 

crib (Is 1:3), God, for that people, that 

ultimately includes all of us, laid in a 

manger, a place that provokes dis-

gust, to look at man from below. Only 

from the cross did he look at us from 

above! An unprecedented paradox! 

Christ came down, took our sins upon 

himself, until they became a curse for 

us, to become the last, from the man-

ger to the cross, wherever we abhor to 

direct our glance, as one “whom we 

hid our faces from” (Is 53:3). Similarly, 

Jesus “looks up” to Zacchaeus, a man 

of short stature who climbed on a tree, 

chief tax collector, to whom Jesus says: 

“Make haste and come down, for today 

I must stay at your house!” (Lk 19:5). 

He descended to us in Jericho, the 

lowest spot in the world, to invite us to 

come down towards the other person.  

You are Zacchaeus. You and I, we are 

Zacchaeus, and no matter how many 

titles we hold, we are all of short stat-

ure. Nonetheless, we attempt to raise 

ourselves above others. Today the Lord 

is saying to you:  “Make haste and come 

down, for today I must stay at your 

house!” Let us come down from the 

tree we climbed on! 

From the minarets of world mosques 

several times a day resounds the cry: 

hua Allah akbar, “God is the greatest”, 

or more precisely, literally translating 

the Arabic expression, “God is greater,” 

namely: God is greater than what you 

can imagine. This is true. The fullness 

of revelation in Jesus Christ, however, 

has revealed an equally important re-

ality of God: we can cry out that God is 

the greatest and at the same time that 

God is the smallest. He became small-

er than we could imagine, since he 

descended to the deep chasms of hu-

manity. The One than which no great-

er can be thought, in the words of St. 
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Anselm, has become, so to speak, one 

than which no smaller can be thought. 

So God entered the darkest caves of 

humanity, the deepest voids of our 

heart, that is a chasm (cf. Psalm 64:7.) 

There is no use in changing social struc-

ture unless man’s heart is changed. The 

revealed anthropology shows us that 

man, owing to the power of the devil, is 

slave to sin. Man is not defiled by exter-

nal factors but by what flows from his 

heart that tarnishes him and “defiles” 

his relationships. (Cf. Mt 15:18-20). For 

this reason, there is no true ecologi-

cal or social justice without conversion 

of heart, nor charitable work without 

Evangelisation. In fact, evil intentions 

and works are born in our heart. We are 

all called to undertake this change of 

heart, for Christians undergo constant 

conversion, if it is true that, as has been 

said, before the love to the enemies we 

are, after all, but beginners.

We now need to renounce the devil 

and the old man with his actions and 

clad the new man, the Man of the 

Sermon on the Mount. We need his 

Spirit, we need authentic caritas. God 

loves us and wishes to enter the folds 

of our humanity, of our wounds, in or-

der to heal us. He wants to enlighten 

us with his Spirit and fill the voids of 

love with his fullness: Christ is the full-

ness, which he poured upon us. Today 

the Lord invites us to welcome again 

this good news, that is accomplished 

and fulfils us upon its proclamation, 

for the kerygma is always new, as it is 

the proclamation of a fact that is re-

alized today. Christ descended into 

the chasm of death; he descended to 

touch our misery. 

He took us upon his shoulders, wip-

ing away our sins on the cross. He 

won over death and is living today: he 

wants to give us his Spirit, so we may 

be raised from above, receiving the 

divine nature of the new man, who 

can love his enemy, for he defeated 

death.  Do believe in the Good News 

today, and convert, for the Kingdom of 

Heaven has come! The caritas of God 

became flesh for you in Christ, so that 

before Easter you may remove the old 

yeast of malice, and become unleav-

ened bread, become a lamb in Him, 

true Paschal Lamb. 

In Jesus Christ, who took the burden 

of our suffering9, we are called to carry 

the suffering of mankind. Far from dis-

regarding the other person’s suffering, 

our mission is to make it the radiant 

face of divine love present in this gen-

eration. This can only happen through 

the face of the other, while waiting for 

the final vision of God’s face. Thus, the 

question that we recite in our prayer 

during our earthly exile, “When shall I 

come and appear before God?” (Psalm 

42:3), is bound to the question:  “When 

shall I come and see the face of my 

brother?” The face of God and of the 

brother were revealed together in the 

face of Christ, who loved us when we 

were enemies, that we may see Christ 

in the other person. 

Prayer

Lord, Holy Father, thou hast sent Jesus 

Christ, Son of God and the New Man, 

who loved us when we were his ene-

mies. Give us the Holy Spirit, the Spir-

it of Love, so that we may be new, be 

holy, come down from our pride and 

love each other in the dimension of the 

cross, even our enemies and persecu-

tors, for whom we pray and beseech 

you to bestow upon us every blessing 

from the heavenly realms.  

9  Even in the Jewish tradition, the Messiah will triumph and will bring redemption through humility; to 
this regard, the Zohar (II 212a) contains a fascinating passage on the Messiah: “There is in the Garden 
of Eden a palace named the Palace of the Sons of Sickness.  This palace the Messiah enters, and He 
summons every pain and every chastisement of Israel.  All of these come and rest upon Him.  And had 
He not thus lightened them upon Himself, there had been no man able to bear Israel’s chastisements 
for the transgressions of the law; as it is written, “Surely our sicknesses he has carried.” 
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Executive Director, 
Syrian Society for Social Development 
Syria

Sr. Immaculate Nabukalu 
Director, Caritas for Children 
USA

Fernando Nascimento 
Rede Século21
Brazil

Mother Anne Nasimiyu 
Superior General, 
Little Sisters of Saint Francis of Assisi
USA

Dr. Jorge Nuño Mayer 
Secretary General, Caritas Europa
Belgium

Lisa Palmieri Billig 
Representative in Italy and Liaison to the 
Holy See, American Jewish Committee
Italy

Dott.ssa Martina Pastorelli
Presidente, Catholic Voices
Italia

Emanouil Patashev 
Secretary General, Caritas Bulgaria
Bulgaria

William  Pedrotti 
Rede Século21
Brazil

Marguerite A. Peeters 
Directrice,
Institute for Intercultural Dialogue Dynamics
Belgique

Dott. Luca Pezzi 
Segretario Generale, Centro Internazionale 
Comunione e Liberazione
Italia

Prof. Dr. Heinrich Pompey 
Palacký-Universität Olmütz
Tschechien

Rouquel Ponte 
Membro del Consiglio, Couples for Christ 
(CFC)
Italia

Huguette Redegeld-Bossot 
Mouvement International ATD Quart Monde 
France

Rabbi David Shlomo Rosen 
International Director of Interreligious 
Affairs, American Jewish Committee 
Israel

Joan Rosenhauer 
Executive Vice President for US 
Operations, Catholic Relief Services 
USA

Michel Roy 
Secrétaire général, Caritas Internationalis
Italie

Dott. Giampaolo Silvestri 
Segretario Generale, Associazione Volontari 
per il Servizio Internazionale (AVSI)
Italia

Jann Sjursen 
Secretary General, Caritas Denmark
Denmark

Manoj  Sunny 
Caritas in Veritate International (CiVI)
India

Joe Tale 
President, Couples for Christ (CFC)
Philippines

Roberto H. Tarazona Ponte 
Asistente de la Oficina de Asesoría 
Pastoral, Cáritas Perú
Perú

Dr. Michael Thio 
Président Général, Confédération 
internationale de la Société de Saint-
Vincent-de-Paul (SSVP) 
France

Rosalind Thio 
Confédération internationale de la Société 
de Saint-Vincent-de-Paul (SSVP)
France

Ari Torres 
Rede Século21
Brazil

Jumana Trad 
Presidenta, Fundación Promoción Social de 
la Cultura (FPSC)
España

Leonardo Trione 
Direttore, Comunità Arca dell’Alleanza
Italia

Dott. Roberto Trucchi 
Presidente, Confederazione Nazionale delle 
Misericordie d’Italia
Italia

Prof. Luca Tuninetti 
Pontificia Università Urbaniana
Italia

José Antonio Varela Vidal 
Director, Testimonio - Revista de Doctrina 
Social de la Iglesia
Perú

Avv. Salvatore Vecchio 
Direttore, Ufficio del Lavoro della Sede 
Apostolica
Città del Vaticano

Dominicus Verhoeven 
Catholic Identity Committee, Caritas 
Internationalis
Belgium

Soo kyung Wie 
Manager of education and public relations, 
Caritas Seoul
Republic of Korea

Jose Yamamoto 
President, Answering the Cry of the Poor 
(ANCOP)
Philippines

Milagros  Yamamoto 
Answering the Cry of the Poor (ANCOP)
Philippines
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REGISTERED EMBASSIES 
Embassy of the Republic of Albania to the Holy See
Embaixada da República de Angola junto da Santa Sé
Ambassade de Belgique près la Saint-Siège
Ambassade du Bénin près le Saint-Siège
Embajada del Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia ante la Santa Sede
Ambassade du Burkina Faso près le Saint-Siège 
Embassy of Canada to the Holy See
Embajada de la República de Colombia ante la Santa Sede 
EU Delegation to the Holy See
Ambassade de France près le Saint-Siège 
Ambassade du Gabon près le Saint-Siège
Embajada de la República de Haití ante la Santa Sede
Embassy of Israel to the Holy See 
Ambassade de Libye près le Saint-Siège
Embassy of the Sovereign Military Order of Malta to the Holy See 
Ambassade de Monaco près le Saint-Siège
Embajada de la República del Paraguay ante la Santa Sede 
Embajada de la República del Perú ante la Santa Sede 
Ambasciata di Romania presso la Santa Sede 
Embassy of the Republic of Serbia to the Holy See 
Embaixada da República Democrática de Timor-Leste junto da Santa Sé 
Embassy of the Republic of Turkey to the Holy See
Embassy of the United States of America to the Holy See 
Embajada de la República Bolivariana de Venezuela ante la Santa Sede

PONTIFICAL COUNCIL  Cor Unum
Msgr. Giampietro Dal Toso, Secretary
Msgr. Segundo Tejado Muñoz, Under-Secretary
Msgr. Peter Dai Bui

Dr. Roberto Paglialonga

Dr. Brigitte Henn

Sr. Chiara Marie Sandoz

Dr. Alessandra Silvi Costanzi Fantini 
Mr. Giovanni Bianchini

Dr. Elisa Batazzi

Dr. Giulia Cullurà   
Mr. Andrea Monzo          

Dr. Flaminia Vola, Congress Coordinator 
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