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186. Our faith in Christ, who became poor, and was always close to the poor and the outcast, is the 
basis of our concern for the integral development of society’s most neglected members. 

Fidelity to the Gospel, lest we run in vain 

193. … Let us listen to what God’s word teaches us about mercy, and allow that word to resound in 
the life of the Church. The Gospel tells us: “Blessed are the merciful, because they shall obtain 
mercy” (Mt 5:7). The apostle James teaches that our mercy to others will vindicate us on the day of 
God’s judgment: “So speak and so act as those who are to be judged under the law of liberty. For 
judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no mercy, yet mercy triumphs over judgment” 
(Jas 2:12-13). … “Maintain constant love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins” (1 
Pet 4:8). This truth greatly influenced the thinking of the Fathers of the Church and helped create a 
prophetic, counter-cultural resistance to the self-centred hedonism of paganism. We can recall a 
single example: “If we were in peril from fire, we would certainly run to water in order to extinguish 
the fire… in the same way, if a spark of sin flares up from our straw, and we are troubled on that 
account, whenever we have an opportunity to perform a work of mercy, we should rejoice, as if a 
fountain opened before so that the fire might be extinguished”.[160] 

194. This message is so clear and direct, so simple and eloquent, that no ecclesial interpretation 
has the right to relativize it. … Jesus taught us this way of looking at others by his words and his 
actions. So why cloud something so clear? We should not be concerned simply about falling into 
doctrinal error, but about remaining faithful to this light-filled path of life and wisdom. For “defenders 
of orthodoxy are sometimes accused of passivity, indulgence, or culpable complicity regarding the 
intolerable situations of injustice and the political regimes which prolong them”.[161] 

195. When Saint Paul approached the apostles in Jerusalem to discern whether he was “running or 
had run in vain” (Gal 2:2), the key criterion of authenticity which they presented was that he should 
not forget the poor (cf. Gal 2:10). This important principle, namely that the Pauline communities 
should not succumb to the self-centred lifestyle of the pagans, remains timely today, when a new 
self-centred paganism is growing. We may not always be able to reflect adequately the beauty of 
the Gospel, but there is one sign which we should never lack: the option for those who are least, 
those whom society discards. … 

The special place of the poor in God’s people 

197. God’s heart has a special place for the poor, so much so that he himself “became poor” (2 
Cor 8:9). The entire history of our redemption is marked by the presence of the poor. Salvation came 
to us from the “yes” uttered by a lowly maiden from a small town on the fringes of a great empire. 
The Saviour was born in a manger, in the midst of animals, like children of poor families; he was 
presented at the Temple along with two turtledoves, the offering made by those who could not afford 
a lamb (cf. Lk 2:24; Lev 5:7); he was raised in a home of ordinary workers and worked with his own 
hands to earn his bread. When he began to preach the Kingdom, crowds of the dispossessed 
followed him, illustrating his words: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor” (Lk 4:18). He assured those burdened by sorrow and crushed by 
poverty that God has a special place for them in his heart: “Blessed are you poor, yours is the 
kingdom of God” (Lk 6:20); he made himself one of them: “I was hungry and you gave me food to 
eat”, and he taught them that mercy towards all of these is the key to heaven (cf. Mt 25:5ff.). 

198. For the Church, the option for the poor is primarily a theological category rather than a cultural, 
sociological, political or philosophical one. God shows the poor “his first mercy”.[163] This divine 
preference has consequences for the faith life of all Christians, since we are called to have “this 
mind… which was in Jesus Christ” (Phil 2:5). Inspired by this, the Church has made an option for 
the poor which is understood as a “special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian charity, to 
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which the whole tradition of the Church bears witness”.[164] This option – as Benedict XVI has 
taught – “is implicit in our Christian faith in a God who became poor for us, so as to enrich us with 
his poverty”.[165] This is why I want a Church which is poor and for the poor. They have much to 
teach us. Not only do they share in the sensus fidei, but in their difficulties they know the suffering 
Christ. We need to let ourselves be evangelized by them. The new evangelization is an invitation to 
acknowledge the saving power at work in their lives and to put them at the centre of the Church’s 
pilgrim way. We are called to find Christ in them, to lend our voice to their causes, but also to be 
their friends, to listen to them, to speak for them and to embrace the mysterious wisdom which God 
wishes to share with us through them. 

199. …What the Holy Spirit mobilizes is not an unruly activism, but above all an attentiveness which 
considers the other “in a certain sense as one with ourselves”. [166] This loving attentiveness is the 
beginning of a true concern for their person which inspires me effectively to seek their good. This 
entails appreciating the poor in their goodness, in their experience of life, in their culture, and in their 
ways of living the faith. True love is always contemplative, and permits us to serve the other not out 
of necessity or vanity, but rather because he or she is beautiful above and beyond mere 
appearances: “The love by which we find the other pleasing leads us to offer him something 
freely”.[167] The poor person, when loved, “is esteemed as of great value”,[168] and this is what 
makes the authentic option for the poor differ from any other ideology, from any attempt to exploit 
the poor for one’s own personal or political interest. Only on the basis of this real and sincere 
closeness can we properly accompany the poor on their path of liberation. Only this will ensure that 
“in every Christian community the poor feel at home. Would not this approach be the greatest and 
most effective presentation of the good news of the kingdom?” [169] Without the preferential option 
for the poor, “the proclamation of the Gospel, which is itself the prime form of charity, risks being 
misunderstood or submerged by the ocean of words which daily engulfs us in today’s society of 
mass communications”.[170] 

200. … The worst discrimination which the poor suffer is the lack of spiritual care. The great majority 
of the poor have a special openness to the faith; they need God and we must not fail to offer them 
his friendship, his blessing, his word, the celebration of the sacraments and a journey of growth and 
maturity in the faith. Our preferential option for the poor must mainly translate into a privileged and 
preferential religious care. 

201. No one must say that they cannot be close to the poor because their own lifestyle demands 
more attention to other areas. This is an excuse commonly heard in academic, business or 
professional, and even ecclesial circles. While it is quite true that the essential vocation and mission 
of the lay faithful is to strive that earthly realities and all human activity may be transformed by the 
Gospel,[171] none of us can think we are exempt from concern for the poor and for social justice: 
“Spiritual conversion, the intensity of the love of God and neighbour, zeal for justice and peace, the 
Gospel meaning of the poor and of poverty, are required of everyone”.[172] I fear that these words 
too may give rise to commentary or discussion with no real practical effect. That being said, I trust 
in the openness and readiness of all Christians, and I ask you to seek, as a community, creative 
ways of accepting this renewed call. … 

Concern for the vulnerable 

209. Jesus … identifies especially with the little ones (cf. Mt 25:40). This reminds us Christians that 
we are called to care for the vulnerable of the earth. But the current model, with its emphasis on 
success and self-reliance, does not appear to favour an investment in efforts to help the slow, the 
weak or the less talented to find opportunities in life. 

210. It is essential to draw near to new forms of poverty and vulnerability, in which we are called to 
recognize the suffering Christ, even if this appears to bring us no tangible and immediate benefits. 
I think of the homeless, the addicted, refugees, indigenous peoples, the elderly who are increasingly 
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isolated and abandoned, and many others. Migrants present a particular challenge for me, since I 
am the pastor of a Church without frontiers, a Church which considers herself mother to all. … 

211. I have always been distressed at the lot of those who are victims of various kinds of human 
trafficking. How I wish that all of us would hear God’s cry: “Where is your brother?” (Gen 4:9). Where 
is your brother or sister who is enslaved? … Let us not look the other way. There is greater complicity 
than we think. The issue involves everyone! This infamous network of crime is now well established 
in our cities, and many people have blood on their hands as a result of their comfortable and silent 
complicity. 

212. Doubly poor are those women who endure situations of exclusion, mistreatment and violence, 
since they are frequently less able to defend their rights. Even so, we constantly witness among 
them impressive examples of daily heroism in defending and protecting their vulnerable families. 

213. Among the vulnerable for whom the Church wishes to care with particular love and concern 
are unborn children, the most defenceless and innocent among us. Nowadays efforts are made to 
deny them their human dignity and to do with them whatever one pleases, taking their lives and 
passing laws preventing anyone from standing in the way of this. Frequently, as a way of ridiculing 
the Church’s effort to defend their lives, attempts are made to present her position as ideological, 
obscurantist and conservative. Yet this defence of unborn life is closely linked to the defence of each 
and every other human right. It involves the conviction that a human being is always sacred and 
inviolable, in any situation and at every stage of development. Human beings are ends in themselves 
and never a means of resolving other problems. Once this conviction disappears, so do solid and 
lasting foundations for the defence of human rights, which would always be subject to the passing 
whims of the powers that be. Reason alone is sufficient to recognize the inviolable value of each 
single human life, but if we also look at the issue from the standpoint of faith, “every violation of the 
personal dignity of the human being cries out in vengeance to God and is an offence against the 
creator of the individual”.[176] 

214. … On the other hand, it is also true that we have done little to adequately accompany women 
in very difficult situations, where abortion appears as a quick solution to their profound anguish, 
especially when the life developing within them is the result of rape or a situation of extreme poverty. 
Who can remain unmoved before such painful situations? … 

216. Small yet strong in the love of God, like Saint Francis of Assisi, all of us, as Christians, are 
called to watch over and protect the fragile world in which we live, and all its peoples. 
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