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Pope Francis and Mercy 
 

• Introduction 
o Mercy is central to Pope Francis’ self-identity. In the Sept. 19 interview with Fr. Antonio Spadaro, 

when he was asked “Who is Jorge Mario Bergoglio?,” he replied, “I am a sinner. This is the most 
accurate definition. It is not a figure of speech, a literary genre. I am a sinner…The best summary, 
the one that comes more from the inside and I feel most true is this: I am a sinner whom the Lord 
has looked upon.” And he repeats: “I am one who is looked upon by the Lord. I always felt my 
motto, Miserando atque Eligendo [By Having Mercy and by Choosing Him], was very true for me. 
… This is what I said when they asked me if I would accept my election as pontiff.” Then the pope 
whispers in Latin: “Peccator sum, sed super misericordia et infinita patientia Domini nostri Jesu Christi confisus et 
in spiritu penitentiae accepto.” I am a sinner, but I trust in the infinite mercy and patience of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, and I accept in a spirit of penance.” 

o Mercy is the fundamental story of his vocation.  He said to the 200,000 in St. Peter’s Square on the 
Vigil of Pentecost (May 18): “One day in particular, though, was very important to me: 21 
September 1953. I was almost 17. It was ‘Students’ Day,’ for us the first day of spring — for you the 
first day of autumn. Before going to the celebration I passed through the parish I normally attended, 
I found a priest that I did not know and I felt the need to go to confession. For me this was an 
experience of encounter: I found that someone was waiting for me. Yet I do not know what 
happened, I can’t remember, I do not know why that particular priest was there whom I did not 
know, or why I felt this desire to confess, but the truth is that someone was waiting for me. He had 
been waiting for me for some time. After making my confession I felt something had changed. I was 
not the same. I had heard something like a voice, or a call. I was convinced that I should become a 
priest. This experience of faith is important. We say we must seek God, go to him and ask 
forgiveness, but when we go, he is waiting for us, he is there first! In Spanish we have a word that 
explains this well: primerear — the Lord always gets there before us, he gets there first, he is waiting 
for us! To find someone waiting for you is truly a great grace. You go to him as a sinner, but he is 
waiting to forgive you.” 

o He said that in the interview aboard Shepherd One coming back from Brazil that the Church must 
follow the path of mercy and that this is a special need of our time: “The Church is a mother: she 
has to go out to heal those who are hurting, with mercy.  If the Lord never tires of forgiving, we 
have no other choice than this: first of all, to care for those who are hurting.  The Church is a 
mother, and she must travel this path of mercy.  And find a form of mercy for all.  When the 
prodigal son returned home, I don’t think his father told him: “You, sit down and listen: what did 
you do with the money?”  No!  He celebrated!  …And I believe that this is a kairos: this time is a 
kairos of mercy.  But John Paul II had the first intuition of this, when he began with Faustina 
Kowalska, the Divine Mercy…  He had something, he had intuited that this was a need in our time.” 

o During his first Sunday Mass and then Angelus Message on March 17, he proclaimed the beauty of 
God’s undying mercy as not only Jesus’ most powerful message but the Church’s most powerful 
continued message to the world: “Jesus has this message for us: mercy. I think – and I say it with 
humility – that this is the Lord’s most powerful message: mercy. It was he himself who said: "I did 
not come for the righteous". The righteous justify themselves. Go on, then, even if you can do it, I 
cannot! But they believe they can. "I came for sinners" (Mk 2:17).… The Lord never tires of 
forgiving: never! It is we who tire of asking his forgiveness. Let us ask for the grace not to tire of 
asking forgiveness, because he never tires of forgiving.” 

o This morning in this conference I want to talk about Pope Francis’ words and thoughts on the 
mercy of God, so that we may more profitably live them and teach them.  

• Understanding our need for God’s mercy is key for us to recognize who we really are.  



o (Conversations with Jorge Bergoglio, El Jesuita) An authentically Christian discipleship begins our 
recognition that we’re sinners in need of salvation and the concomitant experience that that Savior 
looks on us with merciful love. “For me, feeling oneself a sinner is one of the most beautiful things 
that can happen, if it leads to its ultimate consequences” the future Pope Francis said in “El Jesuita.” 
At the Easter Vigil, he says, we sing “O Felix culpa,” exulting in the “happy sin” that brought us to 
experience the love of the Redeemer. “When a person becomes conscious that he is a sinner and is 
saved by Jesus,” Cardinal Bergoglio said, “he proclaims this truth to himself and discovers the pearl 
of great price, the treasure buried in the field. He discovers the greatest thing in life: that there is 
someone who loves him profoundly, who gave his life for him.” Many Catholics have sadly not had 
this fundamental Christian experience. “There are people who believe the right things, who have 
received catechesis and accepted the Christian faith in some way, but who do not have the 
experience of having been saved,” he lamented. He then gave a powerful metaphor of what the true 
experience of God’s mercy is like. “It’s one thing when people tell us a story about someone’s 
risking his life to save a boy drowning in the river. It’s something else when I’m the one drowning 
and someone gives his life to save me.” That’s what Christ did for us to save us from the eternal 
watery grave of the deluge of sin. That’s what we should celebrate every day of our life, just like 
someone whose life has been saved by a hero would never be able to forget it, not to mention thank 
him enough. Unfortunately, he said, “There are people to whom you tell the story who don’t see it, 
who don’t want to see, who don’t want to know what happened to that boy, or who always have 
escape hatches from the situation of drowning and who therefore lack the experience of who they 
are. I believe that only we great sinners have this grace.” 

o March 17 Homily: It is not easy to entrust oneself to God’s mercy, because it is an abyss beyond our 
comprehension. But we must! "Oh, Father, if you knew my life, you would not say that to me!" 
"Why, what have you done?" "Oh, I am a great sinner!" "All the better! Go to Jesus: he likes you to 
tell him these things!" He forgets, he has a very special capacity for forgetting. He forgets, he kisses 
you, he embraces you and he simply says to you: "Neither do I condemn you; go, and sin no more" 
(Jn 8:11). That is the only advice he gives you. After a month, if we are in the same situation ... Let 
us go back to the Lord. The Lord never tires of forgiving: never! It is we who tire of asking his 
forgiveness. Let us ask for the grace not to tire of asking forgiveness, because he never tires of 
forgiving. Let us ask for this grace. 

• Everything Jesus did was to share his mercy 
o  (July 4, 2013 homily) The Pope based his meditation on the miracle of the healing of a paralytic (Mt 

9:1-8). He reflected on the sentiments that must have shocked the crippled man when, while being 
carried on his bed, he heard Jesus telling him “take heart, my son; your sins are forgiven”. Those 
who were near Jesus and heard his words “said: ‘this man is blaspheming’; only God can forgive 
sins”. And Jesus, to make them understand, asked them “Which is easier, to forgive sins or to heal?”. 
Jesus, St Peter said, went about doing good, curing all”. 

o “But when Jesus”, the Pope continued, “healed a sick man he was not only a healer. When he taught 
people — let us think of the Beatitudes — he was not only a catechist, a preacher of morals. When 
he remonstrated against the hypocrisy of the Pharisees and Sadducees, he was not a revolutionary 
who wanted to drive out the Romans. No, these things that Jesus did, healing, teaching and speaking 
out against hypocrisy, were only a sign of something greater that Jesus was doing: he was forgiving 
sins”. 

o Reconciling the world in Christ in the name of the Father: “this is Jesus' mission. Everything else — 
healing, teaching, reprimands — are only signs of that deeper miracle which is the re-creation of the 
world. Thus reconciliation is the re-creation of the world; and the most profound mission of Jesus is 
the redemption of all of us sinners. And Jesus”, the Pope added, “did not do this with words, with 
actions or by walking on the road, no! He did it with his flesh. It is truly he, God, who becomes one 
of us, a man, to heal us from within”. 

o “It will do us good to think of this”, he added, “and to think that it is so beautiful to be children. 
This freedom of children is so beautiful, for the Son is at home. Jesus has opened the doors of his 
house to us, we are now at home. We now understand Jesus’ words: ‘take heart, my son, your sins 



are forgiven’. This is the root of our courage: I am free, I am a child, the Father loves me and I love 
the Father. Let us ask the Lord for the grace to understand his action properly”. 

• God has a preferential option for those in most need of his mercy  
o (Daily Mass, Nov 7, 2013 

 Practically speaking, the Pope said, it is as though Jesus were saying to the scribes and 
Pharisees: “you are scandalized, but my Father rejoices”. In fact, he added “this is the 
deepest message of the parable: God's joy”. He is a God “who does not like to lose what is 
his, and in order not to lose it, he goes out from himself, and seeks out” the lost. He is a 
God “who searches for all those who are far from him,” like the shepherd recounted in St 
Luke's Gospel who “goes in search of the lost sheep”. 

 “Our God is a God who searches,” Pope Francis continued. “His work is to search: to 
search and seek out the lost in order to invite them back”. For “God cannot abide losing 
what is his; thus on Holy Thursday Jesus would pray ‘that none of those whom thou hast 
given me may be lost’”. 

 Indeed, the Holy Father said, God “has a certain weakness of love for those who are 
furthest away, who are lost. He goes in search of them. And how does he search? He 
searches to the very end. Like the shepherd who journeys into the darkness looking for his 
lost sheep until he finds it” or “like the woman who, when she loses her coin, lights a lamp, 
sweeps the house and seeks diligently until she finds it”. God, seeks out the lost because he 
thinks: “I will not lose this son, he is mine! And I don’t want to lose him!”. 

 However, God’s work does not consist only in seeking out the lost, Pope Francis then added. 
“When he finds us, when he has found the lost sheep” he neither sets it aside nor does he 
ask us: “Why did you get lost? Why did you fall?”. Rather, he restores what was lost to its 
proper place. And when this happens “it is God who rejoices. God rejoices not in the death 
of the sinner but rather that he be restored to life”. 

o (Aug 25, 2013 Angelus)  
 Some of you, perhaps, might say to me: “But, Father, I am certainly excluded because I am a 

great sinner: I have done terrible things, I have done lots of them in my life”. No, you are 
not excluded! Precisely for this reason you are the favorite, because Jesus prefers sinners, 
always, in order to forgive them, to love them. Jesus is waiting for you to embrace you, to 
pardon you. Do not be afraid: he is waiting for you. Take heart, have the courage to enter 
through his door. 

• Sharing his mercy is God’s great joy  
o (April 7 Homily, St. John Lateran (Divine Mercy Sunday):  The Father, with patience, love, hope and 

mercy, had never for a second stopped thinking about him, and as soon as he sees him still far off, 
he runs out to meet him and embraces him with tenderness, the tenderness of God, without a word 
of reproach: he has returned! And that is the joy of the Father. In that embrace for his son is all this 
joy: he has returned! God is always waiting for us, he never grows tired. Jesus shows us this merciful 
patience of God so that we can regain confidence, hope – always!  

o Sept 15, 2013 Angelus ) In the Liturgy today we read chapter 15 of the Gospel of Luke, which 
contains three parables of mercy: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and then the longest of them, 
characteristic of St Luke, the parable of the father of two sons. … All three of these parables speak 
of the joy of God. … The joy of God is forgiving, the joy of God is forgiving! … The whole 
Gospel, all of Christianity, is here! … Mercy is the true force that can save man and the world 
from the “cancer” that is sin, moral evil, spiritual evil. Only love fills the void, the negative chasms 
that evil opens in hearts and in history. Only love can do this, and this is God’s joy! Jesus is all mercy, 
Jesus is all love: he is God made man 

• We too must celebrate that mercy (July 5, 2013 daily homily) 
o The message that Jesus wants to give, the Pope said, is one that people have always had trouble 

understanding: “I desire mercy, not sacrifice”. Our God is indeed a God of mercy. You can see it 
well in the story of Matthew”. 



o Jesus looks at Matthew and awakens “something new" within him, “something that he did not 
know”. The “gaze of Jesus”, explained the Holy Father, makes him feel an interior “wonder”, and 
makes him hear “the call of Jesus: follow me”. “It only took a moment” to understand that that look 
had changed his life forever. And it is in this moment that “Matthew says yes, leaves everything and 
goes with the Lord”. 

o The first moment of the encounter, which consists of “a deep spiritual experience”, is followed by a 
second experience: that of celebration. The Gospel continues with Jesus sitting at table with 
publicans and sinners; those who “were rejected by society”. But for the Pope this rejection “is the 
contradiction of the celebration of God: the Lord feasts with sinners”. Addressing this point Pope 
Francis referred to Luke’s Gospel (15) where it clearly says that there will be more rejoicing in 
heaven over one sinner who repents than over 99 righteous people who have no need of repentance. 
This is why celebration is “very important” for the Pope, because the encounter with Jesus and the 
mercy of God should be celebrated. 

o But life is not one big party, says Pope Francis. There is a time for celebration, but then there must 
be “daily work, fuelled by the memory of that first encounter”. It is the memory of mercy and of 
that celebration that “gives Matthew, and everyone” who has chosen to follow Christ, the strength 
“to go forward”. This, the Pope added, must be remembered forever. [Give thanks to the Lord for 
he is good, for his mercy endures forever (Ps 107).  

• The way we celebrate that mercy best is by sharing it with others, seeking them out so that they too may 
rejoice in God’s mercy.  

o July 28 interview on the plane returning from Rio: “The Church has to [go out in search of sinners 
with love, like the Father went out after his Son.] When there is someone… not only wait for them, 
but go out and find them!  That is what mercy is.”  

o (March 17 Homily) “I think we too are the people who, on the one hand want to listen to Jesus, but 
on the other hand, at times, like to find a stick to beat others with, to condemn others. And Jesus 
has this message for us: mercy. I think – and I say it with humility – that this is the Lord’s most 
powerful message: mercy. It was he himself who said: "I did not come for the righteous". The 
righteous justify themselves. Go on, then, even if you can do it, I cannot! But they believe they can. 
"I came for sinners" (Mk 2:17). Think of the gossip after the call of Matthew: he associates with 
sinners! (cf. Mk 2:16). He comes for us, when we recognize that we are sinners. But if we are like the 
Pharisee, before the altar, who said: I thank you Lord, that I am not like other men, and especially 
not like the one at the door, like that publican (cf. Lk 18:11-12), then we do not know the Lord’s 
heart, and we will never have the joy of experiencing this mercy!  

o  (March 27 Audience) God always thinks with mercy: do not forget this. God always thinks 
mercifully. He is the merciful Father! God thinks like the father waiting for the son and goes to meet 
him, he spots him coming when he is still far off.... What does this mean? That he went every day to 
see if his son was coming home: this is our merciful Father. It indicates that he was waiting for him 
with longing on the terrace of his house. God thinks like the Samaritan who did not pass by the 
unfortunate man, pitying him or looking at him from the other side of the road, but helped him 
without asking for anything in return; without asking whether he was a Jew, a pagan or a Samaritan, 
whether he was rich or poor: he asked for nothing. He went to help him: God is like this. God 
thinks like the shepherd who lays down his life in order to defend and save his sheep. 

• The Church is made for sinners. It’s a field hospital for sinners.  
o (October 2, 2013 Audience). You could say to me: but the Church is made up of sinners, we see 

them everyday. And this is true: we are a Church of sinners; and we sinners are called to let ourselves 
be transformed, renewed, sanctified by God. There has been in history the temptation for some to 
say: the Church is only the Church of the pure, the perfectly consistent, and expels all the rest. This 
is not true! This is heresy! The Church, that is holy, does not reject sinners; she does not reject us all; 
she does not reject because she calls everyone, welcomes them, is open even to those furthest from 
her, she calls everyone to allow themselves to be enfolded by the mercy, the tenderness and the 
forgiveness of the Father, who offers everyone the possibility of meeting him, of journeying toward 
sanctity. “Well! Father, I am a sinner, I have tremendous sins, how can I possibly feel part of the 
Church? Dear brother, dear sister, this is exactly what the Lord wants, that you say to him: “Lord, 



here I am, with my sins”. Is one of you here without sin? Anyone? No one, not one of us. We all 
carry our sins with us. But the Lord wants to hear us say to him: “Forgive me, help me to walk, 
change my heart!”. And the Lord can change your heart. In the Church, the God we encounter is 
not a merciless judge, but like the Father in the Gospel parable. You may be like the son who left 
home, who sank to the depths, farthest from the Gospel. When you have the strength to say: I want 
to come home, you will find the door open. God will come to meet you because he is always waiting 
for you, God is always waiting for you, God embraces you, kisses you and celebrates. That is how 
the Lord is, that is how the tenderness of our Heavenly Father is. The Lord wants us to belong to a 
Church that knows how to open her arms and welcome everyone, that is not a house for the few, 
but a house for everyone, where all can be renewed, transformed, sanctified by his love, the 
strongest and the weakest, sinners, the indifferent, those who feel discouraged or lost. The Church 
offers all the possibility of following a path of holiness, that is the path of the Christian: she brings 
us to encounter Jesus Christ in the Sacraments, especially in Confession and in the Eucharist; she 
communicates the Word of God to us, she lets us live in charity, in the love of God for all. Let us 
ask ourselves then, will we let ourselves be sanctified? Are we a Church that calls and welcomes 
sinners with open arms, that gives courage and hope, or are we a Church closed in on herself? Are 
we a Church where the love of God dwells, where one cares for the other, where one prays for the 
others? 

• Mercy is in fact the great gift the Church offers the world 
o Confession renews our baptism  

 (November 13, 2013 Catechesis) I cannot be baptized many times, but I can go to 
Confession and by doing so renew the grace of Baptism. It is as though I were being 
baptized for a second time. The Lord Jesus is very very good and never tires of forgiving us. 
Even when the door that Baptism opens to us in order to enter the Church is a little closed, 
due to our weaknesses and our sins. Confession reopens it, precisely because it is a second 
Baptism that forgives us of everything and illuminates us to go forward with the light of the 
Lord 

o We must trust in Jesus enough to trust in what he did.  
 (Nov 20 Catechesis) We must remember that the principal agent in the forgiveness of sins is 

the Holy Spirit. In his first appearance to the Apostles, in the Upper Room, the Risen Jesus 
made the gesture of breathing on them saying: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the 
sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (Jn 20:22,23). 
Jesus, transfigured in his body, is already the new man who offers the Paschal gifts, the fruit 
of his death and resurrection. What are these gifts? Peace, joy, the forgiveness of sins, 
mission, but above all he gives the Spirit who is the source of all these. The breath of Jesus, 
accompanied by the words with which he communicates the Spirit, signifies the transmission 
of life, the new life reborn from forgiveness. 

 But before making this gesture of breathing and transmitting the Holy Spirit, Jesus reveals 
the wounds in his hands and side: these wounds represent the price of our salvation. The 
Holy Spirit brings us God’s pardon “by passing through” Jesus’ wounds. These wounds he 
wished to keep; even now in Heaven he is showing the Father the wounds by which he 
redeemed us. By the power of these wounds, our sins are pardoned: thus, Jesus gave his life 
for our peace, for our joy, for the gift of grace in our souls, for the forgiveness of our sins. It 
is very very beautiful to look at Jesus in this way! 

 And we come to the second element: Jesus gave the Apostles the power to forgive sins. It is 
a little difficult to understand how a man can forgive sins, but Jesus gives this power. The 
Church is the depository of the power of the keys, of opening or closing to forgiveness. God 
forgives every man in his sovereign mercy, but he himself willed that those who belong to 
Christ and to the Church receive forgiveness by means of the ministers of the community. 
Through the apostolic ministry the mercy of God reaches me, my faults are forgiven and joy 
is bestowed on me. In this way Jesus calls us to live out reconciliation in the ecclesial, the 
community, dimension as well. And this is very beautiful. The Church, who is holy and at 
the same time in need of penitence, accompanies us on the journey of conversion 



throughout our life. The Church is not mistress of the power of the keys, but a servant of 
the ministry of mercy and rejoices every time. Perhaps many do not understand the ecclesial 
dimension of forgiveness, because individualism, subjectivism, always dominates, and even 
we Christians are affected by this. Certainly, God forgives every penitent sinner, personally, 
but the Christian is tied to Christ, and Christ is united to the Church. For us Christians there 
is a further gift, there is also a further duty: to pass humbly through the ecclesial community. 
We have to appreciate it; it is a gift, a cure, a protection as well as the assurance that God has 
forgiven me. I go to my brother priest and I say: “Father, I did this...”. And he responds: 
“But I forgive you; God forgives you”. At that moment, I am sure that God has forgiven 
me! And this is beautiful, this is having the surety that God forgives us always, he never tires 
of forgiving us. And we must never tire of going to ask for forgiveness. You may feel 
ashamed to tell your sins, but as our mothers and our grandmothers used to say, it is better 
to be red once than yellow a thousand times. We blush once but then our sins are forgiven 
and we go forward. 

 Lastly, a final point: the priest is the instrument for the forgiveness of sins. God’s 
forgiveness is given to us in the Church, it is transmitted to us by means of the ministry of 
our brother, the priest; and he too is a man, who, like us in need of mercy, truly becomes the 
instrument of mercy, bestowing on us the boundless love of God the Father. Priests and 
bishops too have to go to confession: we are all sinners. Even the Pope confesses every 15 
days, because the Pope is also a sinner. And the confessor hears what I tell him, he counsels 
me and forgives me, because we are all in need of this forgiveness. Sometimes you hear 
someone claiming to confess directly to God... Yes, as I said before, God is always listening, 
but in the Sacrament of Reconciliation he sends a brother to bestow his pardon, the certainty 
of forgiveness, in the name of the Church.  

 The service that the priest assumes a ministry, on behalf of God, to forgive sins is very 
delicate and requires that his heart be at peace, that the priest have peace in his heart; that he 
not mistreat the faithful, but that he be gentle, benevolent and merciful; that he know how 
to plant hope in hearts and, above all, that he be aware that the brother or sister who 
approaches the Sacrament of Reconciliation seeking forgiveness does so just as many people 
approached Jesus to be healed. The priest who is not of this disposition of mind had better 
not administer this sacrament until he has addressed it. The penitent faithful have the right, 
all faithful have the right, to find in priests servants of the forgiveness of God. 

 Dear brothers, as members of the Church are we conscious of the beauty of this gift that 
God himself offers us? Do we feel the joy of this cure, of this motherly attention that the 
Church has for us? Do we know how to appreciate it with simplicity and diligence? Let us 
not forget that God never tires of forgiving us; through the ministry of priests he holds us 
close in a new embrace and regenerates us and allows us to rise again and resume the journey. 
For this is our life: to rise again continuously and to resume our journey 

• We must forgive others if we hope to receive forgiveness from God  
o (July 28 interview on plane) But if a person, whether it be a lay person, a priest or a religious sister, 

commits a sin and then converts, the Lord forgives, and when the Lord forgives, the Lord forgets 
and this is very important for our lives.  When we confess our sins and we truly say, “I have sinned 
in this”, the Lord forgets, and so we have no right not to forget, because otherwise we would run 
the risk of the Lord not forgetting our sins.  That is a danger.  This is important: a theology of 
sin.  Many times I think of Saint Peter.  He committed one of the worst sins, that is he denied Christ, 
and even with this sin they made him Pope.  We have to think a great deal about that. 

• Priests must above all be ministers of mercy 
o (Spadaro interview) The ministers of the church must be ministers of mercy above all. The 

confessor, for example, is always in danger of being either too much of a rigorist or too lax. Neither 
is merciful, because neither of them really takes responsibility for the person. The rigorist washes his 
hands so that he leaves it to the commandment. The loose minister washes his hands by simply 



saying, ‘This is not a sin’ or something like that. In pastoral ministry we must accompany people, 
and we must heal their wounds. 

• Confession can’t be a torture chamber 
o (Spadaro) This is also the great benefit of confession as a sacrament: evaluating case by case and 

discerning what is the best thing to do for a person who seeks God and grace. The confessional is 
not a torture chamber, but the place in which the Lord’s mercy motivates us to do better. I also 
consider the situation of a woman with a failed marriage in her past and who also had an abortion. 
Then this woman remarries, and she is now happy and has five children. That abortion in her past 
weighs heavily on her conscience and she sincerely regrets it. She would like to move forward in her 
Christian life. What is the confessor to do? 

o (April 29, 2013 Daily Homily) The confessional is neither a “laundromat” for sin removal nor “a 
torture session” where sins are exchanged for beatings. Confession is a meeting place with Jesus, a 
place of tenderness. We need to approach this sacrament meekly, gladly, with simplicity, with trust 
and armed with “blessed shame,” the “virtue of humility” by which we recognize ourselves as 
sinners. 

• To preach about mercy doesn’t mean that we take it for granted. We must recognize our need for it and 
come to get it, not remain in our sins  

o (May 17, 2013 daily homily) When Peter later remembers how he denied evening knowing Jesus, “he 
feels ashamed. Peter’s shame.... Peter is a great man. A sinner. But the Lord shows him, him and us 
all, we are all sinners”. “The problem is not sinning”, but “not repenting of the sin, not feeling 
ashamed of what we have done. That is the problem”. 

o Pope Francis distinguishes on three different occasions sinners from the corrupt  
 (June 3, 2013 daily homily) 

• “Three types of Christians in the Church come to mind: the sinners, the corrupt, the 
saints. We don’t need to say too much about sinners because that is what we all are. 
We recognize this from within and we know what a sinner is; and, if one of us does 
not understand himself to be a sinner, he should visit a spiritual doctor: something is 
not right”. The Holy Father took time to explain the characteristics of a corrupt 
person, referring Gospel: God “called us with love, he protects us. Yet then he gives 
us freedom, he gives us all this love ‘on lease’. It’s as if he were to say to us: protect 
and keep my love just as I safeguard you. This is the dialogue between God and us: 
to safeguard love. Everything begins with this love”. 

• Then, however, the tenant farmers to whom the vineyard had been entrusted 
“thought highly of themselves, they felt independent of God”, explained the Pontiff. 
In this way “they took possession of the land and forfeited their relationship with the 
Master of the vineyard: We ourselves are the masters! And when someone came to 
collect the part of the harvest that belonged to the master, they beat him, they 
treated him shamefully, they killed him”. This means loosing the relationship with 
God, no longer feeling the need “for that master”. That is what makes the “corrupt, 
those who were sinners like us but have gone a step further”: they are “solidified in 
sin and they don’t feel the need for God”. Or at least they trick themselves into not 
perceiving it, because “in our genetic makeup there is this relationship with God, and 
since they cannot deny it, they create a unique God: themselves”. These are the 
corrupt, and “this is also a danger for us: that we become corrupted” 

• The Bishop of Rome concluded, “the Apostle John calls the corrupt the antichrist 
who are among us but not of us. The word of God speaks of the saints as of a light: 
they are before God’s throne in adoration. Let us ask the Lord for the grace to know 
that we are sinners — truly sinners. The grace not to become corrupt... the grace to 
follow the way of sanctity”. 

 (June 4, 2013 daily homily) 
• The Pontiff commented on the day’s Gospel (Mk 12:13-17), in which the Evangelist 

recounts the attempt by several Pharisees and Herodians to ensnare Jesus. Only 



some of them, the Pope specified, because “they were not all bad”. They pretended 
they knew the truth but their intention was something else, they wanted to catch him 
out. They went to him and said: “Teacher, we know that you are true, and care for 
no man... for you do not regard the position of men, but truly teach the way of God”. 
However they did not believe in what they were saying. It was flattery”. This “is 
exactly how the flatterer speaks; he uses lovely soft words, excessively sugary words”. 

• The Pope said, “we talked about corrupt people. Today let us discover the language 
of the corrupt. What is their language? This: the tongue of hypocrisy. It is not we 
who say this, it is not I, but Jesus, who was aware of their hypocrisy”. Hypocrisy, he 
stressed further, is “the language of the corrupt. They do not like the truth. They 
only like themselves and so they try to deceive and to involve others in their 
falsehood, in their lying. They have a false heart, they are unable to tell the truth. The 
very language Satan spoke after the fast in the wilderness: you are hungry, you can 
turn this stone into bread. Why do you work so hard? Throw yourself down from 
the temple. This language which seems persuasive, leads to error and to lies”. And 
with Pilate these Pharisees were to speak the same language: “we have only one king 
who is Caesar”. This language is an attempt of “diabolical persuasion”. In fact those 
who were then “praising” Christ “ended by betraying him and sending him to the 
Cross. Jesus, looking them in the face, said as much, calling them “hypocrites”. Thus 
hypocrisy is certainly not the “language of truth. For truth”, the Pope said, “is never 
alone: it is always accompanied by love. There is no truth without love. Love is the 
first truth. And if there is no love there is no truth.” The Holy Father ended: “let us 
ask the Lord today that our way of speaking may be that of the simple, the language 
of children, the language of God’s children and consequently the language of the 
truth in love”. 

 (Daily homily Nov 11, 2013) 
• “Sinners yes, corrupt no”. Pope Francis turned once again to the topic of corruption 

— or better — to the corrupt, whose “double lives” he called a “varnished 
putrefaction”.  

• The Pope based his homily on a passage taken from the Gospel of St Luke: “If your 
brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him; and if he sins against you 
seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, and says, ‘I repent,’ you must 
forgive him” (cf. Lk 17:1-6). “When I read this passage,” he said, “I always see in it a 
portrait of Jesus.... He never tires of forgiving. And he counsels us to do the same”. 
Jesus’ attitude towards those who sin and sincerely repent is always one of 
forgiveness. 

• However, Pope Francis added, there is another passage which reads: “Woe to those 
by whom scandals come”. “Jesus,” he said, “is not speaking here about sin but about 
scandal” and he says: It would be better for him if a millstone were put around his 
neck and he be thrown into the sea, than that he should scandalize one of these little 
ones. Take heed to yourselves!”. The Pope therefore asked: “But what is the 
difference between sin and scandal?”. The difference, he said, is that “whoever sins 
and repents asks for forgiveness, he feels weak, he sees himself as a child of God, he 
humbles himself and asks Jesus to save him. But the one who gives scandal and does 
not repent continues to sin and pretends to be a Christian”. It is as though he leads 
“a double life,” and he added, “the double life of a Christian causes great harm”. 

• “This is the difference between a sinner and a man who is corrupt. One who leads a 
double life is corrupt, whereas one who sins would like not to sin, but he is weak or 
he finds himself in a condition he cannot resolve, and so he goes to the Lord and 
asks to be forgiven. The Lord loves such a person, he accompanies him, he remains 
with him. And we have to say, all of us who are here: sinner yes, corrupt no”. 



• Those who are corrupt, Pope Francis continued, do not know what humility is. Jesus 
likens them to whitewashed tombs: they appear beautiful on the outside, but inside 
they are full of dead bones. “And a Christian who boasts of being a Christian but 
does not lead a Christian life is corrupt”. We all know such people, and we all know 
“how much harm corrupt Christians, and corrupt priests do to the Church. What 
harm they do to the Church! They do not live in the spirit of the Gospel, but in the 
spirit of worldliness. St Paul states it clearly to the Romans: Do not be conformed to 
this world (cf. Rom 12:2). However, it is even stronger in the original text: do not 
enter into this world’s schemes, into its framework, because this leads to a double 
life”. 

• Pope Francis concluded: “A varnished putrefaction: this is the life of someone who 
is corrupt. And Jesus does not call them simply sinners. He calls them hypocrites. 
And yet Jesus always forgives, he never tires of forgiving. The only thing he asks is 
that there be no desire to lead this double life. Let us ask the Lord for the grace to 
flee from every form of deceit and to see ourselves as sinners. Sinners yes, corrupt 
no”. 

• Overcoming this tendency to dismiss our need for God’s mercy is urgent. We can’t grow accustomed to a 
mediocre life (Oct 24, 2013 daily homily) 

o Yet we are weak and we often fall. Does this mean that we are not on the road of sanctification, 
Pope Francis asked? “Yes and no… If you grow accustomed to a life that is mediocre, and you say: 
‘I believe in Jesus Christ, but I live as I want’, then this does not sanctify you, it is not all right, it is 
absurd”. But if you say ‘yes, I am a sinner; I am weak’ and you continually turn to the Lord and say 
to him: ‘Lord, you have the power, increase my faith; you can heal me’, then through the sacrament 
of reconciliation even our imperfections are taken up into this way of sanctification”. 

o “Fertilizer principle” — God takes our manure, all the refuse, and makes it a principle for new 
growth.   

• It’s a battle that we’re called to win, but we need to be sincere in our examination, confession and 
amendment (Oct 25, 2013 daily homily) 

o Quoting St Paul, he continued: “I know that nothing good dwells within me, in my flesh. I can will 
what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I 
do. Now if I do what I do not want it is no longer I that do it, but sin which dwells in me”. 

o Pope Francis called this “the Christian battle”. Paul speaks of it in this way: “when I want to do the 
good, evil is right beside me. In fact, I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my 
members another law at war with the law of the mind, making me captive to the law of sin which 
dwells in my members”. However, the Pope noted, “we do not always have the courage to speak 
about this battle as Paul does. We always seek to justify ourselves”. 

o It is against this attitude that we must battle.. “If we fail to recognize this, we cannot obtain God’s 
forgiveness; if being a sinner is only a word or a way of speaking, then we do not need God’s 
forgiveness. But if it is a reality that enslaves us then we truly need the interior freedom and strength 
of the Lord”. 

o Paul shows us the way out, the Pope said. “Confess your sin and your tendency to sin to the 
community, do not hide it. This is the disposition which the Church asks of all of us, which Jesus 
asks of all of us: humbly to confess our sins”. 

o The Church in her wisdom points to the sacrament of confession. “Let us go to our brother the 
priest and let us make this interior confession, the same confession that Paul himself makes”. 

o The Pontiff then commented on those who refuse to speak with a priest under the pretense that 
they confess directly to God. “It’s easy”, he said. “It’s like confessing by email… God is there, far 
away; I say things and there is no face to face, there is not a face to face encounter”. But Paul 
“confessed his weakness to his brothers face to face”. 

o Citing the Gospel canticle, Pope Francis confided that he admires the way children make their 
confession. “During the Alleluia we said: ‘I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that thou 
hast hidden the mysteries of the kingdom from the wise and understanding and revealed them to 



babes’”. He then added, “Little ones have a certain wisdom. When a child comes to make his 
confession, he never speaks in generalities. He says: ‘Father, I did this, and I did this to my aunt, I 
did this to someone else, and to someone else I said this word’, and they say the word. They are real, 
they possess the simplicity of truth. And we always tend to hide the reality of our weakness and 
poverty”. 

o He then added: “But if there is one thing that is beautiful, it is when we confess our sins in the 
presence of God just as they are. We always feel the grace of being ashamed. To feel ashamed 
before God is a grace. It is a grace to say: ‘I am ashamed’. Let us think about St Peter after Jesus’ 
miracle on the lake: “Depart from me Lord, for I am a sinner”. He was ashamed of his sin. 

o Going to confession, the Pope said, is “going to an encounter with the Lord who forgives us, who 
loves us. And our shame is what we offer him: ‘Lord, I am a sinner, but I am not so bad, I am 
capable of feeling ashamed’”. 

o The Holy Father concluded: “let us ask for the grace to live in the truth without hiding anything 
from the Lord and without hiding anything from ourselves”. 

• And in this battle, there’s a real opponent, the Devil. (Oct 11, 2013 daily Mass homily) 
o  “We cannot obtain the victory of Jesus over evil and the devil by halves” for “he who is not with 

me is against me, and he who does not gather with me scatters”. 
o “On this point,” Pope Francis said, “there is no shadow of a doubt. A battle exists, a battle in which 

the eternal salvation of us all is at stake”. There are no alternatives, he said, even if at times we hear 
about “pastoral proposals” that seem more accommodating. “No! Either you are with Jesus or you 
are against him”. 

o The final guide is watchfulness. “We must always be vigilant against the deception and seduction of 
the evil one”. Again citing the Gospel, he said: “When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own 
palace, his goods are in peace”. 

o “We can ask ourselves: Do I keep watch over myself? Do I guard my heart? My feelings? My 
thoughts? Do I guard the treasure of grace? Do I protect the Holy Spirit's presence within me? If we 
do not protect this presence”, he continued again to the Gospel, “one stronger than he assails him 
and overcomes him, he takes away his armor in which he trusted, and divides his spoil”. 

o Pope Francis also stressed that we mustn't be naive: “the demon is shrewd: he is never cast out 
forever, this will only happen on the last day”. “No,” he continued returning to the Gospel, “when 
the unclean spirit has gone out of a man, he passes through waterless places seeking rest; and finding 
none he says: ‘I will return to my house from which I came’. And when he comes he finds it swept 
and put in order. Then he goes and brings seven other spirits more evil that himself, and they enter 
and dwell there; and the last state of that man becomes worse than the first” 

o “This is the devil's strategy”, Pope Francis warned: “you become a Christian, go forward in your 
faith, and I will leave you alone; I will leave you in peace. But then, once you have have grown 
accustomed to it, are no longer watchful and feel secure I will return”. However, he continued, 
“today's Gospel begins with the demon being cast out and concludes with the demon coming back. 
St Peter said he is like a roaring lion prowling around us”. This is no mere fable, he said: “it is the 
Word of the Lord”. 

o “Please, let's not do business with the devil,” he said. “The devil is on the first page of the Bible and 
he is still there on the last, when God has his final victory”. 

o Pope Francis concluded: “Let us ask the Lord for the grace to take these things seriously. He came 
to battle for our salvation, and he has conquered the devil”. 

• In every confession, we anticipate the judgment and ensure that at that judgment it’s God who rejoices, not 
the devil.  

o (Dec 11, 2013 Audience on Judgment)  A further suggestion is offered to us by the Gospel of John, 
where it explicitly states that “God sent his Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that 
the world might be saved through him. He who believes in him is not condemned; he who does not 
believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God” (Jn 
3:17-18). This means, then, that this final judgment is already in progress, it begins now over the 
course of our lives. Thus judgment is pronounced at every moment of life, as it sums up our faith in 
the salvation that is present and active in Christ, or of our unbelief, whereby we close in upon 



ourselves. But if we close ourselves to the love of Jesus, we condemn ourselves. Salvation is to open 
oneself to Jesus, it is he who saves us. If we are sinners — and we all are — we ask him for 
forgiveness and if we go to him with the desire to be good, the Lord forgives us. But for this we 
must open ourselves to Jesus’ love, which is stronger than all else. Jesus’ love is great, Jesus’ love is 
merciful, Jesus’ love forgives; but you have to open yourself and to open oneself means to repent, to 
accuse oneself of the things that are not good and which we have done. The Lord Jesus gave himself 
and he continues to give himself to us, in order to fill us with all of the mercy and grace of the 
Father. We then, in a certain sense, can become judges of ourselves, by condemning ourselves to 
exclusion from communion with God and with the brethren. We must not grow weary, then, of 
keeping watch over our thoughts and our attitudes, in order that we may be given even now a 
foretaste of the warmth and splendor of God’s Face — and this will be beautiful — which in eternal 
life we shall contemplate in all its fullness. Forward, thinking of this judgment that begins now, 
which has already begun. Forward, doing so in such a way that our hearts open to Jesus and to his 
salvation; forward without fear, for Jesus’ love is greater and if we ask forgiveness for our sins he 
will forgive us. This is what Jesus is like. Forward then with this certainly, which will bring us to the 
glory of heaven! 

• Conclusion 
o Story of all those who are fascinated by Francis, stopping me in malls, in rest stops, in post offices, 

telling me, “I love your Pope.” To a few, I’ve engaged them in conversation, like Jesus did the rich 
young man who approached him and called him good. Jesus wanted to lead the RYM to a 
contemplation of the fact that he recognized a spark of the divine in Jesus, and on the basis of that, 
to give him the ability to trust him enough to seek perfection by selling his goods, giving the money 
to the poor and following him. Likewise, I try to help people to see that what they are fascinated by 
in Francis, what they really like and love in him, is that he behaves like a man of God should, like 
someone who is living by a wisdom that exceeds the wisdom of the world, that he is enfleshing the 
will of God. Then I ask whether they like or admire him enough to put into practice his central 
message, to recognize their need for God’s mercy and come and get it. He speaks about God’s 
untiring mercy because we’re always in need of it. I have been moved that some of my interlocutors, 
like the eunuch of Queen Candace in the Acts of the Apostles with the Deacon Philip and baptism, 
have said, “What do I need to do to receive that mercy?”  

o Likewise, it’s not enough for us to know of, or admire, Pope Francis’ beautiful words on mercy. We 
must be “enveloped” by God’s mercy (April 7 homily, St. John Lateran) We should respond to the 
grace to come to receive it, to never tire of coming to receive it, so that we can be made fitting 
advertisements and agents to bring that mercy to the world as Christ’s ambassadors and ministers! 


