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No to spiritual worldliness 

93. Spiritual worldliness, which hides behind the appearance of 
piety and even love for the Church, consists in seeking not the 
Lord’s glory but human glory and personal well-being. It is what 
the Lord reprimanded the Pharisees for: “How can you believe, 
who receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory 
that comes from the only God?” (Jn 5:44). It is a subtle way of 
seeking one’s “own interests, not those of Jesus Christ” (Phil 
2:21). It takes on many forms, depending on the kinds of 
persons and groups into which it seeps. Since it is based on 
carefully cultivated appearances, it is not always linked to 
outward sin; from without, everything appears as it should be. 
But if it were to seep into the Church, “it would be infinitely 
more disastrous than any other worldliness which is simply 
moral”.[71] 

94. This worldliness can be fuelled in two deeply interrelated 
ways. One is the attraction of gnosticism, a purely subjective 
faith whose only interest is a certain experience or a set of ideas 
and bits of information which are meant to console and 
enlighten, but which ultimately keep one imprisoned in his or her 
own thoughts and feelings. The other is the self-absorbed 
promethean neopelagianism of those who ultimately trust only in 
their own powers and feel superior to others because they 
observe certain rules or remain intransigently faithful to a 
particular Catholic style from the past. A supposed soundness of 
doctrine or discipline leads instead to a narcissistic and 
authoritarian elitism, whereby instead of evangelizing, one 
analyzes and classifies others, and instead of opening the door 
to grace, one exhausts his or her energies in inspecting and 
verifying. In neither case is one really concerned about Jesus 



Christ or others. These are manifestations of an anthropocentric 
immanentism. It is impossible to think that a genuine 
evangelizing thrust could emerge from these adulterated forms 
of Christianity. 

95. This insidious worldliness is evident in a number of attitudes 
which appear opposed, yet all have the same pretence of “taking 
over the space of the Church”. In some people we see an 
ostentatious preoccupation for the liturgy, for doctrine and for 
the Church’s prestige, but without any concern that the Gospel 
have a real impact on God’s faithful people and the concrete 
needs of the present time. In this way, the life of the Church 
turns into a museum piece or something which is the property of 
a select few. In others, this spiritual worldliness lurks behind a 
fascination with social and political gain, or pride in their ability 
to manage practical affairs, or an obsession with programmes of 
self-help and self-realization. It can also translate into a concern 
to be seen, into a social life full of appearances, meetings, 
dinners and receptions. It can also lead to a business mentality, 
caught up with management, statistics, plans and evaluations 
whose principal beneficiary is not God’s people but the Church 
as an institution. The mark of Christ, incarnate, crucified and 
risen, is not present; closed and elite groups are formed, and no 
effort is made to go forth and seek out those who are distant or 
the immense multitudes who thirst for Christ. Evangelical fervour 
is replaced by the empty pleasure of complacency and self-
indulgence. 

96. This way of thinking also feeds the vainglory of those who 
are content to have a modicum of power and would rather be 
the general of a defeated army than a mere private in a unit 
which continues to fight. How often we dream up vast apostolic 
projects, meticulously planned, just like defeated generals! But 
this is to deny our history as a Church, which is glorious 
precisely because it is a history of sacrifice, of hopes and daily 
struggles, of lives spent in service and fidelity to work, tiring as it 



may be, for all work is “the sweat of our brow”. Instead, we 
waste time talking about “what needs to be done” – in Spanish 
we call this the sin of “habriaqueísmo” – like spiritual masters 
and pastoral experts who give instructions from on high. We 
indulge in endless fantasies and we lose contact with the real 
lives and difficulties of our people. 

97. Those who have fallen into this worldliness look on from 
above and afar, they reject the prophecy of their brothers and 
sisters, they discredit those who raise questions, they constantly 
point out the mistakes of others and they are obsessed by 
appearances. Their hearts are open only to the limited horizon of 
their own immanence and interests, and as a consequence they 
neither learn from their sins nor are they genuinely open to 
forgiveness. This is a tremendous corruption disguised as a 
good. We need to avoid it by making the Church constantly go 
out from herself, keeping her mission focused on Jesus Christ, 
and her commitment to the poor. God save us from a worldly 
Church with superficial spiritual and pastoral trappings! This 
stifling worldliness can only be healed by breathing in the pure 
air of the Holy Spirit who frees us from self-centredness cloaked 
in an outward religiosity bereft of God. Let us not allow 
ourselves to be robbed of the Gospel! 

 

No to warring among ourselves 

98. How many wars take place within the people of God and in 
our different communities! In our neighbourhoods and in the 
workplace, how many wars are caused by envy and jealousy, 
even among Christians! Spiritual worldliness leads some 
Christians to war with other Christians who stand in the way of 
their quest for power, prestige, pleasure and economic security. 
Some are even no longer content to live as part of the greater 
Church community but stoke a spirit of exclusivity, creating an 



“inner circle”. Instead of belonging to the whole Church in all its 
rich variety, they belong to this or that group which thinks itself 
different or special. 

99. Our world is being torn apart by wars and violence, and 
wounded by a widespread individualism which divides human 
beings, setting them against one another as they pursue their 
own well-being. In various countries, conflicts and old divisions 
from the past are re-emerging. I especially ask Christians in 
communities throughout the world to offer a radiant and 
attractive witness of fraternal communion. Let everyone admire 
how you care for one another, and how you encourage and 
accompany one another: “By this everyone will know that you 
are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn 13:35). 
This was Jesus’ heartfelt prayer to the Father: “That they may all 
be one... in us... so that the world may believe” (Jn 17:21). 
Beware of the temptation of jealousy! We are all in the same 
boat and headed to the same port! Let us ask for the grace to 
rejoice in the gifts of each, which belong to all. 

100. Those wounded by historical divisions find it difficult to 
accept our invitation to forgiveness and reconciliation, since they 
think that we are ignoring their pain or are asking them to give 
up their memory and ideals. But if they see the witness of 
authentically fraternal and reconciled communities, they will find 
that witness luminous and attractive. It always pains me greatly 
to discover how some Christian communities, and even 
consecrated persons, can tolerate different forms of enmity, 
division, calumny, defamation, vendetta, jealousy and the desire 
to impose certain ideas at all costs, even to persecutions which 
appear as veritable witch hunts. Whom are we going to 
evangelize if this is the way we act? 

101. Let us ask the Lord to help us understand the law of love. 
How good it is to have this law! How much good it does us to 
love one another, in spite of everything. Yes, in spite of 



everything! Saint Paul’s exhortation is directed to each of us: 
“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Rom 
12:21). And again: “Let us not grow weary in doing what is 
right” (Gal 6:9). We all have our likes and dislikes, and perhaps 
at this very moment we are angry with someone. At least let us 
say to the Lord: “Lord, I am angry with this person, with that 
person. I pray to you for him and for her”. To pray for a person 
with whom I am irritated is a beautiful step forward in love, and 
an act of evangelization. Let us do it today! Let us not allow 
ourselves to be robbed of the ideal of fraternal love! 

Other ecclesial challenges 

102. Lay people are, put simply, the vast majority of the People 
of God. The minority – ordained ministers – are at their service. 
There has been a growing awareness of the identity and mission 
of the laity in the Church. We can count on many lay persons, 
although still not nearly enough, who have a deeply-rooted 
sense of community and great fidelity to the tasks of charity, 
catechesis and the celebration of the faith. At the same time, a 
clear awareness of this responsibility of the laity, grounded in 
their baptism and confirmation, does not appear in the same 
way in all places. In some cases, it is because lay persons have 
not been given the formation needed to take on important 
responsibilities. In others, it is because in their particular 
Churches room has not been made for them to speak and to act, 
due to an excessive clericalism which keeps them away from 
decision-making. Even if many are now involved in the lay 
ministries, this involvement is not reflected in a greater 
penetration of Christian values in the social, political and 
economic sectors. It often remains tied to tasks within the 
Church, without a real commitment to applying the Gospel to the 
transformation of society. The formation of the laity and the 
evangelization of professional and intellectual life represent a 
significant pastoral challenge. 



 

103. The Church acknowledges the indispensable contribution 
which women make to society through the sensitivity, intuition 
and other distinctive skill sets which they, more than men, tend 
to possess. I think, for example, of the special concern which 
women show to others, which finds a particular, even if not 
exclusive, expression in motherhood. I readily acknowledge that 
many women share pastoral responsibilities with priests, helping 
to guide people, families and groups and offering new 
contributions to theological reflection. But we need to create still 
broader opportunities for a more incisive female presence in the 
Church. Because “the feminine genius is needed in all 
expressions in the life of society, the presence of women must 
also be guaranteed in the workplace”[72] and in the various 
other settings where important decisions are made, both in the 
Church and in social structures. 

104. Demands that the legitimate rights of women be respected, 
based on the firm conviction that men and women are equal in 
dignity, present the Church with profound and challenging 
questions which cannot be lightly evaded. The reservation of the 
priesthood to males, as a sign of Christ the Spouse who gives 
himself in the Eucharist, is not a question open to discussion, but 
it can prove especially divisive if sacramental power is too closely 
identified with power in general. It must be remembered that 
when we speak of sacramental power “we are in the realm of 
function, not that of dignity or holiness”.[73] The ministerial 
priesthood is one means employed by Jesus for the service of his 
people, yet our great dignity derives from baptism, which is 
accessible to all. The configuration of the priest to Christ the 
head – namely, as the principal source of grace – does not imply 
an exaltation which would set him above others. In the Church, 
functions “do not favour the superiority of some vis-à-vis the 
others”.[74] Indeed, a woman, Mary, is more important than the 
bishops. Even when the function of ministerial priesthood is 



considered “hierarchical”, it must be remembered that “it is 
totally ordered to the holiness of Christ’s members”.[75] Its key 
and axis is not power understood as domination, but the power 
to administer the sacrament of the Eucharist; this is the origin of 
its authority, which is always a service to God’s people. This 
presents a great challenge for pastors and theologians, who are 
in a position to recognize more fully what this entails with regard 
to the possible role of women in decision-making in different 
areas of the Church’s life. 

105. Youth ministry, as traditionally organized, has also suffered 
the impact of social changes. Young people often fail to find 
responses to their concerns, needs, problems and hurts in the 
usual structures. As adults, we find it hard to listen patiently to 
them, to appreciate their concerns and demands, and to speak 
to them in a language they can understand. For the same 
reason, our efforts in the field of education do not produce the 
results expected. The rise and growth of associations and 
movements mostly made up of young people can be seen as the 
work of the Holy Spirit, who blazes new trails to meet their 
expectations and their search for a deep spirituality and a more 
real sense of belonging. There remains a need, however, to 
ensure that these associations actively participate in the Church’s 
overall pastoral efforts.[76] 

106. Even if it is not always easy to approach young people, 
progress has been made in two areas: the awareness that the 
entire community is called to evangelize and educate the young, 
and the urgent need for the young to exercise greater 
leadership. We should recognize that despite the present crisis 
of commitment and communal relationships, many young people 
are making common cause before the problems of our world and 
are taking up various forms of activism and volunteer work. 
Some take part in the life of the Church as members of service 
groups and various missionary initiatives in their own dioceses 
and in other places. How beautiful it is to see that young people 



are “street preachers” (callejeros de la fe), joyfully bringing 
Jesus to every street, every town square and every corner of the 
earth! 

107. Many places are experiencing a dearth of vocations to the 
priesthood and consecrated life. This is often due to a lack of 
contagious apostolic fervour in communities which results in a 
cooling of enthusiasm and attractiveness. Wherever there is life, 
fervour and a desire to bring Christ to others, genuine vocations 
will arise. Even in parishes where priests are not particularly 
committed or joyful, the fraternal life and fervour of the 
community can awaken in the young a desire to consecrate 
themselves completely to God and to the preaching of the 
Gospel. This is particularly true if such a living community prays 
insistently for vocations and courageously proposes to its young 
people the path of special consecration. On the other hand, 
despite the scarcity of vocations, today we are increasingly 
aware of the need for a better process of selecting candidates to 
the priesthood. Seminaries cannot accept candidates on the 
basis of any motivation whatsoever, especially if those 
motivations have to do with affective insecurity or the pursuit of 
power, human glory or economic well-being. 

108. As I mentioned above, I have not sought to offer a 
complete diagnosis, but I invite communities to complete and 
enrich these perspectives on the basis of their awareness of the 
challenges facing them and their neighbours. It is my hope that, 
in doing so, they will realize that whenever we attempt to read 
the signs of the times it is helpful to listen to young people and 
the elderly. Both represent a source of hope for every people. 
The elderly bring with them memory and the wisdom of 
experience, which warns us not to foolishly repeat our past 
mistakes. Young people call us to renewed and expansive hope, 
for they represent new directions for humanity and open us up 
to the future, lest we cling to a nostalgia for structures and 
customs which are no longer life-giving in today’s world. 



109. Challenges exist to be overcome! Let us be realists, but 
without losing our joy, our boldness and our hope-filled 
commitment. Let us not allow ourselves to be robbed of 
missionary vigour!	  


